
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


Copyright

Bear Creek Guardians Series

Free Book Offer

Bearheart Rebel

Chapter One – Cormac

Chapter Two – Sarah

Chapter Three – Cormac

Chapter Four – Sarah

Chapter Five – Cormac

Chapter Six – Sarah

Chapter Seven – Cormac

Chapter Eight – Sarah

Chapter Nine – Cormac

Chapter Ten – Sarah

Chapter Eleven – Cormac

Chapter Twelve – Sarah

Chapter Thirteen – Cormac

Chapter Fourteen – Sarah

Chapter Fifteen – Cormac

Chapter Sixteen – Sarah

Chapter Seventeen – Cormac

Chapter Eighteen – Sarah

Chapter Nineteen – Cormac

Chapter Twenty – Sarah

Chapter Twenty-One – Cormac

Chapter Twenty-Two – Sarah

Chapter Twenty-Three – Cormac

Chapter Twenty-Four – Sarah

Epilogue – Sara

Also By Harmony Raines

Get In Touch


Bearheart Rebel

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Three

 

 

***

 

All rights reserved. This book, or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written consent of the author or publisher.

This is a work of fiction and is intended for mature audiences only. All characters within are eighteen years of age or older. Names, places, businesses, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, actual events or places is purely coincidental.   

© 2023 Harmony Raines

 

Kindle Edition

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Bear Creek Guardians

 

Bearheart Protector

 

Bear Creek Guardians

Book One

 

 

Bearheart Healer

 

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Two

 

 

Bearheart Rebel

 

Bear Creek Guardians 

Book Three

 

 

Bearheart Hunter

 

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Four

 

 

Bearheart Guardian

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Five

 

 

Bearheart Destiny

 

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Six

 

 

 


Sign up to the 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

And I’ll tell you about my new releases and special offers.

You’ll also receive a FREE EXCLUSIVE BOOK

 

 

The Bear’s Surprise Mate 

 

A Second Chance at Bear Creek Lodge

 


[image: ]



 

 

FREE Book! The Bear’s Surprise Mate

Read Grant and Lana’s story.

It’s exclusive to my newsletter subscribers

You can join Harmony Raines’s author newsletter by clicking/tapping HERE!

 

 


Bearheart Rebel

Bear Creek Guardians

Book Three

 

Welcome to Bearheart Ridge, where fate, love, and loyalty converge.

When the Sarah moves to Bear Creek with dreams of opening her very own craft store, 'Crafty Corner,' her path crosses with Cormac, Bearheart Ridge's resident mechanic and motorcycle enthusiast. As a member of the Bearheart Guardians, a group of bear shifters sworn to protect their town, Cormac is a rebel at heart, always testing the boundaries.

When the local bank threatens to pull the plug on Sarah's dreams, Cormac steps in with an unexpected offer of a loan. But, that's not the only surprise he has for her. In a leap of faith, he reveals his bear shifter nature and the undeniable bond between them - they are fated mates.

But their newfound happiness is short-lived when Cormac senses the mysterious creature that only appears when a Guardian or their mate is in danger. They arrive back in town to find Sarah's store has been ransacked.

Cormac's instincts point him toward a local motorbike gang. But when he seeks revenge, it threatens to tear the Bear Creek Guardians apart.

Can Cormac balance his desire for revenge with his duty to the Guardians? Can Sarah navigate this world of shifters, danger, and destiny she's been thrust into? And can their love withstand the trials that come with fulfilling dreams, facing a mysterious threat, and honoring a bond that runs deeper than either of them could have ever imagined?

 


Chapter One – Cormac

This was what life was all about, the summer sun on his back, the wind in his face, and a motorcycle engine thrumming between his thighs. It was a pity his destination was the Timberclaw Outlaws Motorcycle Club’s headquarters in the mountains above Wolf Valley.

Not that he had any grievances with the Timberclaw Outlaws MC. He just didn’t gel with their leader, Danny.

Cormac’s bear chuckled. It’s more than not gelling with Danny. It’s more like you think he’s a rich, spoiled, arrogant idiot.

I was trying to be polite since he is my customer. Cormac steered Danny’s powerful bike to a stop outside their headquarters. But in this instance, the customer is not always right.

And he’s a rich, spoiled, arrogant idiot, his bear reminded him.

He is. And I do, Cormac agreed.

The wind whipped Cormac’s hair as he took off his helmet and ruffled his hair. This sure was some bike. But he wouldn’t trade his own motorbike for anything.

But still... Cormac ran his hand over the smooth metal of the fuel tank. It was some bike.

Which was now covered with a thin film of dust from the ride up here along the back roads. Out of respect for the bike rather than trying to please its owner, Cormac took a cloth from his pocket and polished it clean with a small smile of satisfaction.

His bear chuckled. You know it’s just a machine, right?

But what a machine, Cormac replied as he got off the bike and strode toward the squat building with a wolf’s claw emblem hung over the door.

If you like the shiny stuff, his bear replied.

I’m not saying I prefer it to our bike, but there’s no denying it’s a great bike, Cormac answered.

Before he reached the door, it swung open and Danny, rich, spoiled, and arrogant, stepped out. It wasn’t just Cormac who described Danny that way. That was how most people described Danny. And they were not far wrong.

However, in Cormac’s eyes, Danny’s saving grace was his love of bikes.

Even if he didn’t care for them as well as he should. Danny drove too hard, too fast, with little regard for his own safety or that of his bikes.

“Looks as good as new,” Danny said as he sauntered over to Cormac.

“Make sure you look after it this time,” Cormac said as he threw the keys up in the air.

Danny caught them effortlessly, a smug smile on his face. “You know, I heard that you’ve been telling people that old bike of yours is the fastest thing on two wheels in Bear Creek.”

“That’s because it is.” Cormac glanced toward his beloved bike, which he’d left outside the hangout when he’d collected Danny’s bike for repairs. “It’s tuned to perfection.”

“So I heard. But I bet you can’t beat me in a race.” Danny placed his hands on the handlebars of his shiny bike.

“Unlike you, Danny, I have to get back to work.” However, Cormac’s competitive nature flared, his shifter instincts never willing to ignore a challenge.

And Danny knew it.

“Great, I’ll race you back to the edge of Wolf Creek.” Danny arched a challenging eyebrow at Cormac.

“I don’t race on the roads,” Cormac replied as he swung his leg over his bike.

“You can make an exception. I mean, we’re both shifters. If we sense anyone else on the road, any cars, people, animals, even a bug, we agree the race is void.” Danny then added, “Unless you’re all talk and no substance.”

Don’t do it, his bear told him.

“You’re on, Danny.” Cormac started his engine, ignoring his bear’s warning.

“I knew you couldn’t resist,” Danny said as he slid his leg over the saddle and revved his engine.

Why? his bear asked.

Because I want to wipe that smug expression off his face, Cormac replied.

They lined up their bikes side by side on the trail, engines revving with anticipation. Cormac’s bike might not have been as new and shiny as Danny’s, but he had worked hard to tune it into a racing machine. As the starting signal sounded, they took off, tires spitting dirt in their wake.

Cormac’s adrenaline surged as he pushed his bike to its limits. The thrill of the race coursed through his veins. He was going to win. He knew every twist and turn of these mountain roads like the back of his hand after lonely nights when sleep and the longing for his mate kept him awake.

“Is that all you got, Cormac?” Danny taunted over the roar of their engines as he surged forward, drawing level with Cormac.

But Cormac could see the doubt in his rival’s eyes. Danny was going to lose, and he knew it.

However, as Cormac was about to pull farther ahead, a strange tingling traveled along his spine and, for a second, he thought he was going to black out.

There was something out there. Something that yanked at Cormac’s senses. It was strong, overpowering, and quite unlike anything he’d felt before. Torn between beating Danny and following this unprecedented instinct, Cormac hesitated for a moment.

That was all Danny needed to make a break for it. Cormac’s moment of hesitation gave Danny the opportunity to pass him. Cormac’s competitive nature screamed at him to chase after his opponent, but the instinctual pull was too strong to ignore.

“Something wrong, Cormac?” Danny called out mockingly as he raced ahead.

But Danny didn’t know that something far more important than their rivalry had captured Cormac’s attention.

“Damn it,” Cormac muttered under his breath. Making a split-second decision, he veered off, his shifter senses heightened, as he tried to lock onto whatever was out there.

If there was something out there. Maybe the adrenalin flooding his veins was playing tricks on him?

But what if it’s not? his bear answered.

They had to take a gamble and trust their shifter instincts, instincts that had never failed them before.

Biting back the frustration of losing the race, Cormac gripped his handlebars tighter as he bumped along an offshoot trail and onto the road that led back to his hometown.

As the mysterious pull led him away from Wolf Valley and toward Bear Creek, Cormac couldn’t shake the feeling that his entire world was about to be turned upside down.

Whatever was calling to him held the promise of something life changing. And despite the sting of abandoning the race, he knew some things were more important than winning.

This had better be worth it, he whispered to his bear.

It is, his bear said happily. Oh, it is.

He raced back toward Bear Creek, driving faster than he ever had before. Just as Danny had suggested, he used his shifter senses to ensure no one, not even a bug, was in danger. A thrill tingled through him at this turn of events, coupled with a burning curiosity about what awaited him in town.

But a hint of anxiety gnawed at his gut, too. Just what was he hurtling toward?

The bike’s engine roared as he pushed it to its limits, trees blurring past in a wash of green.

But then his bear rumbled a warning. Ease up or you won’t make it back alive.

Cormac gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to floor it. His bear was right. He’d never find the source if he wound up dead in a ditch.

With great effort, he loosened his white-knuckled grip and eased off the throttle. The bike slowly dropped back down to the speed limit as Cormac wrestled for control of his urgency.

He was a guardian, sworn to protect this town and its people, not endanger them by riding recklessly.

As Cormac got closer to Bear Creek, the magnetic pull intensified. It was as if an invisible tether reeled him in, guiding him toward some unknown destination. His heart raced with anticipation. He suspected what this was. But he dared not allow himself to believe.

Dare, his bear said with conviction.

Our mate, Cormac finally said the words.

But would she still be there when he arrived? What if she were just passing through town?

Then we’ll follow our senses until we find her, his bear replied.

Driving through Bear Creek, Cormac trusted his instincts to guide him.

Until at last he arrived at his destination.

Crafty Corner.

It was a new store in town. Only a couple of days ago he’d driven past while the sign went up above the door. But there had been no pull, no sense that his mate was inside.

Confused but intrigued, Cormac slowed to a stop outside the store and switched off the engine.

Cormac swung his leg over the bike, the adrenaline from the race still coursing through his veins. He pulled off his helmet and cursed under his breath as he realized it had flattened his hair into an unruly mess. Running his hands through the tangled strands, he tried to bring some semblance of order back to it. Leaning down, he glimpsed his reflection in the bike’s mirror. His face was smeared with dirt from the race, making him look like a wild man.

“Damn it,” he muttered, digging out the cloth from his pocket. As he rubbed at the dirt, he only managed to streak it with dust from Danny’s bike, making the situation worse.

His bear chuckled nervously. You’re right, she might get away by the time we get inside the store.

Cormac ignored his bear and folded the cloth, using a clean part to wipe his face properly. When he straightened up, he decided he would do.

Tugging down his leather jacket, he took a deep, steadying breath and headed for the store. But before he reached the door, he noticed his oil-stained hands. They were clean—he’d washed them before he left to deliver Danny’s bike—but they were undoubtedly working hands. Cormac took out his motorbike gloves and pulled them on, then immediately felt stupid and yanked them off.

You know our mate might be watching us, his bear reminded him.

Cormac looked up, and sure enough, there she was in the store window, arranging colorful balls of wool in a display. His heart skipped a beat as he took in her features, her full lips, and almond-shaped eyes, and her graceful hands working deftly with the yarn.

He swallowed down his need to feel those hands roaming his body, stroking his skin, igniting a fire in his veins.

Slow down there, his bear warned him. Maybe start with hello.

That I can do, Cormac said as he ran his hand through his hair once more.

Wow! This was real. This was really happening.

It really is, his bear said. At least it would if you actually go in there.

Cormac took another deep breath and rolled his shoulders. He puffed out his chest, trying to appear cool and calm while his stomach churned with nerves and his emotions threatened to overwhelm him.

Why couldn’t he be smooth? Why couldn’t he act cool?

Channeling his inner Danny, Cormac sauntered up to the door.

Do you really think that’s what our mate wants? his bear asked.

As he reached for the handle, he realized his bear was right. He needed to be himself. Because that was who his mate needed to fall in love with.

“Here goes nothing,” Cormac whispered to himself, his throat constricted with nerves as he prepared to meet the woman fate had chosen for him.


Chapter Two – Sarah

Sarah hummed to herself as she arranged balls of wool in a display in the window, her stomach churning from a mixture of nerves and excitement.

It was finally happening. She was finally here!

The Crafty Corner was finally coming together, and the grand opening was just days away.

She closed her eyes for a moment and squished the ball of purple wool in her hand as she fought the rising panic bubbling inside her. She should have arrived in Bear Creek days ago, but she’d gotten tied up over the sale of her apartment. Thankfully, everything had sorted itself out just in time.

Or at least she hoped it was just in time. She had most of the stock she needed for the store, but because of a mix-up with the sale of her apartment, she’d had to delay a large order of craft supplies and apply to the bank for an overdraft.

As she opened her eyes and went back to her display, a tingling sensation crept along the back of her neck. Oh no. She rubbed the back of her neck. She could not afford to get sick. Not now.

The tingling intensified, and she placed the ball of orange wool down on the display. Perhaps she needed some water, or maybe something to eat.

As she stepped back from the display, her attention was drawn to a totally different kind of display.

Outside the store window stood a guy dressed in motorbike leather, preening himself like a peacock before a potential mate. Sarah couldn’t help but find it amusing. She assumed he was on a hot date and wanted to look his best. Which was kind of sweet. Maybe one day she’d meet a guy who wanted to look his best for her.

Oh! Her heart fluttered when the hunk of a man sauntered toward her store, oozing cool confidence. He was tall, dark, and handsome, with tousled hair that screamed bad boy. Just the kind of man Sarah did not need in her life, especially when she was opening her new store—a fulfillment of a childhood dream.

He’s not interested in you, she scolded herself as she returned to arranging the colorful wool. However, she could not stop herself from surreptitiously watching the guy out of the corner of her eye.

Despite the distraction, she couldn’t ignore the thrill of her plans for making the store a success. She even hoped this could be the start of a chain of Craft Corner stores. A smile tugged at her lips as she imagined the possibilities.

Oh, he was definitely coming this way.

She tried not to stare as the guy approached the door, but her curiosity got the better of her. Then he stopped, and his eyes went out of focus, as if he were lost in thought or talking to himself. Sarah considered going to the door to tell him the store wasn’t open yet and to come back for the grand opening. However, she had already welcomed a couple of people who had popped into the store this morning to chat. She didn’t want to turn him away—even though she doubted he was here for wool.

Men like him don’t spend their evenings knitting, she mused, her thoughts racing with intrigue.

As Sarah debated her next move, her gaze lingered on his strong jawline and the way his leather jacket hugged his muscular frame. She imagined running her fingers through his messy hair, feeling the heat of his body pressed against hers. But she quickly brushed off those thoughts, reminding herself of what was at stake.

“Get it together, girl,” she whispered under her breath. “You’ve got a store to run.”

With a deep breath, she put her welcoming smile on her face. After all, who was she to judge someone by their appearance? Maybe he had hidden depths—perhaps even a penchant for knitting scarves on lonely nights. Or maybe he was here to buy something for his mom, like a good son.

“Hello,” she called out, her voice wavering slightly as he finally entered the store, accompanied by the jingle of a bell she just adored. “We’re not officially open yet, but if you need anything, please feel free to come in.”

As she neared the door, she caught a hint of his intoxicating scent—a mixture of leather, spice, and something wild that set her senses ablaze. She tried to push down the urge to lean in closer, to lose herself in that tantalizing aroma.

Because she didn’t want him to think she was crazy. Did she?

“Um, thank you,” he said, his voice deep and smooth like honey. “I don’t really need any wool, but I saw you working, and I thought I’d stop by...” He looked awkwardly around as if searching for something more to say. “And welcome you to the town.”

“That’s so kind of you,” Sarah replied, offering a warm smile despite her the primal beat of the blood thrumming in her veins. “Everyone has been so kind.”

She stepped back and allowed him to enter, even though she wanted to move closer to him. Much closer.

“Well,” she said after a long moment of awkward silence. “Can I help you find anything? Maybe for a friend, or a girlfriend, wife?” Her cheeks flushed pink. What had gotten into her? Was she fishing to figure out if he was taken? Yes. She was!

The man rubbed his neck, looking slightly out of place among the colorful skeins. “Uh, no girlfriend, or wife, or significant other of any kind.”

Well, at least they had that out of the way!

Sarah smiled and covered her awkwardness. With more awkwardness! “No problem! I’m Sarah, the owner of Crafty Corner. I just arrived in town, so I’m behind with the store preparations.”

“Cormac,” he replied. As their eyes met, Sarah felt an odd spark, a sense of knowing this stranger. By his expression, he felt it, too.

“Great to meet you, Cormac.” Sarah extended her hand in greeting. For no other reason than her skin tingled to be touched by him.

Cormac glanced down at his oil-stained palm and wiped it hastily on his leather pants before grasping her hand.

The moment they touched, a spark of recognition jolted through Sarah. She met his eyes, seeing her own surprise reflected back.

A light blush tinted her cheeks as she suddenly became acutely aware of how snugly those leather pants fit him. What was happening here? She didn’t understand this immediate connection with a complete stranger.

Cormac seemed to be just as affected. He held her gaze for a beat too long before letting her hand slip from his.

“Sorry, hope I didn’t get grease on you,” he said, a hint of gravitas beneath his casual tone.

“No problem at all,” Sarah replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear self-consciously.

She wasn’t usually so flustered around attractive men. But something about Cormac’s rugged demeanor made her heart race in a way she’d never experienced before.

“So, are you liking Bear Creek so far?” Cormac asked after yet another long moment of silence.

“Oh yes, everyone’s been so welcoming since I moved here,” Sarah replied with a smile.

She felt a wave of nervousness then, thinking about the big step of opening her new store.

Cormac seemed to pick up on it. “Everything going okay with the store?” he asked, looking around at the various half-emptied boxes.

“Yes, it’s just been a big change, getting it up and running,” she admitted. Somehow, the biker’s presence had a calming effect on her jangled nerves.

Cormac smiled warmly, flashing a set of dimples that made Sarah’s heart skip a beat. He was so handsome, yet not in an arrogant “alpha male” kind of way.

Something about Cormac called to a part of Sarah she hardly knew. The part that dreamed of meeting a loving husband, having children, living in a cozy home in the mountains.

Things that had always eluded her before.

A startling thought crossed her mind then. Could Cormac be the one to make those dreams a reality? But no, they had only just met! She didn’t even know him. Sarah shook her head slightly, amused by the direction her thoughts had wandered.

“Do you want me to leave?” Cormac pointed to the door as he noticed her gesture.

“Oh no, sorry! Just a random thought,” Sarah said with an embarrassed laugh. He didn’t need to know she was already imagining a future with this near stranger. “It’s good to meet more people. I feel a little lost and alone...”

Her brow wrinkled as she realized what she’d said. Not that it wasn’t true, but it wasn’t a conversation to be shared with a stranger.

“Do you need help?” Cormac asked eagerly.

“No!” She waved her hands at him. Even though an extra pair of hands would be so helpful.

“Please,” he began. “I’d like to help.”

“Well, I could use a hand moving some boxes from the back of the store.” Sarah half smiled, wondering what had happened to her since Cormac walked through the door.

“Show me,” he said huskily.

“This way.” She clasped her hands together to stop them from shaking as she led him to the back of the store. “It’s so kind of you.”

“You are more than welcome, Sarah.” The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end as he said her name, and she swallowed down the lump of emotion that stuck in her throat.

If she was ever going to get the store ready, she needed to focus more on work than on her new helper.

Cormac’s ability to lift the boxes with ease didn’t go unnoticed by Sarah, who admired his strong, toned arms. Among with his other physical attributes.

He certainly must work out, she thought, sneaking an appreciative glance at his muscular body. A body she’d like to see more of.

Sarah cupped her hot cheeks in her hand as she mentally threw a bucket of cold water over herself.

“Coffee?” Sara offered after they finished moving the last box. Perhaps because she didn’t want him to leave yet.

“Sure,” Cormac accepted with a breathtaking smile.

As she busied herself in the small kitchenette behind the store, Cormac leaned against the door frame, watching her. Was she mistaken to think he was as attracted to her as she was to him?

“Thanks,” he said, accepting the mug of coffee.

“So where are you from originally?” Sarah asked, blowing on her coffee.

“I was born and raised here in Bear Creek, well, in a small enclave called Bearheart Ridge,” Cormac replied, picking up a skein of yarn and turning it over in his hands.

Sarah smiled. “Not much of a crafting type, I’m guessing?”

Cormac chuckled. “Is it that obvious? No, I’m more into cars and bikes. But I gotta say, this purple yarn is pretty cool.” He examined it with such genuine interest that Sarah found cutely amusing.

How could a man be so ruggedly handsome and yet also cute? “That’s one of my favorites, too. It’s perfect for knitting scarves and sweaters for the fall.”

“It sure gets chilly here in the winter. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of customers,” Cormac assured her.

“I hope so,” she replied wistfully. “I’d also love to offer knitting and craft classes someday, once the shop is more established. Give the folks in town a creative outlet, you know?”

Cormac nodded, listening intently. “That’s a great idea. When the snow comes, the roads can get blocked and so we’re kind of stuck here. Craft courses would stop people from getting stir crazy. Not that people get stir crazy... It’s a great town to live in.”

He sheepishly grinned at her, and her heart skipped a beat while she ached to reach out and touch him, kiss him, and have him hold her in his strong arms.

Sarah’s mind spun as she tried to understand this instant connection. Part of her wanted to brush it off as just friendly chemistry. But she wanted more than friendship from Cormac. Much more.

Cormac set his empty mug down. “Well, I should probably head out. Let you get back to work.”

Disappointment bloomed in Sarah’s chest. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. As confusing as this whole encounter was, she didn’t want it to end.

“Wait,” she blurted without thinking. Cormac turned, surprise flickering across his handsome face. Sarah’s cheeks grew warm.

“Is there anything else you need help with?” Cormac raised a questioning eyebrow.

“No. I just wanted to say thanks for the help today,” she added softly. “You’ve been so kind.”

Cormac rubbed his neck. “Of course, happy I could help.” He hesitated. “Maybe I’ll see you around?”

Sarah smiled, butterflies fluttering inside. “I’d like that.”

“Or if you need anything, anything at all, just call me.” He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and handed her a card. “Or just ask anyone for Cormac, they’ll point you in my direction.”

“Thank you.” Sarah held onto the card as Cormac walked to the door.

“Bye.” He glanced back at her once more before leaving the store and striding toward his bike.

“Bye.” Sarah raised her hand as he slid his leather clad leg over his bike. Then she forced herself away from the door, not wanting him to catch her staring.

But as she went back to her wall display, she couldn’t resist a peak through the window at the man who had turned her already topsy-turvy world upside down. Moving to Bear Creek had been a gamble, but one that was paying off in a way she had never expected.


Chapter Three – Cormac

Cormac left the store in a daze, his heart hammering in his chest, and his bear rumbling with anticipation.

He felt numb. But also alive. So alive.

With a head full of confusion, he strode toward his motorbike, blinking against the midday sun as he tried to figure out if this was all a dream.

Perhaps he’d fallen from his bike during the race with Danny and knocked himself out. Was this a dream?

No. He wrapped his hand around the familiar handlebar of his beloved bike. It was as if the chrome and steel grounded him.

He stood still for a long moment, his hand curled around the handlebar, but he couldn’t bring himself to swing his leg over and start the engine. He didn’t want to ride away.

But he knew he should.

The connection between him and Sarah was undeniable, but he worried that coming on too strong would scare her away. He glanced back at the store window, desperate for one last glimpse of his mate.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, feeling his resolve crumble. With a swift decision, he dashed back toward the store, hoping he wasn’t making a terrible mistake.

Sarah’s eyes widened as he entered the store, and she fumbled with an armful of wool, dropping a couple of balls on the floor.

Her eyes glittered with a mix of surprise and embarrassment, and Cormac felt a wave of relief wash over him. She had been watching him, too.

“Did you forget something?” she asked, attempting to regain her composure.

“Actually, I did,” Cormac replied, flashing her a shy smile. His tongue darted out to wet his lips, and Sarah’s gaze followed the movement, her pupils dilating ever so slightly. The tension between them crackled like electricity, and Cormac’s pulse quickened.

“I’d love to show you around town, Sarah. Maybe we could have dinner together tonight?” he asked, trying to sound casual despite the pounding of his heart against his ribcage.

“Sure,” she blurted out as if by reflex, her eyes meeting his once more before she added, “I’d love to.”

“Great!” Cormac exclaimed, struggling to contain his excitement. “I’ll pick you up at seven, okay? There’s this amazing restaurant on Main Street that serves the best pasta you’ll ever taste.”

Sarah’s shy smile sent relief radiating through Cormac.

“I look forward to it,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

Cormac backed out of the store, his senses still tingling from his encounter with Sarah. As he did so, he bumped into none other than Reginald. Reginald was a wealthy older man who had recently moved to Bear Creek and donated a significant sum to the local nature reserve. As he liked to keep reminding people.

“Excuse me,” Cormac muttered, feeling a sudden urge to mark his territory.

Sarah was his!

Reginald waved him off with a dismissive gesture. “No harm done.” The trace of condescension in the older man’s voice irked Cormac.

His bear rumbled deep and menacing within him, as if sensing a threat.

Fighting for control, Cormac inhaled deeply. However, instead of a cleansing breath of mountain air, the pungent scent of expensive cologne assaulted his nostrils.

Yuck. With a grimace Cormac strode back to his bike, slinging one long leg over the frame before settling onto the seat. In his peripheral vision, he watched as Reginald approached Sarah, striking up a conversation with her. A wave of almost uncontrollable jealousy washed over him, even though he knew it was ridiculous—Reginald was at least twenty years his senior.

Get a grip, his bear told him. She’s our mate, not his.

There’s just something about him, Cormac ground out.

It’s obvious, his bear said.

It is? Cormac answered, unable to see it.

Reginald reminds you that we never did live up to our father’s dreams of making something of ourselves, his bear said.

Huh. Cormac mulled over his bear’s observation. You’re right.

Growing up, Cormac’s father had dreams of his son becoming a doctor, or a lawyer, or a CEO of a major company. Instead, Cormac has loved getting his hands dirty, never happier than when he was stripping down a motor and putting it back together.

In his father’s eyes, Cormac had never fulfilled his destiny.

But now his destiny was right here. Sarah, his mate.

With one last look at the store, Cormac started his engine and forced himself to ride away. He had work to do and a dinner with his mate to plan. The throaty rumble of his motorcycle soothed him as he rode away from Crafty Corner, and he let the familiar vibrations calm his restless energy.

However, when he arrived at his workshop, Thane, the leader of the Bear Creek Guardians, was waiting for him. And from the look of his expression, something was wrong.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” Cormac asked as he pulled his helmet off and ruffled his hair.

“Wondering where you were.” Concern furrowed Thane’s brow as he asked, “Everything all right? I heard about the race you quit earlier. Just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

Cormac grinned and ducked his head as he joined Thane. “Yeah, I’m fine. Better than fine, actually.” He hesitated for a moment before confessing, “I found my mate.”

Thane’s eyes widened, and joy spread across his face. “Cormac! That’s fantastic news!” He clapped him on the shoulder, his grip firm and reassuring.

“Yeah...it’s crazy. I already feel different, like my entire world just shifted beneath my feet.”

Thane nodded. “Finding your mate changes everything. Your life will never be the same.”

Cormac shook his head in wonder. Thane was right, the instant he sensed Sarah his path was irrevocably altered.

Amazement, excitement, and a twinge of apprehension swirled within him.

Cormac turned to Thane. “How am I supposed to tell her what I am?”

Thane rested a steadying hand on his shoulder. “When the time is right, you’ll find the words, I promise. Just remember fate is on your side.”

Cormac placed a hand over his heart. “I never realized the mating bond could be so strong. It’s like I can’t fully breathe without Sarah near me.”

“It gets easier with time,” Thane assured him. “It’s like when you hike high into the mountains where the air is thin. You need time to get acclimatized.”

“That makes me feel a whole lot better,” Cormac replied.

“So when do we get to officially meet your mate?” Thane cracked a grin.

Cormac chuckled at Thane’s enthusiasm. “We have dinner plans tonight, and I’d like a little time getting to know her first.”

His bear rumbled in agreement. He wanted to keep Sarah to himself for a bit at the start.

“Of course, you go at your own pace,” Thane encouraged. “Although, I’m not sure Sable and Mia will be able to contain their enthusiasm.”

“I can’t wait for Sarah to meet them,” Cormac confessed. “She’s new in town and she’s opening that new store, Crafty Corner. And I think she’s a little lonely.”

“I’m sure Sable and Mia can go and say hello without spilling the truth,” Thane said.

Cormac nodded gratefully before picking up a wrench and inspecting the vintage Shelby he was restoring. He trailed his fingers over gleaming rivets and chrome, as if drawing strength from the car as he tried to focus on the work before him rather than the constant pull drawing him back toward Sarah.

Suddenly, they both looked up simultaneously, their keen senses picking up the distant sound of a motorbike approaching. “Danny,” Cormac said, recognizing the distinctive engine’s growl.

Thane arched an eyebrow in question. “Why do you think he’s coming here?”

“Either to gloat that he beat me in the bike race, even though we never finished, or because he’s already broken his bike after I returned it earlier,” Cormac replied, a hint of annoyance creeping into his voice.

Thane chuckled, a deep rumble that echoed through the workshop. “Danny should meet his mate. It might make him grow up a little. There’s more to life than motorbikes and a gang.”

Cormac smothered a smile at Thane’s comment, thinking about how his own life had changed since finding his fated mate. “Like a mate,” he agreed. “And babies.”

Thane’s eyes softened, and he let out a thoughtful sigh. “I’m both excited and terrified at having a little one. The need to protect Sable has grown exponentially since she became pregnant,” he admitted, his strong hands tightening around the wrench he held. “I’m not sure how I keep myself together.”

Cormac studied his friend for a moment, noticing the worry creasing Thane’s brow and the downturn of his mouth. “What’s wrong?” he asked, concern clear in his voice.

“Nothing,” Thane said at first, but then hesitated before adding, “I sometimes wake up at night, scared that I can sense the creature out there. That it’s come to warn me of danger. Danger to Sable or our unborn child.”

Cormac put down his wrench and moved closer to Thane, clapping a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “If the creature comes as a warning again, all the Guardians will stand with you to protect Sable and the baby,” he assured him, his words steady and sincere. “We stick together.”

Thane nodded, but there was still a hint of unease in his eyes. “Things are changing,” he murmured. However, before he could elaborate, the sound of Danny’s motorbike grew louder, announcing his arrival outside the workshop.

As Cormac turned toward the doorway, preparing to face their uninvited guest, he couldn’t shake the lingering feeling that the life they knew was shifting beneath their feet.

And yet some things will never change, his bear told him.

Like the Bear Creek Guardians. Cormac glanced sideways at Thane. They would always be there for each other just as their ancestors before them.

Cormac stepped out of the workshop, and Thane followed closely behind. As they left the dim building and stepped into the sunlight, Cormac squinted against the brightness.

As his eyes adjusted to the light, Danny removed his helmet, revealing his smug grin. “Got lost, Cormac?” Danny quipped, clearly amused by the situation. The sun glinted off his polished fuel tank, momentarily blinding Cormac once more.

A smirk tugged at the corner of Cormac’s mouth as he replied, “No, I knew exactly where I was going.” His bear growled within him, eager for the challenge. However, there was something holding him back.

An invisible pull, an itch beneath his skin that couldn’t be ignored any longer.

Danny chuckled, running his hand possessively over his motorcycle. “There’s no shame in losing to a superior bike,” he said, his eyes narrowing with a touch of arrogance.

Cormac’s smile widened, fueled by the competitive spirit that had been instilled in him since childhood. “I agree. There is no shame in losing to a superior bike. Or rider,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “And I was clearly winning.”

Danny inclined his head, the question in his eyes turning serious. “Why’d you run, then?”

Thane, sensing the tension growing between the two men, intervened. “Cormac wasn’t running away from anything,” he stated firmly, his loyalty clear. “He was running to his mate.”

The mention of a mate wiped the smile off Danny’s face, replaced by a somber expression. “Your mate?” he asked, disbelief coloring his tone.

“My mate.” Cormac nodded, feeling a mixture of pride and apprehension.

“In that case,” Danny said, a newfound understanding softening his features, “I understand. But next time we meet, we’re having a rematch.”

Cormac shot him a knowing grin. “You might have to wait a while.”

Danny swung his leg back over the bike and settled onto the seat, revving the engine. “I’m not a patient man, Cormac,” he warned before speeding away.

Thane raised his eyebrows, watching Danny’s retreating figure. “That boy needs a mate,” he repeated, shaking his head.

“He certainly does,” Cormac agreed as they walked back inside. “Because a mate changes everything.”

Even the Bear Creek Guardians? Was the question in Cormac’s head.

One he had no answer to.


Chapter Four – Sarah

Cormac had asked her to dinner, and she’d said yes.

Sarah smiled to herself as she watched the man who had entered the store as Cormac had left. He was older, not her usual customer.

But Cormac was not her usual customer, either. But then he hadn’t been a customer. He was something else. Something more. She could feel it in every fiber of her being.

Sarah swallowed down her desire for the man she’d just met. It was absurd, really. Perhaps brought on by a need to find a connection in this town. A friend, someone she could turn to if she needed help. A shoulder to cry on.

But she wanted to be more than friends with Cormac. At least that’s what her heart said. Her head, on the other hand, was more business minded.

Time to refocus on the store. This is what she’d always wanted to do, and she had big plans.

The guy who had come in as Cormac left was looking around the store with what seemed a critical eye. Perhaps she should go over to him and explain that the store wasn’t officially open, and he should come back on Saturday.

And leave her alone with her thoughts of Cormac.

Cormac sure was distracting. There was an allure to him she couldn’t shake, a continual pull on her senses. She chided herself for even entertaining the idea of getting involved with a man now. It was risky, when preparing to open was her top priority.

She took the crisp white card with elegant black lettering Cormac had given her out of her apron pocket and stared at the number. Perhaps she should call him and cancel dinner. She had far too much to do here.

But then she pictured him in the doorway when he’d asked her to dinner and her resistance crumbled.

Why shouldn’t she spend an evening lost in those warm hazel eyes? The way they twinkled when he smiled revealed a sweetness beneath the rugged biker exterior. As for the sincerity in his voice as he offered to help her with the store...few men would do that these days.

At least not where she was from. Perhaps Bear Creek men were different.

If she was honest, Cormac possessed everything she’d hoped to find in a partner. Her past relationships paled in comparison to the sparks she felt in his presence. It seemed crazy to feel such a connection to someone she’d just met. But she couldn’t deny the effect he had on her. The way her heart fluttered, the irresistible pull like metal to a magnet.

So, she would go, and simply enjoy getting to know this charming mystery man over dinner and see where the path led.

If it led nowhere, if she’d read too much into his kindness, then she’d accept it. Move on. No harm done.

Shaking off the lingering remains of uncertainty, she tidied hand-dyed yarn bundles, one eye fixed on the man with the slightly superior air.

He wore an expensive aftershave, and she was certain the watch on his wrist cost more than she earned in a year. Or more. He exuded affluence and Sarah’s guard automatically went up. She’d dealt with patronizing, wealthy men before, in her past career. Men who thought they could take what they wanted when they wanted it.

It was one of the reasons she relished the idea of being her own boss, creating her own destiny, and her own brand. There was no reason why, with hard work and perseverance, she could not wear an expensive watch on her wrist and buy expensive perfume.

No reason at all.

Unless she fell for a handsome biker and got married and had a brood of children. Sarah wasn’t sure which would make her happiest.

So, maybe she could have both.

She shook off her instant resentment toward the guy before her. Excellent customer service meant giving everyone a chance.

“Welcome to Crafty Corner!” she effused, shoulders back. “I’m Sarah, the owner. We’re not officially open yet. But please let me know if I can help find anything special today.”

“Ah, good to meet you. You looked lost in thought, so I didn’t want to interrupt you,” he replied, eyes glinting appraisingly. “I’m Reginald, Reginald Beauchamp.”

The way he said his name made her feel as if he expected her to have heard of him. She hadn’t.

“Good to meet you, Reginald.” She smiled at him, although, when he returned the smile, it didn’t feel wholly genuine.

“Likewise.” He sighed and looked around the store once more. “I was looking for a gift for my niece.”

Sarah’s instincts sprang into merchant mode. “How about a felting kit?” she asked, her tone full of enthusiasm. “She could make a hare, or a sheep. These kits are very popular with all ages.”

“Ah, perfect,” Reginald said lightly.

“I’ll be running some felting classes in the coming months. Along with various other courses. If she’d like to give something else a try,” Sarah told him as she held the two felting kits out to him, hoping he’d pick one and that he wasn’t here to browse.

“Unfortunately, she lives too far away for your classes,” Reginald sighed heavily. Perhaps he was just lonely, missing his family who lived far away. Sarah softened to him a little. She’d moved away from her family to open her store in Bear Creek, and she missed her parents already. “Still, I’m sure she’ll enjoy trying felting. The hare, I think.”

“Good choice. There are instructions inside.” Sarah nodded and placed the sheep kit back in the box she’d gotten it from. “Actually, I had the idea of offering felting kits with custom video tutorials.”

“Ingenious!” Reginald declared, his eyes narrowed as if he were studying her, trying to assess her. “You’ve quite the head for business. I’m sure your little shop will thrive.”

Sarah managed a smile, swallowing her annoyance. “We all have to start somewhere.”

Reginald’s shrewd gaze fixed on her. “We do. Why don’t you tell me your plans for this little establishment.” It felt like a demand rather than a question.

Sarah smoothed her shirt, squaring her shoulders. She’d done meticulous research on expanding her vision. “Once Crafty Corner takes off here in Bear Creek, I intend to open more locations regionally. My goal is establishing a brand known for quality crafts and community.”

Reginald smiled thinly, brows raised. “How ambitious, building an empire from such humble beginnings.” He leaned on the counter as she packed the felting kit in a bag with a thank you note and information about other products. “Yet rapid growth requires immense capital and business savvy.”

Sarah refused to let him rattle her confidence. “I’m taking it one step at a time. With hard work and perseverance, I know Crafty Corner will prosper and become a household name.”

“A household name.” Reginald hummed dubiously under his breath, blatantly skeptical of her capabilities.

Sarah rang up his purchase with professional courtesy, irritation simmering under the surface.

As he turned to leave, Reginald offered his card. “Should you decide to speed up your expansion and require guidance, I’d be happy to provide my expertise.” Was he implying she’d never succeed alone?

She met Reginald’s gaze firmly. “Thank you. I’ll give it some thought.”

Sarah was savvy enough to know that making rash emotional decisions did not make good business sense. She would ask around and find out more about Reginald and his business practices before she made a firm decision either way.

She slid Reginald’s ostentatious card, black, glossy with embossed lettering in a pretentious font, into her apron pocket. Where it nestled next to Cormac’s plain white business card.

“I take great interest in helping local businesses thrive. Especially here in Bear Creek. In fact, I recently made quite a sizable donation to the nature reserve.” His confession was meant to impress and give the impression he was a good guy.

Sarah resisted rolling her eyes at his obvious boasting. Before she could respond, the door chime signaled another customer entering.

Relieved by the new distraction, she said, “I hope to see you at the opening.”

“You will. And give my regards to Cormac.” There was a hint of a sneer in his tone. Or had she imagined it?

“You know Cormac?” Sarah blurted out without thinking. Reginald had come into the store as Cormac walked out. She was certain they had spoken a few words to each other, but she hadn’t heard what passed between them.

Were they friends?

No, the way Reginald said Cormac’s name didn’t seem very friendly.

“Yes, everyone does. He’s one of the guardians.” Reginald headed for the door with his purchase in his hand.

“I’m sorry, the who?” Unease trickled down her spine. Was Cormac a member of a gang? Surely a town like Bear Creek didn’t have gangs. Not like in cities. Did they?

“The guardians,” Reginald repeated as he stepped outside.

The door swung shut behind him with an air of grim finality. Sarah shivered despite the shop’s cozy warmth. Guardians? She pictured a menacing biker gang terrorizing the small town and extorting money from small business owners. No, she was letting her imagination run away with her.

But Reginald had planted seeds of doubt she could not ignore, especially concerning Cormac. But tonight she would have the chance to talk to him and ask him about the guardians.

“Excuse me,” a soft voice interrupted her thoughts, and Sarah turned to the woman who had entered the store. She was holding up a skein of purple yarn. “Do you have any more of this color?”

“Of course!” Sarah replied, her tone bright despite her inner turmoil. She scanned the store and opened up a box, where she found several more skeins of the vibrant shade.

“Thank you,” the woman said with a warm smile, oblivious to Sarah’s racing thoughts. “I love your store. It’s just what the town needs.”

“Thank you,” Sarah responded, forcing a smile and trying to focus on the task at hand.

As the woman made her way to the register, Sarah was tempted to ask her if she knew about the guardians. Or Cormac, since he’d said that everyone knew him. Was he famous or infamous? That was the question.

But she decided to give Cormac a chance to explain himself.

The sound of the cash register opening snapped her back to reality, and she thanked the woman for her purchase before watching her leave the store. With a heavy sigh, Sarah leaned against the counter, struggling to make sense of her conflicting emotions. She knew the smart thing to do would be to stay away from Cormac and focus on her store.

But her heart—and her body—yearned for the enigmatic mechanic like a parched desert longed for rain. And she was parched in that area of her life.

“Get it together, Sarah,” she muttered under her breath, trying to shake off her desire. “You’ve got a store to run and a future to build.”

But even as she turned her attention back to the task of organizing the store, she couldn’t ignore the gnawing curiosity about Cormac and the guardians.

But she could ease her curiosity over dinner without falling into bed with Cormac. And she could ask him about Reginald, which would give her insight into his possible intentions.

Yes. They could have dinner and Sarah could keep things strictly business. But as she pictured Cormac’s strong arms and mischievous smile, she knew that keeping things strictly business would be easier said than done.

But if she was going to make it in a new town, she needed to learn who she could trust and who to avoid. And there was no better way to do that than by diving headfirst into whatever this guardian business was.


Chapter Five – Cormac

Cormac locked up his workshop and strolled over to his bike, just as he did at the end of every other workday.

Only this isn’t any other workday, his bear reminded him.

No, not is not, Cormac agreed as he pulled on his helmet. There is nothing normal about today at all.

When he’d left his house this morning, he could never have dreamed what fate had in store for him. He still found it hard to believe.

Cormac slid onto the worn leather seat of his motorcycle, the familiar weight of the machine beneath him grounding his thoughts. The steady purr of the engine brought a small smile to his lips as he drove home.

As the wind whipped in his face, his mind wandered elsewhere—mulling over the day’s events.

And what events they were.

We met our mate, his bear said with satisfaction, warm and deep like honey on a summer’s day.

I know, I was there, Cormac answered dryly, though the same thrill that his bear was experiencing coursed through his veins.

Yes. They had met their mate. Cormac shook his head in disbelief.

And what a woman she was. Strong, determined, and resourceful—all the qualities he admired in women. And men, for that matter. Plus, Sarah had curves in all the right places; her body a tantalizing mix of softness and strength that made his mouth water and filled him with a fierce protectiveness.

She would make the perfect mother.

“Damn,” he muttered under his breath as a deep-seated longing surfaced, making his heart ache and his stomach contract. Cormac could practically hear the ticking of his biological clock.

It started ticking a damn sight faster as soon as Sable became pregnant, his bear teased.

Don’t try to tell me yours didn’t start ticking, too, Cormac reminded his bear. Since we are one and the same.

You’re right, his bear conceded. It’s the oath strengthening our drive to procreate.

The ancient oath sworn to protect this town coursed through Cormac’s veins, as it had his ancestors. He was part of a long line of bear shifters who took their duty seriously. And one day Cormac hoped to pass that oath on to his own children.

Children he would raise with Sarah. It all seemed possible now.

As the town fell away behind him and he entered the open back roads leading to Bearheart Ridge, his heart swelled with anticipation. Even expectation.

But he might need to temper his enthusiasm. Sarah’s biological clock might not be ticking as loudly and as persistently as his. She had come to town to open her new store. Having kids might not be her top priority right now.

You should ask her, his bear told him.

Yeah, it’s a discussion we need to have, Cormac agreed. But maybe not over dinner on our first date.

You’re right, we should tell her about shifters first and then work up to children. His bear sighed contentedly and settled down to sleep before their big date, leaving Cormac unsure if his bear was joking or not.

The mountain roads stretched out before him like ribbons of asphalt, winding through dense forests and climbing higher as if they could reach the sky. Cormac relished the feeling of freedom as he leaned into each curve, the wind carrying away his worries and doubts.

As he neared Bearheart Ridge, his thoughts raced as fast as his bike. The original Bear Creek Guardians had chosen this ridge for its vantage point. Not only could they keep a watchful eye on the town below, but they could look out over the surrounding area, alert for any approaching danger.

The vastness of the view had blown Cormac’s mind when he was a child. And even now, decades later, he never tired of perching on the edge of the ridge and staring out at the world below.

As he rounded another curve, Cormac’s house came into view—larger than the rest, a testament to his father’s insatiable need for recognition. His father, who had grown up convinced he would be the next leader of the guardians. Only to be disappointed.

Destiny had other plans, and the role of leader passed his father by.

That rebuff by fate had shaped his father. Changed him.

He’d never neglected his duty and always upheld the oath, but his father had been consumed with the idea that Cormac would be the next leader. Especially since Cormac was the firstborn of the new generation of guardians. Cormac’s father had pushed him to be more, to be better, to find a career that gave him status and power.

Young Cormac had rebelled against his father. He’d refused to follow the career path his father had laid out for him. Instead, he’d followed his heart.

So, when fate passed their family by once more, and Thane became the leader, his father had been bitterly disappointed. He’d tried to hide it, as shifter parents do. Yet Cormac had seen it in his eyes.

Fate made the right choice, Cormac’s bear said. Thane is the leader we needed. And the one we wanted.

It did, Cormac agreed. Just as he’d agreed all those years ago. Fate might have chosen Thane but if the other guardians had had a democratic vote, the outcome would have been the same.

And that suited Cormac just fine. Leader of the Bear Creek Guardians was a role Cormac had never desired. Not even to make his father happy.

Pulling up to his home, Cormac parked his bike and dismounted, pausing for a moment as he listened to the faint sound of laughter carried by the wind. Children playing in a neighbor’s backyard, a sound that tugged at his heartstrings.

Maybe one day soon he’d hear his own children laugh and play.

He smiled at the thought as he removed his helmet, mounted the porch steps and opened the front door.

As Cormac entered the house, the weight of history seemed to close in on him. The hand-carved furniture-filled rooms were a testament to his ancestors, and it often felt like their ghosts were still there. The laughter that had filled his ears moments ago faded, replaced by an oppressive coldness that settled deep in his bones.

He made his way to the kitchen and pulled a beer from the fridge, popping the cap off with a satisfying hiss. Leaning back against the counter, he took a swig, allowing the amber liquid to warm him from within as he surveyed the room with a critical eye. This was a house, not a home—it needed warmth, love, and most importantly, it needed Sarah’s touch.

He sighed longingly, unable to shake the image of her from his mind. Her wavy blonde hair, pulled back into a messy bun, and those captivating eyes that seemed to sparkle with creativity. She was everything he never knew he needed, and the longing for her to be part of his life was almost unbearable.

He took another swig of beer, mulling over the complexities of human relationships and desires. It wasn’t just about the physical attraction—although that certainly played a part—but it was her confidence and courage that drew him in. Her desire to follow her dreams and move to a new town and open her store, despite the risks.

He could not get her out of his head.

Cormac set his empty beer bottle down and glanced at the clock. He should start getting ready for his date with Sarah.

Anticipation bubbled inside him. Tonight was going to be special, it was the first step on the road to their happy ever after, and he wanted everything to be perfect.

Time for a shower. Cormac went upstairs and headed to the bathroom, where he stripped off his clothes and dumped them in the laundry hamper. As he turned around Cormac caught sight of his reflection in the mirror, his gaze lingering on the ingrained oil on his hands, evidence of the hours spent fixing engines.

He turned on the faucet and let the water run hot. He’d already scrubbed his hands before he left the workshop, but they never looked really clean. But that was part of who he was, a man who was not afraid to get his hands dirty.

After cleaning his hands as best he could, he stepped into the shower and ducked his head under the hot water, which cascaded down his body.

He reached for the bottle of apple scented body wash, and as he lathered his skin with the fragrant foam, a wave of nostalgia washed over him. It reminded him of fall days spent in the woods near Bear Creek, when the air was thick with the scent of apples from the nearby orchards.

Then he shampooed his hair, before rinsing his body and stepping out of the shower. He dried himself off with a big, fluffy towel before running a comb through his damp hair.

After his refreshing shower, Cormac pulled on a pair of clean black jeans, fastening them with his favorite leather belt, adorned with a bear buckle. It was a gift from a biker gang that had passed through town years ago. One of their bikes had broken down and Cormac had fixed it on a Sunday, despite his workshop being closed.

His fingers traced the lines of the bear before he reached for a shirt. Instead of grabbing his usual black shirt, he opted for a light green one,

Maybe because of the memory of the apple orchard, or maybe because he didn’t want Sarah to think he was going to a funeral.

It’ll be our funeral if we don’t convince Sarah she belongs with us. And to us, his bear answered without raising his head.

Cormac chuckled to himself as he made his way downstairs. However, after another glance at the clock, Cormac realized he was still half an hour early for his date.

What was he going to do to fill the time? His restlessness was palpable, and he needed a distraction.

As if they had read his mind and decided an intervention was required, he sensed the approach of his fellow guardians.

A grin spread across his face as he opened the door, and he greeted them with a nod.

“We thought we’d come over and check on you. In case you’ve floated away on cloud nine.” Tavish enveloped Cormac in a bear hug.

“Thanks,” Cormac gasped as Tavish tightened his grip. “But I do need to breathe!”

“Ah, sorry, Cormac.” Tavish let him go with a hearty clap on the back, hard enough to send a non-bear shifter flying off their feet.

Cormac’s bear chuckled, pleased that his friends were here to celebrate with them. I just wish they could all find their mate, Cormac said.

It’ll happen, his bear said. It has to.

“Help yourselves to a beer, guys,” Cormac offered, gesturing to the fridge.

“Thanks, but we’re going for a run over the mountains,” Thane said, his gaze steady and serious.

Leif added, “There’s been a report of someone hanging around near the cave where the missing hikers left their backpacks. We’re going to check it out.”

“Do you think they’ve come back?” A wave of guilt washed over Cormac at the reminder of his duty to protect their small town. “Or do you think it might be whoever was behind their little stunt?”

As if sensing Cormac’s guilt, Stellan stepped forward and reassured him, “We’ll go check it out while you enjoy your evening, Cormac. We can handle whatever comes up.”

Heath nodded in agreement. “We know you’d do the same for us.”

“Actually,” Cormac corrected him with a half-smile, “I will do the same for you when you find your mates.”

Tavish, Heath, and Leif exchanged glances, hope flickering in their eyes, followed by uncertainty. Cormac knew that feeling all too well.

Thane nodded with conviction. “Cormac is right. You will find your mates someday soon.”

Cormac glanced at the clock, realizing how late it was getting, but not wanting to hurry his friends.

Leif noticed Cormac’s eyes lingering on the clock and said, “We should get going.”

One by one, each of the guardians offered their congratulations before they left the house.

Alone again, Cormac sighed nervously and grabbed his keys before leaving the house. As he got on his motorbike and sped away from Bearheart Ridge, he could sense the others shifting and running out across the mountain.

But for tonight, his destiny lay in a different direction.


Chapter Six – Sarah

Sarah took a step back and surveyed her store with a critical eye, the vibrant colors of the displays she’d spent all day creating catching her attention.

Too much? She tilted her head on one side and chewed the inside of her cheek.

No. It was just right. She was proud of her work, even though there was always room for improvement.

Resisting the urge to tweak a few things, she forced herself to walk away from the main part of the store and head out into the back room.

It was time to relax and unwind before Cormac came to pick her up.

Sarah placed her hand over her stomach as nerves fluttered. Maybe a glass of wine would help.

She headed along the corridor that led to the door of her small apartment above the store. The thought of one day living in a house nestled within the mountains brought a wistful smile to her face. But for now, this arrangement was perfect. With the limited cash she had, it wouldn’t have been possible to furnish the store with the stock it needed while renting a house.

As she stepped onto the first stair that led to her apartment, her leg muscles ached from her hard work. However, the creaking sound beneath her feet was oddly comforting. She loved the old building; it gave her store a sense of authenticity.

Sarah grasped the handrail and put one foot in front of the other as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Once inside, she wasted no time in pouring herself a glass of wine, the deep red liquid swirling enticingly in the glass. Slumping onto the sofa, she kicked off her shoes, sighing in relief. Her feet were finally free.

As she sipped her wine, thoughts of her meeting with the enigmatic Cormac filled her mind. His rugged good looks and well-toned shoulders were impossible to ignore, but it was his smile—full of warmth and humor—that really drew her in. Those adorable dimples seemed etched into her memory, making her heart race.

This was stupid. She was a grown woman. She should know better than to moon over a man like this. But the pull she felt toward him was undeniable, as if some unseen force was drawing them together.

Maybe it was the wine talking. She took another sip and shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. But even as Sarah finished her wine and closed her eyes for a moment, her mind stubbornly refused to let go of Cormac’s image.

She could feel the warmth of his body pressed against hers, his strong arms enveloping her in an intimate and protective hug. Hmm. Sarah breathed in the woodsy scent of him—pine needles and damp earth—and sighed happily. In her imagination, Cormac nuzzled his face into the crook of her neck, trailing butterfly kisses across her sensitive skin.

Her eyes grew heavier, lids fluttering, as she slipped into that blissful space between wakefulness and sleep. It was there, in the shadows, that she walked with Cormac every morning through the forest. His hand was warm in hers, their fingers entwined as they made their way along winding trails dappled with sunlight.

When she stumbled on the uneven path, he caught her, drawing her close until she found her footing again. His smile was gentle, teasing, lighting his eyes with a warmth that made her feel cherished.

Loved.

As darkness crept across her vision, Cormac’s face was the last thing she saw. She could lose herself in the depths of his eyes and his strong arms.

He was her shelter. Her safe place.

The missing piece that made her whole.

Her true love, her protector, the calm to her chaos, the light that pierced her darkness, the friend she’d searched her whole life to find.

Her heart. Her home.

Ugh. She woke with a jerk. The room had descended into shadow as her eyes flew open, disoriented by the unexpected darkness. She’d dozed off on the sofa, the glass of wine still clutched in her hand.

“Damn it,” she whispered, the silence of the apartment settling heavily around her.

Sitting up, Sarah rubbed her eyes, trying to shake off the haze of sleep.

With a heavy sigh, she got up from the sofa and took her empty wineglass to the kitchen and placed it on the counter next to the sink. Her head was still muzzy from sleep, and she grabbed a glass and filled it with cold water.

As she drank, Sarah leaned on the counter, gathering her thoughts. Perhaps she should just tell Cormac she’d changed her mind and was too tired to go to dinner with him.

What if he’d booked a table at the restaurant? The thought of letting him down in such a way made her stomach churn with guilt.

No, she’d go through with it.

Sarah chuckled to herself. She made it sound as if this was some great sacrifice she was making. Going out with Cormac out of pity. Which was the furthest from the truth.

She wanted to go out with him. If anything, he was probably taking pity on her.

Oh dear. Was that what he was doing? Going out with her because he thought she was lonely. Which she was...

Why was this so confusing?

Sarah headed for her bedroom, shedding her clothes along the way before grabbing a robe and making her way to the bathroom. Once inside, Sarah took a quick shower, allowing the sharp scent of the shampoo to awaken her senses and push away any lingering doubts. After towel drying herself, she wrapped the robe tightly around her waist and headed for her bedroom.

What to wear? She rifled through her closet, considering her options. An elegant navy dress caught her eye, followed by a more casual floral sundress. After a moment’s debate, Sarah slipped into the navy dress, the fabric hugging her curves just right. However, something still felt off.

“Maybe the other one,” she murmured, changing into the floral sundress. But it didn’t feel right either. Her eyes landed on a fitted dress with a fuller skirt and a matching blue cardigan she’d knitted herself. She traced her fingers over the buttons. Perfect, this outfit always gave her confidence.

With a nod of approval, she got dressed and checked her image in the mirror. She looked good.

More than good, she looked radiant.

Sarah cupped her cheeks in her hands. Fantasizing about Cormac was having an effect on her, that was for sure.

Satisfied, she returned to the bathroom and wiped the steam from the mirror before applying light makeup.

“Okay,” she said to her reflection, giving herself a once-over as she smoothed down her dress. “You’ve got this. It’s just dinner, right? What’s the worst that could happen?”

But, as Sarah stepped into her shoes and prepared to face the evening, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more at stake than just her pride.

Within her heart lay the seeds of something unspoken, a secret desire that threatened to bloom in the presence of a captivating man named Cormac.

Yep, this fantasy world she was living in was having quite the effect on her.

With a shy smile, Sarah headed downstairs and stood in the darkened store, filled with anticipation, as she waited for Cormac to arrive.

The minutes ticked by, and her nervousness grew. She fidgeted with the hem of her dress, questioning her choice, before letting it go and smoothing her hand over the fabric.

She needed to trust in herself if this date was going to be a success.

Was this a date? Cormac had asked her for dinner, but he could have simply been acting as a friend.

Taking a deep breath, she let go of the tension that had built up inside her. Sarah was accustomed to following her gut and trusting in destiny.

And if it wasn’t destiny, then she’d simply settle for getting to know Cormac better. And learn if she could trust him. What did it mean when Reginald called Cormac a guardian?

As if on cue, the rumbling engine of a motorbike filled the air, jarring her from her thoughts. But it wasn’t just the sound that alerted her to his presence; she could feel him approaching. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, and she shivered.

What was it about Cormac that affected her so profoundly?

Shaking off these unsettling thoughts, Sarah realized Cormac was on his motorbike. Duh, the sound had given it away, but for a moment it hadn’t registered.

She shuddered at the idea of riding on the back of one. Just how safe were they?

And then there was her dress. She could not ride on the back of his bike in this dress. Not to mention her shoes. She’d have to completely rethink her outfit. Nerves kicked in again, knotting her stomach into tight coils. What should she do?

Before she had a chance to react, Cormac arrived in front of the store and dismounted from his bike. The sight of him made her breath catch in her throat. He was ruggedly handsome, the embodiment of raw masculinity that set her pulse racing even faster.

“Hey, Sarah,” he said as he reached the door. His voice was deep and smooth, like warm honey dripping over her senses. “You look stunning.”

“Thanks,” she replied, her cheeks flushing with color. “I didn’t know you were coming on your motorbike. I might need to change my outfit.”

He grinned, his eyes dancing with mischief. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll make it work.”

“I don’t see how.” Sarah was certainly not about to hitch her skirt up around her thighs and straddle the bike.

Although there was someone she’d like to straddle. Her cheeks turned pink, and she ducked her head to avoid his intense gaze.

Cormac’s grin widened as he caught her apprehension. “Don’t you trust me?” he teased.

Sarah took a deep breath and answered honestly, “Yes, I trust you.” The words left her lips almost unbidden, but she meant every one of them.

Cormac’s smile faltered, and there was something deep and unreadable in his eyes. Something that made her stomach flip with longing.

“All right,” Cormac recovered and smiled again. “Since you look gorgeous in that dress and I don’t want you to change, there’s only one thing for it.”

“And that is?” she asked, her voice wavering.

“It’s a wonderful evening for a stroll to Main Street,” Cormac said with a grin. “Don’t you think?”

“I do.” Sarah smiled with relief and checked her store once more before stepping outside and locking the door behind them. Cormac offered her his arm, and she took it as they walked along the street.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up as soon as they touched, and an electric sensation coursed through her, causing a nervous shiver to travel along her spine.

“Are you cold?” Cormac asked with concern.

“No, just hungry,” Sarah replied, trying to hide her unease.

As if sensing her nerves, Cormac began telling her about the food on the menu at the restaurant. “I hear they have this amazing grilled salmon with a citrus herb glaze, and their filet mignon is cooked to perfection. If you’re in the mood for pasta, their shrimp scampi is to die for. And for dessert, they make a mean chocolate lava cake.”

As they continued to walk, Sarah found herself lost in his description of the dishes, and her nerves seemed to dissipate. By the time they reached the restaurant, her mouth was watering from anticipation.

Cormac opened the door for her like an old-fashioned gentleman, and she stepped inside. The aroma of delicious food wafted through the air, making her mouth water even more. But as much as the scent of the food tantalized her senses, it was the scent of Cormac that truly drew her in.

And captivated her senses.


Chapter Seven – Cormac

With clammy hands, Cormac held the door open for Sarah as she stepped into the dimly lit restaurant.

His bear rumbled reassuringly. Fate has brought us together. Tonight is going to be perfect. I can feel it in my bones.

Just like you felt it in your bones when you were certain fate would choose us to be the next leader of the Bear Creek Guardians? Cormac asked.

I was confused, his bear answered simply. I wanted to make our father happy.

So it was wishful thinking? Cormac asked.

I don’t think I ever wished to be the leader, his bear answered.

“Wow, Cormac, this place is lovely,” Sarah commented. She looked radiant, and Cormac’s throat constricted with need.

“It is,” he replied, trying to sound more composed than he felt.

“You sound surprised.” Sarah arched a questioning eyebrow at her.

“I’ve never been here before,” Cormac admitted, feeling as if he was digging himself into a hole.

As they stood in the entryway, a familiar face caught Cormac’s eye. The server, a young woman named Miley, waved at him from across the room. He’d helped her when her car had broken down on the mountain road during a snowstorm. It was Miley who had told him, in great detail, about the fabulous menu. He only hoped she was right. Or this evening might end in disaster.

He waved back, feeling a little less tense as Miley approached with a warm smile.

“Hey, Cormac!” she exclaimed, embracing him lightly. “I’m so glad you decided to take me up on my offer of a free meal after you saved me that night. I’ve been waiting for you to come by.”

His cheeks flushed with embarrassment, Cormac stammered, “Oh, uh, that’s not why we’re here, actually.” He didn’t want Sarah to think he had only brought her here for a free meal.

Miley’s gaze shifted from Cormac to settle on Sarah, appraising her. Her eyes widened in understanding, and she grinned conspiratorially.

“Ah, I see,” Miley said, winking at him as she stepped back. “Well, let me show you to your table.”

She led them to a quiet alcove near the back of the restaurant, far from the other patrons. The dim lighting and flickering candle on the table created a romantic ambiance that Cormac’s bear appreciated.

“Since you won’t accept a free meal,” Miley said, her tone teasing but kind, “how about a bottle of wine instead?”

Cormac’s pride bristled at the offer, but his bear nudged him, sensing that Miley needed the satisfaction of repaying her debt.

So, he offered Miley a genuine smile and nodded. “That would be lovely, thank you, Miley.”

“Great!” she replied happily. “I’ll be right back with your menus and the wine.”

As she walked away, Sarah leaned in closer to Cormac, her breath warm against his cheek. “So, how did you save Miley?”

Cormac’s cheeks flushed pink, and he was thankful for the dim lights and the flickering glow of the candle. “It was nothing, really. I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. Anyone would have done the same.”

“Not everyone,” Sarah replied softly.

“I’d like to think so.” Cormac brushed his hands along his thighs as he tried to steady his nerves.

As he met her eyes, Sarah tilted her head slightly to one side and smiled at him. Cormac smiled back and let out a long breath. Oh, he was out of his depth.

She’s our mate, his bear reminded him. We are not out of our depth.

Sarah laughed and set him at ease as she said, “I haven’t been on a date for a while either.”

Cormac chuckled nervously. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yes.” Sarah nodded.

“Wow, brutally honest,” Cormac replied.

“I always try to be honest,” Sarah replied. “But never brutal. At least not before dinner.”

Cormac grinned, and the mood lightened before Miley returned with the wine.

“Here are the menus.” Miley handed them menus before pouring the wine.

“Thanks, Miley.” Cormac waited for her to walk away before he raised his glass. “To new beginnings.”

“New beginnings.” Sarah touched her glass to his. “And new friendships.”

“To new...friendship,” Cormac said, even though he wanted much more than friendship.

Cormac scanned the menu, and everything looked so good that his stomach rumbled. He put his hand on his stomach and looked up as Sarah giggled. “The food must be good if your stomach is growling in anticipation,” she teased, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Everything sounds delicious,” Cormac admitted. “What do you fancy?”

Sarah caught his eye, her expression unreadable before she bit her lip as she pondered the options. “I’m torn between the grilled salmon with lemon herb butter and the wild mushroom risotto.”

“Both sound amazing,” Cormac agreed. “I think I’ll go for the steak with garlic mashed potatoes and asparagus.”

“Ooh, that does sound good,” Sarah said, her eyes lingering on the menu a moment longer.

“Are you ready to order?” Miley asked as she returned to the table.

Cormac glanced at Sarah, who subtly shook her head. “I think we’re still choosing,” Cormac told Miley.

“No problem.” Miley smiled easily. “Take your time.”

“Thanks, Miley, and thanks for the wine. It’s delicious.” Cormac smiled at her warmly.

“You are more than welcome.” Miley put her hand on Cormac’s shoulder before she walked away.

As Cormac glanced at Sarah, he was certain he saw a glimmer of jealousy.

It means she cares, doesn’t it? Cormac’s bear asked.

I hope so, Cormac replied.

Cormac’s nerves prickled again as the conversation between him and Sarah faltered for a brief moment. He picked up his glass and took a sip, desperately seeking something to say.

“Okay, I’ve decided,” Sarah said and closed the menu. “Always trust your gut. And my gut is hungry for salmon.”

Cormac let out a short laugh. “What the gut wants, the gut shall have.”

Sarah giggled and for a moment Cormac thought he’d embarrassed himself by saying the wrong thing. Sarah was right, he was out of practice. But then she raised her glass. “To our guts.”

Cormac chuckled and touched his glass to hers. “May we always trust them.”

A few moments later, Miley returned for their order and their conversation flowed easily, perhaps helped by the good wine. In no time at all, it seemed, the delightful aroma of their dishes filled the air as Miley placed them in front of them.

“Enjoy your meal,” Miley said with a warm smile before disappearing back to the kitchen.

“So, tell me about your life before Bear Creek,” Cormac asked, taking a sip of his wine. He was eager to learn everything he could about his mate and her life, and her dreams for the future. “Why a craft store?”

Sarah’s face lit up at the opportunity to share her story. “Well, ever since I can remember, I’ve loved crafts and creating things. My parents always supported my passion—they even threw crafting parties for me when I was little.” She laughed at the memory, and Cormac couldn’t tear his gaze from her face. “When I got older, I worked part-time at a craft store. It wasn’t much, but it was the first step toward my dream.”

“Your dream?” Cormac prompted, leaning forward with interest.

“Owning my own store, like the one I have now,” she replied, her cheeks flushing with excitement. “I can’t imagine a better job than sharing my love for crafting with others.”

“You’re doing what you love.” He nodded toward her. “And following your gut?”

Sarah giggled. “I just hope it doesn’t let me down now. I’ve put everything I have into Crafty Corner.”

“Ah.” Cormac studied her for a long moment. “Which means you will make it a success. You have drive, determination, and courage.”

“I do.” Sarah’s eyes were misted with tears. “And one day, I dream of owning a chain of stores.” Her eyes widened as she said this, a hint of embarrassment creeping in.

Cormac reached across the table and gently closed his hand over hers. He looked into her eyes with sincerity, feeling the connection between them grow stronger. “I believe you’re capable of anything you set your mind on, Sarah.”

She rubbed her thumb over the back of Cormac’s hand, and he had the uncontrollable urge to lean across the table and kiss away her doubts. “That’s just what I needed to hear. Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” Cormac replied and as he picked up his fork he added, “and I believe it.”

We just need to help Sarah believe in herself, his bear said.

And help her every step of the way, Cormac added. If she needs help. But I suspect Sarah is going to do okay on her own.

“Did you enjoy your meal?” Miley returned to clear their plates after they had finished their meal.

“It was delicious, thank you,” Sarah replied. “And so is the wine.”

“Does that mean I can tempt you to dessert?” Miley asked, handing them the dessert menu.

“Oh, I think we deserve a decadent dessert.” Cormac eyed the menu, hoping for honey cake.

“I can recommend the chocolate lava cake,” Miley said as she picked up their empty plates.

“Perfect.” Sarah closed her menu, decision made.

“Make that two,” Cormac replied after finding no honey cake on the menu.

“Two chocolate lava cakes it is then.” Miley turned and walked away from the table, leaving them alone.

However, as they were waiting for their desserts to arrive, the door swung open, and in walked Reginald.

Cormac stiffened, as if the man had invaded their privacy.

He does have a right to eat at the restaurant, too, his bear reminded him.

You’re right, it’s just a coincidence, Cormac replied.

But as Sarah spotted Reginald, she seemed to shrink a little, as if trying to hide from him.

What is that all about? Cormac’s bear asked, his hackles raised.

Maybe she senses something off about the guy? Or maybe something happened between them when he visited Crafty Corner this morning. Cormac had never had good thoughts about Reginald, but he doubted he’d hurt or offend Sarah when she’d just arrived in town. As Cormac glanced at Reginald, he raised his hand and waved. Oh no!

Is he coming this way? Cormac’s bear was stunned.

Yes, he is, Cormac replied, trying to remain calm and composed.

Sarah glanced at Cormac nervously as Reginald approached, her brows knitted together in concern. However, her expression quickly cleared, and she smiled at Reginald, though the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Cormac sensed that Sarah wasn’t entirely pleased about Reginald interrupting their dinner, either.

Maybe he’ll just say hello and then go to his own table, Cormac’s bear suggested hopefully.

Cormac’s mood lightened a little as he nodded, inwardly agreeing with his bear. That’s probably it.

Cormac forced a smile as Reginald reached their table, grinning widely. “How are you, Reginald?” Cormac greeted him, not wanting Sarah to think he was rude.

“Ah, Cormac! Fancy seeing you here.” Reginald grinned. “And Sarah, lovely to see you as well.”

“Reginald. Good to see you again.” There was a hint of tension in her smile, but she seemed determined to keep up appearances.

Cormac clenched his fists under the table, fighting the urge to assert his presence more forcefully.

Reginald glanced around the restaurant, oblivious to the strained atmosphere. “This place has the best desserts in town, don’t you agree?”

“We’re just about to find out.” Cormac looked up hopefully as Miley appeared with the chocolate lava cake. Surely Reginald wouldn’t hang around and watch them eat their desserts.

But as Miley set their desserts down on the table, Reginald seemed not to notice or care. Instead, he pulled up a chair and sat down uninvited, grinning broadly. “I don’t mind if I join you for a bit, do you?”

Cormac gritted his teeth, struggling to keep his inner bear in check. He exchanged a quick glance with Sarah, who appeared both flustered and annoyed by Reginald’s presence. “It’s just that I have been thinking about our earlier conversation, Sarah. I thought we could discuss it further.”

“You have?” Sarah replied tersely, her fork clinking against the dessert plate as she set it down. “That’s kind of you. But maybe we should discuss business another time.”

“Of course,” Reginald replied, his smile tightening as he locked eyes with Cormac. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to share my ideas.”

“Which I truly appreciate,” Sarah said, her voice wavering slightly. “But I’m here with Cormac...”

“And I am intruding.” Reginald nodded and reluctantly rose from the table, his tall frame casting a long shadow. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to. I had no idea the two of you were...”

“No problem,” Sarah said with a smile, unsure of what she and Cormac were.

“We’ll talk soon.” Reginald pointed at Sarah and then nodded before he retreated across the room to his own table.

Once he left, there was a noticeable shift in the atmosphere between Cormac and Sarah. They were instantly more relaxed as they ate their dessert. Even so, there was an awkwardness.

“Sorry about that,” Sarah murmured, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

Cormac reached across the table, his hand covering hers, feeling the warmth of her skin against his. “No need to apologize. We have the rest of our evening together to enjoy.”

If anyone should be apologizing, it should be Reginald, his bear ground out.

Yeah, but let’s not let him spoil the evening, Cormac replied.

But he sure wanted to know what Reginald’s game was.


Chapter Eight – Sarah

Sarah tried to ignore Reginald’s presence, but her eyes kept darting toward him in the candlelit restaurant. Why was he here? Was it simply a coincidence that he’d shown up at the exact same restaurant as Sarah and Cormac?

Or had he overheard Cormac’s dinner invitation and decided to smoothly insert himself into their evening? The mere possibility sent a chill down her spine, and she instinctively wrapped her arms around herself.

“Did you like the dessert?” Cormac’s deep, soothing voice broke through her troubling thoughts. He made an effort to keep the atmosphere light. Reginald’s unexpected appearance had clearly affected him, too, and Sarah could sense his concern and see it in his warm eyes.

“Yes, thank you. It was fabulous.” Sarah nodded. “Now I think I could do with a stroll in the fresh air to work off some of the calories.”

A brief silence hung between them. Cormac glanced over at Reginald, his jaw tense, before returning his attention to her. “Yes, let’s get out of here.”

Relieved, Sarah continued, “It’s a beautiful evening. Perhaps we could take the long way around, and you could show me the town.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. “Between setting up the store and unpacking my apartment, I’ve barely seen anything beyond four walls.”

“I’d be happy to,” Cormac agreed, his voice sincere. As he signaled for Miley, his fingers lightly brushed against Sarah’s, sending a flutter of butterflies through her stomach. This unexpected contact stirred a thrill within her.

“Can I have the bill, please, Miley?” Cormac requested as Miley approached their table.

“Reginald settled it for you,” she replied with an unexpected smile. “I’m guessing he owes you a favor, too.”

“No.” Cormac shook his head, his jaw tense once more. “I hardly know him.”

Sarah’s eyes widened in surprise, a flush of embarrassment warming her cheeks. Why would Reginald pay for their dinner? Perhaps it was a simple act of kindness. Or his way of apologizing for gate crashing their dinner.

Cormac smoothly covered his initial surprise with a warm smile. “Pass on our thanks, please,” he said, although his voice sounded strained to Sarah as he then handed Miley a generous tip.

“Don’t be a stranger,” Miley said as she accepted the tip with a smile of thanks.

“Ready?” Cormac murmured, and Sarah nodded and rose from her seat.

Cormac followed close behind her as she crossed the restaurant. She could feel his body heat seeping through her clothes. Her senses were consumed by his nearness. As if the time they’d spent getting to know each other over dinner had strengthened their invisible connection.

Before they exited the restaurant, Sarah stole one last glance at Reginald and nodded in thanks. She wasn’t sure, but she was certain Cormac had done the same.

Reginald smiled and mouthed, “You’re welcome.” Giving no hint of the reason he’d paid their bill.

But as they finally exited the warmth of the restaurant, into the cool night air, Sarah decided not to waste another second on thoughts of Reginald.

Instead, she planned to focus on the man standing next to her. The man who stirred her emotions, for all the right reasons.

Under a vast expanse of velvety, indigo sky, the first stars of the evening twinkled like diamonds. Cormac extended his arm to Sarah with a warm, inviting smile. She slid her arm into his, her heart fluttering as the familiar current of connection surged up her arm. This time, she was ready for it.

Sarah flexed her fingers subtly, curious and captivated by the unexplained sensation that ebbed and flowed between them. She was on the verge of voicing her intrigue, of asking Cormac if he also felt the strange yet soothing connection. Yet, the fear of sounding absurd stopped her, and she let the silence carry the question away.

As they walked, Sarah fell more in love with the rustic charm of the town with each step. Cormac played the role of a tour guide, pointing out the array of stores and telling her a little about each of the owners. It was a personal touch, one that showed his own deep love of the town he’d grown up in.

Cormac highlighted a retro diner that looked straight out of a classic movie with its vibrant, flickering neon sign. “They serve the best breakfast in town,” he told her longingly.

“Are you drooling over food already?” Sarah teased. “I didn’t realize our lovely dinner wasn’t enough.”

Her lighthearted tease earned a hearty chuckle from Cormac, and his eyes twinkled with amusement. “I confess, I’m always hungry.”

As her arm brushed against his and their eyes met, she was certain he hungered for more than food. When they finally reached her store, should she invite him in?

That was a question she had no answer to. Perhaps she would go with the flow and decide when they got there.

Hadn’t she told Cormac that she trusted her gut?

Their leisurely stroll took them to a grand, old building with intricately carved wooden doors and an ornate façade that bore the mark of time. Cormac introduced it as the town museum, a repository of tales from bygone eras.

Her eyes lit up with curiosity as she mused, “I’d love to visit it sometime. To know the stories, understand the history. After all, I like to think of Bear Creek is my home now, too.”

“It is your home.” With a nod of agreement, Cormac said, “I could go with you. As a descendant of the founders, I have inherited unique insights into the town’s history. You know, bedtime stories passed down through the generations.”

Encouraged by his openness, Sarah ventured further, “Speaking of history, what’s the story of the Bear Creek Guardians?”

Cormac’s mood shifted, his arm stiffened, and his voice echoed a note of caution, “Where did you hear about them?”

“Reginald mentioned the name in passing, but he didn’t elaborate,” she replied, trying to maintain an air of casual interest. Attempting to lighten the atmosphere, she jokingly added, “Are they some sort of motorcycle gang?”

At this, Cormac relaxed, letting out a short laugh. “No, they’re not a motorcycle gang. They’re direct descendants of the town’s founders, sworn to protect Bear Creek and its people.”

“And you are a direct descendent, too.” Sarah wanted to push for more information, but as they turned the corner, there was her store.

It was time to trust her gut.

“I’m sorry if Reginald spoiled the evening,” Sarah found herself saying.

“No, he didn’t spoil anything,” Cormac was quick to assure her. He paused, his face taking on an intensity that made her heart skip a beat. “This evening...it’s been perfect...”

She could hear the unspoken words hanging between them, because you’re here with me.

She blushed, unable to meet his gaze. Instead, she stared at the storefront with its colorful displays.

Cormac was so close, his scent intoxicating her senses, leaving her unable to think straight, and she needed to think straight before she made her next move.

“Thank you for a wonderful evening.” Sarah reluctantly extracted her arm from Cormac’s warm hold, digging into her purse to search for her keys.

“Your business is important to you, isn’t it?” Cormac asked suddenly, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Of course,” she replied, sounding more composed than she felt. Her fingers brushed against the cool metal of her keys, and she curled her hand around them and squeezed them, so they dug into her palm. “It’s a new beginning for me.”

He nodded, his eyes reflecting a depth of understanding that left her breathless. “I feel the same way about my workshop,” he confessed.

“I’d love to see it sometime,” Sarah replied, inviting him to set a time and a date.

Cormac nodded but stared at the ground as he said, “I may not have Reginald’s business acumen, but if you ever need help...I’m here for you.”

His offer made her feel...cherished. She turned toward him, their eyes locking in silent communication. “Thank you, Cormac,” she said, her voice barely audible.

There was a pause before he added, his voice betraying a hint of uncertainty, “But it’s good that Reginald is expressing an interest.”

“It is.” She nodded, not sure where the conversation was heading. She’d had so many questions she wanted to ask him, but this didn’t seem to be the time or the place.

“I should go and let you get some sleep.” Cormac took a step away from her.

It seemed she wouldn’t have to trust her gut. Cormac had made the decision for her.

And that was probably for the best.

“Goodnight, Cormac,” she murmured, turning the key in the lock.

“Goodnight, Sarah,” he responded, his voice thick with unspoken emotions.

As she stepped into the store, Cormac lingered a moment longer, and Sarah was tempted to yank open the door, grab hold of him, and drag him inside.

But he’d walked away, and she needed to respect that decision.

Sarah locked the door, her breath fogging the glass as she watched Cormac from the shadows. He lingered outside for a few moments, the lamppost casting a faint glow on his rugged features. As he turned and walked away, she let out a long breath.

Sarah licked her lips involuntarily, wishing she’d found the courage to kiss him just now. It was crazy—she barely knew him—but the pull toward him was primal, and intensely powerful.

Sarah shook her head at her own thoughts. The truth was, she didn’t want to fight what she felt for Cormac. Their connection seemed fated somehow, and deep down, she craved a future with him. But she couldn’t think about that now.

As she walked through the darkened store, her fingers caressed the various fabrics and wools, each texture grounding her back in reality. She reminded herself that her focus had to be on the store and nothing else for now. Her dreams of making this place a success were all she had left after she’d invested everything in the store.

“Can’t I have it all?” she whispered to herself, her eyes reflecting the dim light that filtered through the store windows. Was she denying herself companionship and love with Cormac for the right reason? Or was she just afraid of the unknown?

As his motorbike rumbled to life, that was a question she could ponder as she got ready for bed.

As long as it was a question that didn’t keep her up tonight. Sarah stifled a yawn. She really was tired to the bone.

But in a good way.

Sarah climbed the stairs to her apartment, imagining she was holding Cormac’s hand and leading him to bed.

Only not to sleep.


Chapter Nine – Cormac

Cormac walked away from Sarah’s store, forcing himself to take one step after another, although it took all his strength to do so. The pull of his mate was almost too much, but he forced himself to hoist his leg over the seat, fighting the urge to run back to the store and break down the door. Anything to get to his mate, to hold her in his arms and swear his undying love to her.

After taking a deep breath, he inserted the key and started the engine, the growl of its motor vibrating beneath him. The comforting roar filled his ears as his fingers curled around the handlebars.

He took a moment to sit and simply absorb the hypnotic throb of the engine.

His breathing became slower, calmer, giving him a feeling of control. Before his control slipped away, Cormac slowly pulled away from the store, turning his head one last time to look at it before he began his journey home.

Cormac drove through the quiet streets of Bear Creek, taking his time as he gradually returned to himself. The primal urge that had gripped him loosened its hold and although he could still sense his mate, the intensity was manageable.

It was only after he had left the town behind that he began to accelerate and take each turn on the mountain road as if it were a new experience.

Because in a way it was. After meeting Sarah, he didn’t just feel like a new man. He was a new man. A man with a mate!

He rode past fields, trees and meadows that had been there for centuries. His ancestors had passed by these places and tonight he’d never felt closer to those guardians who had gone before him.

While riding deeper into the mountains, Cormac felt like he could almost reach out and touch the stars that were seemingly within his grasp. It was a fanciful notion, but it was as if anything was possible. All he had to do was reach out and take it.

As Cormac’s motorbike wound its way back to Bearheart Ridge, he was filled with a sense of peace and contentment that only came with being on two wheels. This was why riding a motorcycle was so special to Cormac and he hoped one day Sarah would share in the thrill.

She will, his bear assured him. She will share in our favorite things and we will share in hers.

Does that mean I have to take up crocheting? Cormac asked.

You might find it soothing, his bear replied lightly.

I’d find anything soothing if Sarah was by my side, Cormac admitted.

The night air was comfortably cool when Cormac finally arrived back at Bearheart Ridge. He slowed his bike to a stop outside his house, but movement caught his eye. There was someone coming out of Thane’s house across the street.

It wasn’t the guardians. Cormac had already sensed they were not in town. As if called by a silent voice, he turned away from Thane’s house and stared into the distance, searching for his friends. They are high in the mountains, almost out of range of his senses.

We should join them. His bear fought to be free, but Cormac had something he needed to do first.

Soon, he told his bear.

Cormac got off his bike and strode across the street as Sable and Mia appeared on the porch. The two women had become like sisters to him, and right now, he’d like their advice. After all, they knew exactly how Sarah would feel when he revealed his true self.

“Hey, Cormac!” Sable called out as he got close. “We heard the news!”

“Congratulations!” Mia chimed in, grinning at him.

“Thanks,” Cormac replied, forcing a smile. As much as he wanted to celebrate finding his mate, to shout it from the mountain tops, there was still so much uncertainty looming over them.

“Are you all right?” Sable asked, her brow furrowing with concern as he approached them. “You seem...off.”

Cormac sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s just... Sarah doesn’t know yet. About what I am, about our connection.”

“Ah,” Mia nodded sympathetically, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “That’s a tough conversation to have. And to hear.”

“How am I supposed to find the right time when she has so much going on?” Cormac asked, his voice heavy with worry.

“Look,” Sable said, her tone gentle yet firm, “you’ve got to trust in fate. Trust that you will find the right time and the right words. And trust that she’ll understand. She’s your mate, after all. You two are meant to be together.”

“Besides,” Mia chimed in, offering a teasing grin, “if anyone can charm their way through a potentially awkward conversation, it’s you. I’ve seen the way you talk to your customers. People like you. People trust you. Why should Sarah be any different?”

Cormac chuckled at her words, and a spark of optimism ignited within him. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”

His gaze drifted back toward the mountains, where he could sense the other guardians running free. His bear yearned to join them, to lose himself in the wild abandon of his bear form.

Not yet.

“Thanks, guys,” he said, offering a genuine smile this time. But then his smile faltered. “If I’m brutally honest, I’m scared I might not be enough for Sarah. I’ve always been content with my life, but now, I can’t help thinking I should have taken my father’s advice and made something more of myself.”

A wave of frustration crashed over him, and Sable squeezed his hand gently, her eyes filled with empathy. “Come on,” Sable said softly. “You look like you need a drink.”

She led him into the house, Mia following closely behind. The familiar scent of the place enveloped Cormac, bringing a small measure of comfort.

Sable opened the fridge and pulled out a Bear Creek Honey Beer. After twisting off the cap she passed it to Cormac. “There you go.”

“Thanks, Sable.” As she prepared tea for herself and Mia, Cormac took a long sip of his beer and sank into a chair at the worn wooden table. He’d sat here countless times throughout his life—as a child, as a man, and as a guardian. But now, he was a new man, a man with a mate, and the weight of that realization bore down on him.

“Tell us about Sarah,” Mia urged, sitting across from him, her eyes searching his face.

Cormac hesitated, taking another swig of beer before attempting to put into words how he felt about Sarah. “She’s talented and ambitious. She wants to open a chain of craft stores and create a brand.”

Sable handed a cup of tea to Mia as she joined them at the table. “I sense something else is bothering you,” Sable observed. “What is it?”

“Reginald,” Cormac admitted, his voice tight. “He gate-crashed our dinner tonight and tried to talk business. I don’t know what he’s offering exactly, but I don’t trust him. But I don’t know if part of that mistrust is fueled by this overwhelming urge to protect Sarah, to make her mine...”

Sable exchanged a glance with Mia, who arched an eyebrow in response. Cormac drank his beer and waited for them to reply.

We trust Sable and Mia’s opinions above most other people, his bear reminded him.

And they have both had dealings with Reginald, Cormac answered, feeling as if he’d overreacted. There was a chance the mating bond was making him feel paranoid, and that was all there was to it.

“Reginald is successful in business,” Sable admitted cautiously. “On paper, he looks like a good guy to have in your corner, but...”

“But?” Cormac pressed, tensing at the hesitation in her voice.

“His success has left a trail of ruin,” Mia added, her tone somber. “He’s cutthroat in his dealings, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t good at what he does.”

“True,” Sable agreed reluctantly. “And it’s worth noting that he’s all but retired now, having made a fortune. He’s even donated to charity, including the Bear Creek Nature Reserve, as you know. Perhaps he’s mellowed with age?”

“Or perhaps that’s just another facade,” Cormac muttered, his mind racing with uncertainty. “The store means so much to Sarah. I don’t think she would cope if someone took that from her.”

“I doubt whether Reginald intends to hurt Sarah or her business,” Mia replied. “Not if he wants to live in this town.”

“You’re right,” Cormac replied, feeling a little happier. “I just wish I knew what to do.”

“Whatever you decide to do, Cormac,” Sable said, placing a hand on his arm, “we’re here for you.”

“Thanks, Sable,” Cormac replied, forcing a smile. “I know I can always count on you for good advice.”

“Always,” Sable said, rubbing her hand over her belly. “Advice is the one thing I am still capable of. Unlike tying my shoes. I can’t wait to see my feet again.”

Cormac leaned back in his chair, the worn wood creaking under his weight as he considered Sable and Mia’s words. He couldn’t deny that a small part of him wanted to trust Reginald, but his shifter instincts would remain on high alert.

“Maybe you’re right,” Cormac admitted reluctantly, his deep voice rumbling like distant thunder. “I’ll try to step back and let Sarah make her own decisions about Reginald.”

“Good,” Sable said as she sipped her tea. “It’s natural for you to feel overprotective of your mate, but she needs the freedom to make her own choices. If you come over all demanding, you might end up being the bad guy here.”

And that is the last thing we want, his bear reminded him.

As if Cormac needed reminding.

Mia leaned forward, her eyes wide as if she’d had a sudden idea. “Besides, if there’s any real danger for Sarah and her store, the creature that protects the guardians will appear. So don’t worry too much, Cormac. We’ve got your back.”

Sable chuckled, her hazel eyes twinkling with mischief. “Yes, if you see large footprints outside the store, then you know there’s trouble ahead for your mate.”

Cormac grinned at their attempts to lighten the mood, but their words hit a nerve. That creature had been on his mind since the moment he’d met his mate. But he wasn’t going to bring it up now. It was his demon to deal with and his alone.

He downed the last of his beer, the bitter taste grounding him as he pushed away from the table. “Thanks, ladies. I appreciate you being here for me.” He paused, glancing at Sable. “And thanks for the beer. But now, I need to go for a run.”

His bear roared in agreement, eager to be free. As he stood up, Cormac felt the weight of his worries begin to lift. He probably had overreacted. In a couple of days, he’d have gotten used to the primal urge to protect Sarah from anything and everything and he’d see things more clearly.

“Of course,” Mia said, smiling warmly as she stood up to walk him to the door. “Just remember, if you need us, we’re here for you. And Sarah. No matter what.”

“Yeah, you really need to get on and tell her about fated mates and all that so we can meet her properly,” Sable said.

“And give her all the information she really needs to know about being a true mate,” Mia teased.

“Hey, you are only going to say good things about me, right?” Cormac arched a questioning eyebrow.

“If we say yes, will you believe us?” Sable asked innocently.

Cormac’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t worry.” Mia hugged him as he left the house. “We love you. And we know how important this is to you, so we will always have your back.”

“Thanks.” He hugged her lightly. “You two are the best.”

“Aren’t we?” Sable asked and then giggled.

Cormac laughed as he waved one last time at them. Then, as he jumped from the top of the porch, he shifted midair and landed on four paws before running into the darkness.

Leaving Sarah and Mia, and his troubles behind him. For now, at least.


Chapter Ten – Sarah

Sarah listened as the rumble of Cormac’s motorbike faded into the distance, a pang of regret settling in her chest. She wished she’d invited him in. Even if it was for nothing more than a cup of coffee.

But she hadn’t, and now he’d gone. Worse, she did not know when she was going to see him again. If at all.

In the silence of her small store, she missed the warmth of his presence and the sound of his deep, comforting voice.

Standing there alone, it seemed as if the walls were closing in on her, allowing doubt to creep in.

She forced air into her lungs as a panic attack loomed. It was like a hand had closed around her heart and squeezed hard, robbing her of breath and stealing her courage.

Why had she poured everything into this store? If it failed, she would lose everything. It had taken her decades to save up enough money to open Crafty Corner. If the worst happened, she could never afford to start over again.

She’d never doubted herself until this moment when she stood alone in the darkness.

So why now? That was the question.

Maybe because now it was real. After dreaming of this moment for so long, she was finally about to make that dream a reality.

As she walked through the store, her footsteps echoed softly, creating a melancholy rhythm. Maybe she was simply tired. And she was tired, so tired that she was scared she might lie her head down on her pillow and sleep so long she’d miss the opening.

That’s what alarms are for, she chastised herself.

But she knew she had to cut herself some slack. It had been a long few days, after all.

There was no denying how much the emotional upheaval of leaving her old home and life behind had added to her physical exhaustion. Moving to a new town was stressful, no doubt about it.

But there was also no doubt that this was what she wanted. Sure, she could have played it safe, and worked for someone else for the rest of her life. But she’d have regretted it.

There was nothing worse than dying with unfulfilled dreams, or so her grandma had once told her.

“New beginnings, right?” Sarah muttered to herself, attempting to chase away her worries with a forced smile.

One good night’s sleep and it would all look different.

As she climbed the stairs, her hand trailed along the banister, feeling the smooth wood beneath her fingertips. Thoughts of Cormac filled her mind, igniting a warmth within her that contrasted with the cold emptiness of her surroundings.

“If only I’d asked him to stay,” she mused, biting her lower lip. But what if she had, and he’d said no? How awkward would that be?

No, this was better. Cormac had walked away, and she had let him go, and that was the right thing to do.

Even if her gut still insisted it was not.

Reaching her apartment door, she took a deep breath, steeling herself to face the night alone. But even as she stepped inside, she imagined Cormac’s arms around her, his body warm and comforting as he held her close, his lips on hers...

Overcome by a sudden wave of homesickness, Sarah crossed the room to her kitchen and opened the fridge. There it was. The unfinished bottle of wine she’d opened earlier.

Sarah reached for the bottle of wine, hoping that its warmth might chase away the chill settling in her bones.

Pouring herself a glass, she carried it carefully to the living room, feeling the weight of the liquid as it sloshed gently against the sides of the glass. The room was quiet, too quiet, but she was not in the mood for music or TV.

And so, Sarah lowered herself onto the sofa, curling her legs beneath her before reaching for a blanket draped over the armrest. She wrapped it around her shoulders, seeking solace in its softness and warmth. But even as the fabric hugged her body, she couldn’t shake the thought that it was a poor substitute for Cormac.

His arms around her, their bodies pressed together, would be infinitely more comforting.

Why couldn’t she get him out of her head?

Dwelling on Cormac and his absence would not do any good. Cormac was a dream. What she needed was to get in touch with reality, her reality. Sarah tapped her phone screen and scrolled through her contacts. Then she hit dial.

“Hey, Mom,” Sarah said into her phone, her voice slightly wistful.

“Sarah, how are you? How is Bear Creek?” There was a concerned edge to her mom’s voice.

“Mom, everything here is so beautiful. The scenery, the people... I mean, you wouldn’t believe the mountains.” Sarah’s eyes flicked toward the window, where she could make out the majestic peaks silhouetted against the summer night sky.

“Is that so? Well, I’m glad to hear you’re enjoying it, sweetheart. We can’t wait to visit you soon,” her mom replied enthusiastically.

“I can’t wait to see you, too, Mom. I miss you guys so much.” She felt a lump forming in her throat as she thought about her parents and the miles of distance between them.

“It can’t be easy setting up the store on your own when you are new in town.” Her mom was not ready to let this go. “Is there anyone you can ask for help if you need it?”

“Yes,” Sarah replied as Cormac slipped into her mind. Not that he had ever really left it. But she wasn’t ready to share this newfound connection with her mom just yet.

Especially since the connection might all be in her head. It would be embarrassing to tell her mom about her feelings for Cormac and then later have to explain that she had only dreamed it all.

Very embarrassing. So she chose to keep it vague.

“Actually, I’ve met some nice people here who have been very helpful,” she continued, trying to keep her mother’s curiosity at bay. “Bear Creek is a small town, but the community is incredibly supportive.”

“That’s wonderful to hear,” her mom said, relief evident in her voice. “Just remember that you can always lean on us, too.”

“Thanks, Mom. I promise I will,” Sarah insisted.

“We could drive over tomorrow and help with the preparations for your opening day,” her mom offered.

“No, Mom,” Sarah replied. “I have it all under control. And anyway, I know how busy you are at work.”

“I could take a couple of days off work,” her mom offered.

“Or you can trust me when I say I have it covered,” Sarah replied, knowing how busy her mom was at work and how hard it would be for her to take time off at such short notice.

“Okay, point taken. Now, tell me more about these nice people you’ve met. Anyone special?” her mom asked hopefully. “You know you can tell me anything.”

“Mom!” Sarah laughed, a blush creeping across her cheeks. “It’s not like that. I’m just making friends, getting to know the locals.”

Liar, the small voice inside her head whispered.

“All right, all right,” her mom chuckled. “But don’t forget, the store isn’t the only thing you need to keep open,” her mom said.

“What?” Sarah asked, nearly choking as she took a sip of wine.

Her mom giggled and said, “I meant you need to keep your heart open. You never know when love might come knocking.”

“Wise words, Mom,” Sarah agreed, thinking back to the moment she’d first locked eyes with Cormac.

As soon as he’d entered the store, there had been an undeniable spark, a pull between them that couldn’t be ignored. The feeling that they were fated mates, destined to be together.

Sarah glanced at her wineglass. She hadn’t drunk enough to make her tipsy, but her thoughts were scattered and fanciful. And boy, did she fancy Cormac.

“Okay, I won’t push any further,” her mom relented. “You know we just want you to be happy, Sarah.”

“I know, Mom. And I am. Bear Creek is everything I hoped it would be, and more,” Sarah insisted.

Much more than she ever hoped for when she was researching places to open her store. She just hoped the store was a success since she’d fallen in love with the town. Especially after Cormac’s guided tour. There was so much she wanted to explore.

And then there were the mountains. She hoped when the store was officially open, she could spend her evenings exploring the trails and checking out the wildlife.

This was her dream.

“Then that’s all that matters,” her mom said warmly. “We love you, and we’re here for you, whatever happens.” Even if she failed. Sarah knew that whatever happened, this was not the end. If she failed, she’d pick herself up and move on because she had people that loved her unconditionally.

“Thank you, Mom. I love you, too,” Sarah replied. Her earlier doubts were gone.

Her call home was exactly what she’d needed.

“All right, I should let you go. It’s getting late and you must have so much to do,” her mom said, concern sneaking back into her voice. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

“Will do, Mom. Goodnight,” Sarah replied.

“Goodnight, sweetheart.” Her mom blew a kiss down the phone and then said, “We’ll see you soon.”

Sarah hung up the phone and sighed contentedly. The conversation with her mom had left her feeling more grounded. And also incredibly grateful for the support of her family, even from afar. She took a sip of her wine and got up from the sofa, her gaze drawn to the large window in her living room.

She walked over to the window and looked out at the mountains. A crescent moon hung low, while the stars were brighter here than anywhere else she had ever been. It was perfect.

Then, in the distance, she heard a bear roar, and she shivered, reminded that she lived on the fringes of a wilderness. A wilderness she’d love to explore. With Cormac by her side.

For a moment, Sarah just stood there, taking it all in. There was nowhere else in the world she would rather be.

With one last look at the stars, she smiled and turned away from the window. Then, taking a deep breath, Sarah finished off her wine and headed for the kitchen.

She washed her glass in the sink and placed it on the drying rack.

Then she sat down at the table to go over her plans for the next day. She had a big order due in, so she needed to get up early and move all the other stock out on display to make room for it. Excitement bubbled up inside her as she skimmed through her list of items that needed to be done in order for everything to be ready in time.

With one last glance at her list, Sarah put it away and got up from the table.

She brushed her teeth and got ready for bed, removing her makeup and putting on her pajamas. As she moved around her bedroom, the occasional sound of a bear roaring punctuated the silence. As she got into bed, she lay there in the darkness, wondering if the bear was happy or sad. He sounded full of longing. But what did bears long for?

Sarah thought about this as she drifted off to sleep. She pictured he yearned for someone special, a mate, just like she yearned for Cormac, someone who would love and accept him unconditionally.

Wasn’t that what everyone truly wanted?

Deep down, that was all Sarah wanted. Sure, the store, her career, her dreams and plans were a part of her ultimate happiness. But life was about the connections you forged with people.

People like Cormac. Not Reginald.

That was her last thought as she drifted off to sleep with the melancholy sound of the bear in the distance.


Chapter Eleven – Cormac

Cormac’s bear left the familiarity of Bearheart Ridge behind, his heavy paws making light work of the steep mountain trail. With sinewy strength and raw power, he climbed up through the rocky wilderness, his muscles flexing as they carried him deeper into the mountains. Farther away from his mate.

As he ran, he focused his senses on the world around him. The wind whispered through the tall pine trees, while small creatures rustled in the bushes and an owl hooted in the distance.

But always in the back of his mind was Sarah. It was as if now that they had met, she was a part of him.

And he liked it.

Being connected to another person on such a deep level was profoundly soothing. As if he would never be alone again.

His bear chuckled, enjoying their journey into the mountains. Do you forget we are never alone anyway? We always have each other.

But you are not our mate, Cormac reminded him. And as much as we are one, we were never complete without Sarah.

True, his bear agreed as he ran on harder, pushing his body to the extreme as if trying to impress their mate with his physical prowess.

The chill of the mountain air was an invigorating contrast to the burning exertion of his body, stinging his lungs with its icy purity. The scent of pine needles was strong and sharp, mixing with the musky earthiness of damp soil and moss.

As he ran, he sensed the other guardians, familiar and comforting, like stars guiding him through the inky darkness. He pushed himself harder, his heart pounding a wild rhythm in his chest, each beat echoing his instinctive need to protect, to guard. His lungs screamed with the demand for oxygen as he pushed on, fighting to release the pent-up tension seething within him.

There was an underlying fear, an itch under his fur that wouldn’t go away.

An itch that had nothing to do with his mate.

No, his senses were constantly scanning for something else. Something otherworldly.

As he ran, Cormac was also searching for the creature that had appeared to Thane and Stellan. Was it out here?

And if it was, what did that mean?

Sarah is safe, Cormac whispered to his bear, trying to quell the uneasy churning in their shared consciousness. It did little to temper his worry.

The creature had appeared when the other guardians found their mates. So it seemed entirely possible, if not highly probable, that the creature would appear to them.

Or it might be done with us, Cormac told his bear. The creature is supposed to appear when the guardians need him. But no one said that it was an unbreakable rule that the creature had to appear every time a guardian found their mate.

Perhaps it’s done for now.

And perhaps it’s not, his bear grumbled.

However, Cormac’s words seemed to ease his anxious thoughts, but his stride didn’t falter as he closed in on the location of the guardians.

Only when they were close did Cormac’s bear finally allow himself to slow down, his sides heaving as he panted for air.

Slow and steady, the bear climbed a steep cliff face. Once at the summit, he paused, drinking in the view. Below, the valley spread out like a secret world, bathed in the mystical glow of the crescent moon. The gentle ribbon of the creek reflected the silvery light, adding an ethereal luminescence to the landscape. He couldn’t sense Sarah’s exact location. Their bond wasn’t that potent. Yet he felt as though a thread was tugging at his soul, pulling him toward her.

But he couldn’t go. Not now.

With a last lingering look at the peaceful beauty of the valley, Cormac’s bear turned away and set off on the last part of his journey to join the guardians. They were close, waiting for him up ahead.

As he drew nearer, butterflies fluttered in his stomach. Would Cormac meeting his mate change the dynamic between them?

Cormac certainly felt altered on a profound level. Sarah had woken something deep in his soul. A devotion beyond anything he’d experienced before. One deeper and stronger than the guardians’ oath.

Would the others understand just how much finding his mate had shaken his world?

It’s not as if we are the first one to find our mate, his bear reminded him.

True. Cormac had seen the change in Thane and Stellan. He’d seen their love for their mates grow, blossoming into something incredible.

But deep down, they remained the same. Deep down, they were still Bear Creek Guardians.

And why would they not be? Their relationships went back to childhood. Nothing could change what they had shared over the years working together for the town. Their bond had been forged in times of hardship, times of sorrow, but also times of joy.

That wouldn’t change simply because his personal life had shifted.

As the trees thinned, Cormac caught sight of the group gathered in their human forms a couple of hundred feet away from the cave.

They turned to face him as he shifted from bear to man, welcoming him, as they always had.

Stellan raised a hand in greeting, tilting his head to one side as Cormac broke cover and strode toward them.

“We thought you might have better things to do than join us,” Tavish’s gruff voice broke through the stillness, amusement teasing the corners of his mouth.

“Just because I have a mate doesn’t mean I stop being a guardian,” Cormac retorted, a playful glint in his eyes. “Someone had to keep an eye on you all.”

“Cormac’s right,” Thane said as he broke into a wide grin. “But it does mean that our priorities shift. And that’s only right.”

“Talking of priorities,” Cormac began. “Did you find anything at the cave?”

Leif shook his head. “No. At least nothing that helps us understand why the hikers pretended to be missing.”

“So, they remain a mystery?” Cormac asked.

“Yeah,” Leif replied. “We still do not know what it was all about, other than wasting our time and resources on a useless search.”

“But at least that means you get to spend these next few days with your mate instead of tramping over the mountains like Thane had to when Sable arrived in town,” Tavish said.

Heath came toward Cormac and slid his arm around his shoulders. “Wow, I can’t believe that half of us have our mates and the other half are still lonely bachelors,” Heath commented, a touch of wistfulness softening his words.

“I’m sure it’ll happen for the rest of you,” Stellan said in a reassuring tone, one he used often on his patients.

“It’s easy to say that when you are in the half of the guardians that have a mate,” Tavish replied tartly, but his eyes shone with humor.

There are no hard feelings between us, Cormac told his bear with relief.

Good. We don’t want anything to come between us, his bear concurred. Their unity was their strength. The guardians were effective because they stuck together for the common good of the town and everyone in it.

No matter what the cost.

Thane wouldn’t let anything or anyone come between us, Cormac said. There’s a reason fate chose him as our leader.

He’s fair and firm, his bear said. The glue that holds us together.

It wasn’t an easy job. There had been times when disagreements flared. Particularly when they were younger shifters, with the need to prove themselves. But over the years, the six men had mellowed, molded together to form a bond stronger than brothers.

“Surely fate wants the guardians to continue on forever,” Cormac voiced his thoughts, catching the attention of his comrades. “Which means we all have to find our mates, settle down and have children, the next generation of guardians.”

“Only this time, they might not all be male,” Thane mused, a thoughtful gleam in his eye.

“Is there something you haven’t told us about that baby of yours?” Leif asked, his eyebrows arching in intrigue.

“Do you know it’s a girl?” Tavish queried, turning to look at Thane.

“Not officially, but Sable swears it is, and my mate is never wrong,” Thane said with a grin, the pride in his voice infectious.

“Maybe the next generation of guardians will all be female,” Stellan added, the thought sparking a ripple of laughter amongst them.

“Now, that would be something to see,” Leif said wistfully, his gaze far-off, as if he could already see a future filled with strong, fierce female guardians.

“Imagine the strength and power they would bring,” Tavish chimed in, his eyes gleaming with excitement at the prospect.

“Speaking of strength and power.” Thane’s eyes darkened as he turned to Cormac, his voice dropping an octave. “Cormac, have you sensed anything...unusual lately?”

Cormac knew instantly what Thane was referring to. The elusive creature that both Thane and Stellan had detected on the mountain when their mates were threatened. His heart clenched at the memory, and he shook his head firmly.

“No,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I hope I never sense it, that we never see those footprints in the dirt again. Because that would mean Sarah is safe.”

Thane nodded in understanding, his expression somber. “Just stay on your guard for anything out of the ordinary.”

Cormac sighed deeply, feeling the weight of his responsibility as both a Bear Creek Guardian and a mate. It was a heavy burden, but one he willingly bore for the sake of those he loved.

“I don’t know how you and Stellan coped. When I think of Sarah being in danger, I feel like I can’t breathe,” he confessed softly to Thane, a glimmer of vulnerability peeking through his tough exterior. “It terrifies me.”

“If it happens, you cope with it,” Thane said. “You find the strength inside of you and you dig deep and deal with it. Because the alternative is too terrifying to contemplate.”

“Thane is right,” Stellan said. “But there’s no point dwelling on what might or might not be.”

“True,” Thane agreed with a nod.

“In that case, this doctor is prescribing we all go for a good run.” Stellan arched a questioning eyebrow at the others.

A murmur of agreement rippled through the group, and one by one, they shifted into their bear forms.

Cormac let go of the world and embraced the power and freedom that came with his furred body.

Together, they ran higher, following a trail that wound through steep valleys and towering cliffs. The wind ruffled Cormac’s fur as he bounded alongside his friends, the tension gradually melting from his body. For a moment, he allowed himself to forget his worries and simply relish the sensation of running through the rugged terrain that had been his home for so long.

But then, far off in the distance, he thought he sensed something.

His bear swung his head around, scanning the area below, but there was nothing there.

Was it their imagination? Or was their mate in danger?

Cormac’s bear raised his head and roared, a melancholy sound filled with longing. Longing for a perfect life with his mate, free of danger.

But that longing went further. He hoped that none of the guardians would ever sense that creature.

Of course, he thanked whatever ancient power that had brought the creature into being. Without it, they might have lost Sable or Mia. But that didn’t mean he welcomed the creature.

If it slept from now until eternity, that would be fine with Cormac.


Chapter Twelve – Sarah

Sarah woke up with a head filled with cotton, her thoughts muddled as she stared at the ceiling. Her sleep had been filled with dreams. Unsettling dreams that left her breathless and wanting more. She rubbed her hand over her eyes, trying to shake the remnants of the night from her mind.

“Ugh,” she groaned, tugging at the threads of her dream, desperate to unravel them. From what she could recall, the first part had been more of a nightmare than a dream, which had left her anxious.

She’d been on the verge of losing the store, betrayed by a faceless person who she suspected might be Reginald.

But then, the nightmare had morphed into something more...appealing. Well, that might be an understatement.

Arousing might be a better word to describe the sensations that flooded her body.

Cormac had appeared, sweeping into her life like a whirlwind of passion and desire.

“Hey there, beautiful,” he’d said in the dream, circling his arms around her and holding her close. And boy, he made her feel beautiful as their lips met in a long, passionate kiss filled with longing.

Sarah sighed at the memory. Even though it was just a dream, it had felt incredibly real.

Cormac, strong and powerful, scooped her up into his arms and carried her into the store. With a growl—low and menacing—he kicked the door closed behind him, sending the faceless creature running into the mountains. Once they were alone, he laid her down on the counter and slowly, deliberately, removed her clothes. His hands traced small circles across her skin, igniting her desire and leaving her aching for more.

“God, you’re so gorgeous,” he whispered against her lips, capturing them in another deep, passionate kiss. Fire ignited deep within her core, spreading warmth through her entire body. Sarah didn’t care that anyone passing by the store might see them. All that mattered was the man whose touch made her feel alive.

“Please, Cormac,” she’d begged, her voice a sultry whisper as he trailed his hand down over her stomach, lower still, before sliding two fingers inside her. Her inner walls clenched around him, and she whimpered in pleasure.

In full view of the world, he ran his tongue over her pebbled nipples and tugged the stiff tips between his teeth. Her back arched as each touch of his mouth pushed her arousal up a notch. She wanted to writhe beneath him, but he held her tightly against him.

A moan escaped her lips, but he didn’t stop. And she didn’t want him to stop. Ever.

“Come for me, Sarah,” Cormac urged, his voice husky with desire as his thumb rubbed over her mound, finding her most sensitive flesh.

She did. It was as if he had complete control over her mind, her body...perhaps even her soul.

She threaded her fingers in his hair, holding his head against her breast as she came around his fingers with a shuddering climax that left her breathless and spent.

“Damn,” Sarah whispered to herself, still dazed from the intensity of reliving the dream. The thought of it made her heart race and her body tingle with need. But it was just a dream, right? Just her imagination running wild?

“Get it together, Sarah,” she muttered, shaking her head to clear the lingering images. “Cormac’s your friend, not some...knight in shining armor or something.”

But despite her attempt to dismiss the dream, the feelings it evoked stayed with her as she got out of bed and headed for the shower.

Hoping to wash away the remnants of her explicit dream, Sarah turned on the faucet and stripped off her pajamas.

Carefully stepping into the shower, she put her head under the running water and let it cascade down her body. After a couple of minutes, her head cleared and steam filled the small bathroom as she thought about the tasks that lay ahead.

She needed to check her inventory and make the last adjustments to the store displays before the order arrived this afternoon. Sarah was confident the preparations for the opening day were coming together, but there was still so much left to do.

Maybe too much.

She planned to serve coffee and tea, along with homemade cakes she would bake today or tomorrow, depending on when she had time. If she had time.

She’d have to run to the grocery store for the ingredients this morning. She also planned to leave flyers at various stores to help promote her grand opening. If this was going to work, she would need as much publicity as possible. So far, she had used social media to drum up interest. If only half the people who had said they were coming actually turned up the little store would be crowded.

And she needed to ensure both she and Crafty Corner made a good, and lasting, impression.

As Sarah stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a towel, a flutter of nerves danced in her stomach. What if this all went wrong? What if nobody showed up at the opening? She shook her head, pushing away the negative thoughts as she dressed in loose slacks and a cotton shirt. Tying her wavy, blonde hair back with a scrunchie, she checked her reflection in the mirror. Green eyes, vibrant as ever, stared back at her. She playfully scrunched her freckled nose and cracked a smile.

“Come on, Sarah,” she muttered to herself. “You’ve done your research. Bear Creek is perfect for your store.”

She reminded herself that there had been no competition since the previous craft store closed a couple of years prior because of the owner’s illness. The courses she planned to run would be an added bonus. Sarah aimed to draw tourists in the summer and serve the Christmas market when tourist season slowed.

It truly was the perfect opportunity.

By the time Sarah reached the kitchen and started brewing a pot of coffee, she had regained her confidence and trust in herself. As the rich aroma of coffee filled the air, she allowed herself a moment to imagine the store bustling with happy customers. Customers who would share ideas and tips and tricks over steaming cups of coffee.

That was her goal, to foster a community of craft lovers. Along with her courses, that was what would make this store unique. And a success.

After munching on her toast and nibbling at a couple of pieces of fruit, Sarah scribbled the day’s tasks onto her comprehensive to-do list. She took her coffee and went downstairs to the store, keeping the door closed and the lights off to avoid further interruptions.

Not that all interruptions were unwelcome. Far from it.

Her thoughts filled with Cormac. Of course.

Her skin prickled just thinking about him, and she flexed her fingers as she recalled the way their hands touched last night at the dinner table. His caress had been electric, sending shivers down her spine. So much better than the dream she’d had.

She set her coffee cup down on the counter and grabbed a box from the storeroom. Carrying it through to the store, she set it down on the floor and opened it up. After checking the contents, she began hanging tapestry kits on hooks by the side of the counter. Her hand lingered on one particular kit depicting a bear, and the memory of last night’s haunting call in the mountains sent a chill through her.

Why did she think of Cormac when she recalled the bear?

Because every thought she had seemed to end with a vision of Cormac. She was obsessed.

“Damn it, Cormac,” she whispered under her breath, remembering the bear emblem on his belt buckle.

Her fingers twitched as she imagined unbuckling it, then watching as his jeans slide down his strong thighs. Sarah swallowed hard and took a sip of coffee to wash down the lump of desire that had formed in her throat.

Why couldn’t she think straight?

Cormac consumed her thoughts, even when she desperately needed to concentrate on the store. Perhaps some fresh air would do her good.

Determined to clear her head of thoughts of him, as if that’s what she truly wanted, Sarah decided to visit the grocery store and distribute the flyers for her business.

Sarah grabbed her grocery list and the flyers, along with her purse, and unlocked the door.

With a shaky sigh, she stepped out into the warm summer morning, inhaling the scent of pine that swept down from the mountains on a light breeze.

As she inhaled deeply, the air helped clear her head, but Cormac still lingered at the edges of her mind.

He sure was persistent. Cormac would not let go. Would not let her have a moment’s peace.

He’d got his hooks well and truly into her. But Sarah wished he’d put something else inside of her...

Sarah covered her mouth and giggled at the penetrating thoughts that slid into her head.

“Sarah!” Reginald’s voice jerked her out of her daydream of Cormac.

“Reginald.” Sarah blushed as he waved from across the street. “How are you today?”

Sarah forced a smile as Reginald approached and suppressed a weary sigh. She had too much to do today for idle chatter, but if Reginald was here for more than small talk, well, she wasn’t in the mood for that, either.

After last night at the restaurant, she was beginning to think Reginald was pushy. Too pushy and not the kind of person she would enter into business with.

While she waited for Reginald to cross the street, Sarah turned the key in the store door and glanced up at the Crafty Corner’s facade. She was filled with an immediate sense of satisfaction.

This was her dream realized, and she wanted it to remain hers alone. No matter how generous Reginald’s offer, accepting his money would also mean sacrificing part ownership of her vision. That was too steep a price.

“Lovely morning, isn’t it?” Reginald called out jovially as he reached her.

“It is beautiful,” Sarah agreed politely. Although she had decided not to accept Reginald’s offer, she’d rather put the conversation off for a couple of days.

At least until after the opening.

“Anything I can help with today?” Reginald gestured to the flyers peeking from her bag. “I’ve gotten to know many business owners since moving here. I’m happy to help distribute those. Lighten your load.”

Sarah wavered. The offer was tempting, but she didn’t want to feel beholden. “That’s all right. I could use some fresh air. But thank you.”

Reginald nodded, pausing before asking too casually, “So how was your dinner last night with the mechanic?”

Sarah detected a slight edge in his tone but kept her own light. “It was wonderful. The food was delicious.” Turning the tables, she asked, “And how was your evening?”

“The food was incredible, as always. I had the steak. Medium rare...” As Reginald described his extravagant meal, Sarah’s unease grew. Especially when he made a snide remark about the server, Miley.

His behavior seemed oddly erratic, shifting from generous to petty and back again. Perhaps such volatility was necessary in the cutthroat business world. It solidified her choice.

Success on her own terms was worth fighting for. And she planned to fight for it.

“Have you thought more about my proposal?” Reginald interjected, eyes glinting expectantly.

Sarah took a bracing breath before answering honestly. “I’ve decided to see how far I can go, relying solely on my own hard work and vision.”

Reginald’s affable facade cracked, eyes flashing with anger before he caught himself. “A bold choice for someone with no real business experience. I admire your quest for independence.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, if you change your mind, you have my number.”

“I do,” Sarah murmured, shaking off the feeling that she had made a mistake.

She hadn’t. Her gut told her it was the right decision. But she also didn’t want to offend Reginald. “And thank you again for the offer. But sometimes you have to follow your own path.”

“I agree, although sometimes it’s better to ride with a man who has a roadmap,” Reginald said lightly, as if he were making a joke.

“Will I see you at the opening?” Sarah asked, matching his light tone.

“Of course, as I said, I have great plans for this town. And your little store is an asset.” Reginald tilted his head and stared at the storefront for a long, uncomfortable moment and then walked away.

She watched his departure, equal parts confused and relieved. Whatever Reginald had planned, Sarah didn’t want any involvement in it.

However, as she cast one last look at the store, she couldn’t help the feeling that Reginald wasn’t a man who took no for an answer.


Chapter Thirteen – Cormac

Cormac sat on his porch, cradling a steaming cup of coffee between his hands as he gazed at the mountains. Their peaks kissed the sky, as the early morning sun cast its warm glow over the crags and cliffs he knew so well. But their grandeur barely registered, his focus consumed by thoughts of Sarah.

If only she were here now, his bear lamented.

Cormac nodded. His mate was just a few miles away in town, yet it may as well have been an ocean separating them.

If only. Cormac stared into his cup as if it held the answers.

One day soon, his bear said firmly.

Yes, one day soon Sarah will be here. And never leave. Draining his mug, Cormac straightened up, longing filling his heart and soul. It’s time for work.

Even though he didn’t usually open for another hour.

But work meant he would be close enough to sense his mate. To know she was there, she was safe.

From what?

The view of the mountains came into sharp focus.

As he gazed out at the craggy peaks, unease gnawed at him. Was the mythical creature connected to the guardians already out there, watching and waiting? Would it appear to Cormac as an omen that Sarah was in peril? The thought made his gut twist.

If it comes, we’ll be ready, his bear reassured.

But Cormac didn’t want to live with that dread. What life would it be if he was constantly scanning the horizon for a harbinger of doom?

He wanted to live, to love freely, without ominous threats looming.

You’re being dramatic, his bear admonished. Whatever comes, we’ll handle it like we always do. This is a time of celebration. We should focus on each new day and see it as a gift.

Cormac knew his other side spoke with wisdom, the same wisdom that kept his ancestors safe.

Worrying about phantom threats would only taint the joy he’d found with Sarah. These first few precious days would never be repeated. She was his one and only true love.

He should enjoy these first days and cherish them forever. After all, this was the beginning of his new life.

Fortified by coffee and his bear’s wisdom, Cormac headed inside to get ready for work. He opened the fridge and grabbed some sliced chicken, salad, and mayonnaise. In a flash he’d made a nutritious packed lunch, just as his mom used to make for him when on those first days when he’d defied his father and opened his workshop.

It had become something of a tradition. In his mind, it was his mom’s way of saying she supported him, without actually saying the words.

He smiled at the memory. He hoped that when he and Sarah had kids, he would learn from his father’s mistakes and allow his children to be and do whatever made them happy.

Cormac grabbed his phone and his keys and headed out to his bike. As he pulled on his helmet he hoped that one day soon, he might share his love of motorbikes with Sarah. He closed his eyes for a moment and imagined the feeling of her arms around his waist as they rode along the mountain roads.

But would those images only ever be in his imagination?

Last night, she had seemed hesitant about riding on the back of his motorbike. As if she didn’t trust him.

She will, his bear said. When she knows about us. About the mating bond and how she is the most precious person in the world to us, she’ll also understand that we will always keep her safe. On or off a bike, we would never let anything hurt her.

Sarah didn’t know what she was missing. But Cormac sure knew what he was missing. His mate’s arms around his waist, her body pressed against his.

Cormac slung his leg over his motorbike and started the engine. A moment later, he was heading for town. And his mate.

It was as if he were answering a siren’s call. He opened the throttle and the vibration of his bike hummed through him, igniting a feeling of freedom and anticipation that made his heart race.

Cormac rode along the winding roads, the scenery rushing past in a blur. He could feel Sarah’s presence growing stronger as he neared town, and it made him smile to know his mate was so close.

As he rode, Cormac’s thoughts drifted to the remaining single guardians. He wished they could experience this same sense of wonder. A sense of finally being complete.

As if all was right with the world and he was exactly where he was supposed to be. More, that he was exactly who he was supposed to be. Because he was perfect for Sarah, and she was perfect for him.

Damn, he could go on and on about how happy he was. How perfect life was.

Please don’t, his bear said lightly, filled with the same sense of wholeness.

Just as he reached the outskirts of Bear Creek, Cormac gripped the handlebars tighter. He wanted to take the next turn and make his way to Sarah’s store. He’d left home early, he had time...

Yeah, he had time to pop in and say hello. But Cormac wasn’t sure he’d be able to drag himself away.

And he couldn’t spend the day helping Sarah, even if he wanted to. Which he did.

But he had a duty to his customers. The people who had supported him and his business over the years. He couldn’t let them down, not even for his mate.

Sure, they would understand, since most of them were shifters, too, and understood the mating bond. But that didn’t make it right.

With a heavy heart, Cormac drove past the turning and continued on to his workshop, even though every instinct in him told him to turn around and go straight to her.

Who would have guessed he would rather be knee deep in knitting yarn with Sarah than up to his elbows in an engine?

His bear chuckled at this thought. Our mate is going to make us all soft and fluffy. It’ll be soft furnishing and knitting yarn instead of steel and chrome.

I would not complain, Cormac chuckled. Although our customers might if we started placing soft cushions on the leather seats. With his mood lighter, Cormac rode to his beloved workshop and parked his bike in its usual spot. As he switched off the engine, he took a moment to savor the normality of this simple routine. A routine he’d followed, and enjoyed, for decades.

Yet today it seemed extra-ordinary.

Cormac stepped inside the workshop, inhaling the rich scent of motor oil that clung to every nook and cranny. With a contented sigh, he set about making a fresh pot of coffee. As he inhaled the aroma, he smiled to himself. This brew wasn’t just for himself. It was for his customers who would inevitably wander in throughout the day.

He always enjoyed offering them a complimentary cup of coffee and friendly chat. His laid-back approach fostered customer loyalty.

Taking time to connect with people meant more than profits to him. Which hadn’t gone unnoticed among the people of Bear Creek. He had a reputation for being honest and caring.

It was a reputation he took pride in.

Sure, he might make more money if he wasn’t so generous with his time. But Cormac never saw a coffee and a chat as time wasted. Instead, he saw it as an investment in his community, one that resulted in a steady stream of loyal, happy customers who spread the word about him far and wide.

He could not remember the last time he had to advertise his business, or the last time his calendar wasn’t booked up for weeks.

Pouring himself a steaming mug of coffee, he made his way to the small desk tucked away in a corner of the workshop.

As he sipped his coffee, Cormac flipped through his calendar, double-checking his commitments for the day. However, it was difficult not to fixate on the nearness of his mate when every fiber of his being was attuned to her.

Cormac took a centering breath. He had to remain focused at work, but Sarah’s presence was like a magnetic pull that he couldn’t resist.

With a sigh, he set his mug down and closed his eyes. He briefly allowed himself to wallow in the closeness of his mate before snapping back to reality.

With a determined sigh, Cormac stood and stretched, loosening up his tight shoulder muscles before he ventured into the heart of his workshop.

Cormac set to work, focusing on fixing a radiator on a classic 1967 Ford Mustang. As he wielded his tools, he relaxed and his mind drifted. His thoughts were consumed by Sarah, yet at the same time, he found he could focus on fixing the car. Was this the new normal for him? If it was, that would be just fine.

Humming to himself, he worked his magic on the engine, happy that he’d had a couple of hours of peace, with no interruptions. This was just what he needed to regain his equilibrium.

Satisfied with the repair, Cormac tested the radiator, started the engine, and decided to take the car for a test drive. He reversed the car out of the workshop and headed into town.

Instead of taking his usual test route, he found himself driving past the Crafty Corner. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to drive past the store.

But once he got close to Sarah, he couldn’t resist parking the car and rushing across the street to speak to her. After all, Sarah might need help with something in the store. However, unlike yesterday, the store looked closed. There were no lights on inside, and when he tried the door, it was locked. But Cormac could sense her inside.

“Sarah?” Cormac called out softly as he went around the back of the store.

She didn’t answer.

But his shifter senses picked up the sound of muffled sobs.

She’s crying, his bear said mournfully.

He clenched his fists, ready to do battle with whoever might have upset her.

Letting himself in through the back door, Cormac went inside, where he found Sarah seated on the bottom stair of her apartment, her face in her hands.

Anger bubbled up inside Cormac. Whatever, whoever, had upset Sarah was going to feel his full wrath.

That’s not going to help, his bear warned him.

His bear was right. Sarah needed help. She needed someone to comfort her. Cormac let go of the rage building inside him as he approached her side.

“Sarah, what happened?” he asked gently, hunkering down so that his eyes were level with hers.

She looked up, her eyes red and swollen from crying. A surge of protectiveness washed over him, and he knew he’d do anything to make her feel better.

“Nothing,” she whispered, trying to wipe away the tears with the back of her hand. “I’m just...overwhelmed.”

“Are you sure that’s all that’s wrong?” Cormac asked softly, reaching out to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “If it’s more, you can tell me.”

Sarah looked into his eyes, and for a moment, they were both lost in each other’s gaze.

As Cormac looked deeper, lost in his mate, he sensed a shift in Sarah, as if she’d seen into his soul and knew him. Really knew him.

And knew she could trust him with whatever was bothering her. And more. She could trust him with her life.

Cormac perched on the stair next to Sarah and took a chance, slipping his arm around her shoulder. Sarah took a gulp of air and then leaned into him, resting her head on his chest.

Cormac tightened his grip and dropped a kiss on top of her head, feeling the warmth of their connection.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” Cormac urged gently once more.

After taking another shuddering breath, Sarah straightened up and rubbed her hands over her knees. Cormac waited for her to answer, knowing that at this moment there was nowhere else he needed to be other than right by her side.

Sarah brushed her hand across her eyes and sniffed loudly. “I was expecting a delivery today, but there was some mix-up at the bank, and now I’m not going to get the rest of the stock I need for my opening on Saturday.”

Cormac nodded in understanding and then asked, “Is there anything I can do?”

Sarah shook her head. “There’s nothing anyone can do. For some reason, the bank blocked the overdraft I’d arranged to cover the expenses of the store opening while I waited for some money to come through from the sale of my house.”

Cormac chewed his inner cheek, thinking quickly. “What if I loaned you the money you need?”

Sarah took a trembling breath and said, “I couldn’t take your money, Cormac. We’ve only just met.”

“Sarah, I want to help,” Cormac assured her, his voice filled with sincerity. “We may have just met, but you can feel the connection we share, and I want to be here for you in any way I can.”

If he didn’t help her, who else could she turn to?

Reginald, his bear replied with distaste.

“Please,” he murmured softly, his eyes locked onto hers. “Let me help you.”

Sarah hesitated, her eyes searching his, as if trying to find the catch, the trick. But there was none. Cormac’s offer came from his heart.


Chapter Fourteen – Sarah

Sarah stared at Cormac as her world tilted on its axis as the shock of his offer settled in. The sunlight filtered through the store window and cast a golden halo around his broad shoulders, making him appear like some kind of guardian angel. His dark eyes held a sincerity that made her want to trust him.

Well, she needed to trust him. What alternative did she have?

The bank had failed her, refusing to honor their agreement and leaving her on the verge of losing a vital shipment of craft supplies. It was an unexpected blow that had left her reeling.

She had been meticulous in her planning. Just two days ago, Sarah had called the bank to double-check their agreement for an overdraft to cover the last of her stock for her craft store. She had been certain that everything was in order and that the shipment from the craft supplier would arrive today, as planned. However, when she received the call from the supplier earlier, her heart dropped into her stomach. There had been a mix-up, and the bank wouldn’t be able to rectify the matter for at least twenty-four hours—twenty-four hours too late.

“Are you sure about this?” Sarah asked, her voice trembling under the weight of her disbelief. Her hands fidgeted with the edge of her paint-splattered apron as she tried to process the reality of what was happening.

“Absolutely,” Cormac replied without hesitation, his voice steady and confident.

Cormac’s offer felt like a lifeline, but it also seemed crazy. Crazy for her to accept the money, and crazy for him to offer it.

Yet, her only other option was to ask Reginald. A bitter blow after their conversation earlier. But, if she had to, she would swallow her pride and go groveling to him for a loan. But the idea made her stomach churn.

“Okay,” she breathed, feeling a strange sense of relief wash over her as she gave in to the connection that seemed to pull her toward Cormac. Chewing on her bottom lip and taking a deep breath, Sarah looked into Cormac’s eyes one last time, seeking reassurance. “If you’re really sure about loaning me the money I need, the answer is yes. Please.”

She had never expected those words to sound so right, so freeing. But now that she’d said yes, there was no time to waste. Sarah needed to act fast or the supplier wouldn’t have time to deliver the craft supplies she’d desperately needed.

“Great,” Cormac said, as he let out a sigh of relief. “And I mean it. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”

She believed him, even though it sounded a little over the top. But everything about her connection to him seemed over the top. As if fate had woven their lives together in some mysterious way that defied reason.

“Okay,” she finally agreed, swallowing hard. “Thank you, Cormac. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

“Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?” He grinned, brushing off the significance of his gesture. But Sarah knew it was more than just friendship, and she suspected Cormac did, too.

“Right,” she replied, forcing herself to focus on the task at hand. She had to act fast if she wanted the supplier to deliver her supplies on time.

“Okay.” Cormac nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “So, what do you need?”

Sarah blushed as she told him the amount, sure he would change his mind, but there wasn’t a flicker of doubt as he nodded in agreement. Her throat constricted as a wave of relief washed over her, but this wasn’t over yet. She still had to call the craft suppliers and get them to send the order.

“I’m going to need to go back to my workshop for the details you need,” Cormac was saying as he inclined his head to one side and looked at her with concern. “Do you want to wait here?”

“No!” Sarah exclaimed and hurried across the store to the counter. “I’ll bring everything I need and come with you. I can make the call from your workshop.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Cormac strode to the store door and wrapped his fingers around the handle, but then realized it was locked. “Back door?”

Sarah nodded, already heading out into the back room, past the stairs where only moments before they had been seated side by side. She could still feel Cormac’s strong arm wrapped around her, offering comfort.

Her heart raced, not just from hurrying through the store, but from the memory of his touch.

Sarah’s cheeks flushed pink as she suddenly recalled the kiss he’d dropped on her head. In all the upset about her canceled order, it hadn’t registered, but it did now.

Was it merely a comforting gesture, or did it bear the weight of something more profound? It had certainly felt like more, felt like a promise whispered against her skin. But she quickly shoved those distracting thoughts aside. She couldn’t afford to be side-tracked. The impending opening day loomed over her, threatening to become a disaster if she didn’t maintain her focus.

Sarah swung open the back door and went outside. Cormac followed behind her, his body so close to hers that she could feel the heat seeping through her clothes. Sarah swallowed down her longing for him.

But he was so close, too close. As she reached to lock the door, his arm brushed hers in the confined space. The innocent contact sent a jolt of electricity skittering down her spine, making her heart throb wildly in her chest.

No, she had to keep a clear head.

They moved swiftly toward the front of the store, each second ticking by like a countdown. Sarah’s mind was awash with visions of riding on the back of his motorbike, the wind ripping through her hair and the exhilarating thrill of clutching onto his solid frame. However, her excitement faltered as he instead opened the door to a sleek Mustang. An unexpected wave of disappointment rolled over her, crashing against her fantasies.

She’d expected to have to ride on the back of his motorbike, but instead, he opened the door of a Mustang.

Cormac arched an eyebrow at her in silent question, his dark eyes glinting with concern. “Are you okay? Have you forgotten something?” His voice was a deep rumble, skimming over her senses like a caress.

She didn’t trust herself to speak and responded with a silent nod before getting into the car, with the taste of disappointment in her mouth. As she buckled her seatbelt, she took a deep, fortifying breath. She was about to accompany Cormac to his workshop. Alone. Sarah swallowed hard at the thought. The challenge was not only to keep her cool but also to keep her hands strictly to herself.

Her fingers twitched, yearning to trace the lines of his sun-kissed skin, to feel the course hair on his forearms, and revel in the sparks that danced upon her skin whenever they touched.

Would she be able to resist him? She couldn’t be sure. But for the sake of her opening day, she knew she had to try.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Cormac asked again, his dark eyes filled with concern as he maneuvered the Mustang expertly through the streets. The worry in his voice only fanned the flames of desire burning within her.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Sarah replied, her voice barely a whisper. “Just...nervous about the order.”

“Hey, we’ll fix this in time for your opening, I promise,” Cormac reassured her, reaching over to briefly squeeze her hand. The brief touch sent a jolt of electricity through her body, and she quickly withdrew her hand, trying to focus on the road ahead.

The Mustang’s engine growled to a halt outside Cormac’s workshop, the lull of silence in the wake of the motor’s roar feeling strangely profound. Sarah exhaled a shaky breath, her chest fluttering with a combination of longing for Cormac and the dread of uncertainty.

It was like being on a rollercoaster. When she’d gotten the news that her order couldn’t be processed, her spirits had plummeted, only to be lifted by Cormac’s kind offer. But the wave of adrenalin that followed her acceptance of his loan had dissipated on the journey here and now her fears were back.

Fears of failure, of losing everything she had worked for.

Her heart drummed against her ribcage, each beat echoing her fear that this last-ditch attempt wouldn’t be successful. That she would be too late to order her stock, and the dream of her grand opening would crumble into a pile of disappointment.

If only she had arrived in Bear Creek a few days earlier. The craft products would already be nestled on her shelves, eagerly awaiting her customers. There wouldn’t be this growing storm of panic brewing within her, threatening to consume her.

Sarah gingerly stepped out of the car, the gravel crunching under her shoes echoing ominously in the stillness. Cormac was already out, his towering figure, casting an imposing shadow onto the ground. His back was to her, the broad expanse of his shoulders taut under his shirt as if he too was battling with unspoken worries.

What if she’d been wrong to put her trust in him? What if she should have gone to Reginald instead?

Was she wasting her time here with Cormac? Time she could not spare if she wanted the stock delivered tomorrow.

Her hands trembled as she approached him, betraying the turmoil stirring within her. She quickly clasped them together, attempting to mask her nerves with a veneer of composure. Yet, she had an unsettling feeling that he could see past her façade, could sense the storm raging within her.

Cormac turned to face her as she neared, and she found herself trapped in his intense gaze. His eyes were filled with concern, his expression echoing the apprehension that was threatening to consume her. He said nothing, but his silence spoke volumes.

She swallowed hard, forcing a smile onto her face. Yet, despite her efforts to seem unaffected, her eyes betrayed her, flickering with fear and anticipation. But it was more than just the impending opening that was causing her distress; it was the undeniable pull between her and Cormac. The escalating tension that made her heart flutter and her knees weak.

She was standing on the precipice of the unknown. The stakes were high, but so was the potential for victory—for success in her business and maybe, just maybe, in love.

And for that, she was willing to risk it all.


Chapter Fifteen – Cormac

Cormac could sense the unease radiating off Sarah as they stood together outside his workshop. Her anxiety clawed at him, making both him and his bear restless.

He knew she needed help. She knew she needed help. But it was as if something had shifted on the car journey over here.

Was she worried he lacked the funds to help her? Or was it the fear that the financial help he was offering might come with strings attached? A palpable tension hung between them, an echo of her doubts, and it pricked at his primal need to ease her fears.

He wished he could find a way to make her understand that he’d gladly give her everything he owned, even his beloved motorbike, if it meant seeing her happy.

His bear nudged at his consciousness, imparting wisdom that had been passed down through generations. Actions do speak louder than words. There is no point in making promises, you need to prove to her that we are not only willing, but able, to do whatever it takes to make her dreams a reality.

Yes, actions do speak louder than words. This was his chance to prove himself to his mate. To show her he was her protector.

As a Bear Creek Guardian, Cormac knew only too well that there were a myriad of ways to help a person, and they did not all include sharp claws and teeth. Sometimes it was all about helping a person to help themselves, to prove their worth not only to the world but to themselves.

He suspected Sarah was at a low ebb, her energy drained, her emotions raw, but she needed a win. She needed to succeed, because that success would give her the courage and the determination to reach higher. To trust in herself and create the chain of stores she’d always dreamed of.

Without falling into the clutches of a man like Reginald, his bear grumbled.

Cormac frowned. You really don’t like Reginald.

It’s more like I really don’t want Sarah to feel as if she has nowhere else to turn to make her dreams come true, his bear replied. Reginald is a sharp businessman. We know that. If he senses that Sarah is in a predicament, he might pounce.

Cormac nodded in agreement, but then realized he’d zoned out while he talked things over with his bear. Sarah was standing next to him, her arms wrapped around her body as she hugged herself.

“Come in,” he said, pushing open the door to the workshop and crossing the familiar space to his old desk tucked away in a corner.

The familiar whirring sound of his computer booting up filled the silence as he accessed his bank account. His fingers tapping the keys, a confident rhythm born from years of practice.

“Okay,” Cormac announced as he looked up from the screen. “All I need now are your bank details.”

Sarah hesitated, biting her lip with uncertainty. “Are you sure about this?”

“Absolutely,” he replied, his resolve unwavering. This was his mate. There was no doubt in his mind that he would do whatever it took to help her realize her dreams. “Now, give me those numbers.”

With a nervous exhale, Sarah relayed the digits, her voice shaky but clear. Cormac typed them into the online banking portal, authorizing the transfer with a final click. His heart raced as he turned the computer screen toward her, displaying the confirmation message.

“All done,” he said, a satisfied smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “And I want you to know there are no strings attached.”

As she leaned forward to inspect the screen, Cormac caught a whiff of her intoxicating scent, his pulse quickening in response. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, and before he knew it, she placed a tender kiss on his cheek. The sensation sent shockwaves through his body, igniting a fire that only she could quell.

“Thank you,” Sarah whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t know how to repay you.”

“Don’t worry about that now. I just want you to place the order and open the store,” Cormac replied, his eyes locked on hers.

“Oh, the order...” Sarah curled her hand around her phone and turned away from Cormac, heading back out of the workshop as she made the call to her supplier.

Cormac sat still for a long moment, listening to the faint sound of Sarah’s voice as she spoke on the phone. The weight of his actions pressed down on him, urging him to consider the implications of what he’d just done. He shook off the thoughts and got up to make a fresh pot of coffee, needing something to occupy his hands.

By offering Sarah money, he’d changed the course of his relationship with her. He’d assured her there were no strings attached, but there were. Unbreakable strings.

They were mates. Cormac knew it, his friends knew it. But Sarah had no clue.

Perhaps he should have told her before he offered her the loan. Sarah had a right to know.

Yes, Sarah needs to know we are mates, his bear said. But mates or not, we have always helped anyone in need. It’s part of being a Bear Creek Guardian.

But we have never loaned anyone so much money, Cormac reminded his bear.

Only because no one has ever needed it before, his bear replied.

True, Cormac conceded. He couldn’t argue with that. Or with the notion that there had been no other way to solve this for Sarah, short of driving over to Reginald’s house and begging him to help Sarah.

And that would have been the last resort. Cormac still hoped to keep Reginald out of all Sarah’s business dealings. Perhaps instead of Sarah returning their money, she could keep it as an investment in her future.

In our future together, his bear added.

She’s coming back! Cormac grabbed two clean mugs and filled them with hot coffee before adding a dash of milk as Sarah ended the call. Her voice sounded lighter as she thanked the person on the other end of the line for being understanding.

They had saved the day, and the opening of Crafty Corner. A sense of pride filled Cormac. He might never have attained the success his father wanted for him, but he’d built up his business and his bank account by doing what he loved. He might not be rich, but he was rich enough for his mate.

“All sorted?” Cormac asked as Sarah returned to the workshop.

“Yes, the delivery will be here tomorrow.” Sarah looked happier, but tension still radiated from her body.

“Here, you look as if you need some coffee.” Cormac offered her a cup, and she reached for it, her hand trembling as she closed her hand around it. “You also should eat something.” Cormac set his cup down on his desk and grabbed the lunch he’d prepared for himself. “Here. Help yourself. There’s sandwiches and...”

“I can’t take your lunch,” Sarah protested.

“Yes, you can,” Cormac replied, holding the food out to her.

“You’ve been so kind... What if this is a mistake, what if the bank not honoring my overdraft was a sign?” Sarah suddenly covered her face with her hands, succumbing to an attack of nerves. “I’m worried that even if the stock arrives tomorrow as promised, I won’t be able to get everything ready in time,” she admitted. “I think I may have taken on too much.”

Cormac crouched down in front of her, making sure he had her full attention. “You’re going to be fine,” he reassured her. “Whatever happens, we’ll deal with it.”

Her breath hitched as she gazed into his warm brown eyes, her hands moving to cup his face. “What did I do to deserve you as a friend?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Sarah,” Cormac chuckled softly, “you don’t have to do anything to deserve me. I’m just happy to help you.”

Their faces inched closer, and Sarah hesitated for a moment before cupping his face in her hands, her eyes fixed on his. Then the unexpected happened. Sarah leaned forward and brushed her lips against his.

Cormac’s eyes widened in surprise, and for a long moment he froze, unsure of how to respond. But then instinct took over. The primal need to claim his mate overwhelmed him.

The lunch bag dropped to the floor as he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her close, her body pressed against his.

Sarah responded eagerly, deepening the kiss as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Cormac’s tongue swept into her mouth, exploring every inch as he devoured her with fervor. His hands roamed over her body, tracing the curves of her hips and waist as she moaned into his mouth.

Suddenly, Sarah pulled away, her eyes suddenly worried as she gazed up at him. “Cormac, I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to do that. I don’t know what came over me.”

Cormac’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Why are you apologizing?” he asked, brushing his thumb against her cheek.

Their lips met again, this time with an urgency that neither of them could ignore. Sarah’s hands slid down his chest, feeling the solid muscles beneath his shirt.

Cormac groaned as he deepened the kiss, his tongue exploring her mouth, tasting her sweetness. He could feel the heat of her body against his, the scent of her arousal filling the air.

She wanted him. And he damn well wanted her.

But this was not the time or the place.

As they pulled apart, the tension that had plagued them earlier dissipated, replaced by a heady mix of desire and longing.

“I hate to say this, Sarah,” Cormac muttered, “but you have work to do.”

Sarah flushed as she looked at her feet. “I do,” she whispered. “But first, I need you to know one thing...”

Cormac gazed at her in concern. “Sarah,” he chided, “you don’t have to...”

Sarah put her finger to his lips to silence him. “I need you to know that I have wanted to kiss you since the first day we met and that... What just happened has nothing to do with gratitude.”

A smile played across his lips as relief flooded through him. He wanted to take her in his arms, scoop her up and carry her out to his bike, put her on the back and ride off to his house, where he would make love to her for hours and hours.

His licked his lips, imagining the taste of her, the feel of her beneath him as he ran his hand along her inner thigh, of pulling her panties to one side and dipping his fingers in her slick heat. She would writhe beneath him as he lowered his head and kissed the swell of her breasts. He could almost feel their bodies intertwined together, creating a perfect harmony as they moved in sync against each other.

Then he realized that Sarah was still looking at him, waiting for a response. “Ummm,” he struggled for words. “That is good to know.”

What! his bear exclaimed.

“I mean, I have wanted to kiss you, too.” Cormac ran his hand through his hair as heat flooded his cheeks. Then he took a gulp of air. “But that is not why I loaned you the money, it wasn’t to buy you...”

You’re digging a deeper hole for yourself, his bear groaned.

“I never thought you were trying to buy me,” Sarah told him, then she leaned down and grabbed his lunch bag. “Maybe I do need something to eat.” She opened the bag and took out his packet of sandwiches. After taking one, she offered them to him. “Maybe we both do.”

Cormac took a sandwich and bit into it, wishing he could fulfill his dream and take his mate to bed.

But there were more important things to do right now.

Cormac couldn’t believe he was thinking these words when he was with his mate, but they were true.

Just as his love for her was true.


Chapter Sixteen – Sarah

Sarah’s thoughts drifted as she ran her fingers over her lips. The sensation of Cormac’s kiss vibrated through her, awakening a feeling that was both unsettling and exhilarating. Everything about the moment felt perfect. The warmth of his breath, the eagerness in his eyes, the way their two souls seemed to mesh together perfectly. She never imagined a kiss could be so magical.

And more, her skin tingled where Cormac’s fingers had trailed down her body. His hands had roamed freely over her curves, leaving her in doubt about how much she wanted him.

And how much he wanted her.

Heat flared across her skin as she imagined his lips as they trailed slowly down her body, a whisper of a caress that left behind a burning fire in its wake. She closed her eyes and squeezed her thighs together at the thought of him exploring each and every inch of her naked body, delighting in the sensations that flooded through her.

It was as if Cormac had taken ownership of her body and her heart, and her soul.

Sarah cleared her throat and straightened up, chasing romantic thoughts of Cormac from her head. She knew how she felt about Cormac. She knew those feelings had been there from the moment she’d met him.

However, the loan Cormac had given her made things more complicated. Sarah would never want Cormac, or for that matter anyone, to think she was being intimate with Cormac because she accepted the money from him to pay for her much-needed craft stock.

Sarah smoothed her hand over her hair, which was pulled back in a ponytail as she waited outside Cormac’s workshop while he closed the door. When she dressed this morning, she hadn’t cared too much about her appearance. But now, after that kiss...

“Ready?” Cormac arched an eyebrow at her.

“For anything,” she replied as she followed him back to the Mustang.

He’d offered to drive her back to the store, and she’d accepted, although once inside the car, the space between them seemed to have grown smaller since that kiss.

The warm summer breeze ruffled Sarah’s hair as she rolled down the passenger side window of Cormac’s vintage Mustang. She took a deep breath, releasing the tension that had been building all morning. Everything was going to be fine. As Cormac steered the rumbling car down the tree-lined street back toward her new craft store, Sarah allowed a spark of optimism to flutter in her chest.

She glanced over at Cormac, his handsome face stoic as he focused on driving with an air of confidence that both reassured and intrigued her.

She wasn’t sure what she’d have done if he hadn’t stepped in when the bank had turned its back, granting her the financial lifeline she needed to stock her craft store.

Yes, she did. She’d have gone begging to Reginald.

Cormac had saved her from that fate. Just as he would save her from any threat. She’d seen it in his eyes when they kissed, the hunger, the need. It scared and excited her.

As they pulled up outside the craft store, Cormac swiftly exited the car and made his way to Sarah’s side, with a speed that bordered on the supernatural.

“Thank you again, truly,” Sarah said earnestly as they stood by the back entrance to the store. “I’ll start putting together a repayment plan tonight after I finish up my errands.”

Cormac shook his head, an amused glint in his golden eyes. “Don’t worry about that now. Just focus on getting the store ready. We can figure out the money later.”

Sarah pressed her lips together. As much as she wanted to throw herself wholly into preparing the store, leaving the loan repayment uncertain gnawed at her. Sensing her hesitation, Cormac gently grasped her arm. His touch was electric.

“Please, let me do this small thing for you,” he implored, his voice a deep rumble. “You deserve it after the way the bank treated you.”

Looking up into his handsome face, Sarah let out a resigned sigh then nodded. She would honor his request to focus solely on the store, for now at least. After exchanging goodbyes, Sarah watched as Cormac strode back to his car, an otherworldly grace in his movements.

Shaking her head at her fanciful thoughts, Sarah unlocked the store door. It was time to get to work.

Just as Sarah was about to step inside, she hesitated. Her heart thudded in her chest as she turned back to Cormac and closed the gap between them with a few quick strides. Pressing her lips to his cheek in a chaste kiss that left her blushing, she looked into his eyes, searching for any hint of displeasure or shock.

Instead, she found a gentle smile on his face that made her pulse quicken. With no more words, Cormac backed away, not taking his eyes off her. She didn’t want him to go and so, summoning her courage, she asked, “Would you like to come over for dinner tonight?”

Cormac’s eyes widened in surprise before he grinned. “I’d love to.”

Sarah tugged her brows together, suddenly feeling nervous. “I’m not sure what I’ll be able to cook on short notice,” she admitted sheepishly.

Cormac laughed and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll bring takeout. Since I never paid for dinner last night, thanks to Reginald.”

Her grin returned, and she nodded. “That would be perfect.”

“Besides,” Cormac added, “I don’t mind if it’s a working dinner. If you have any last-minute jobs that need doing in the store, I’ll gladly do them for you.”

“Thank you,” Sarah replied, touched by his offer. She watched as Cormac turned around and walked away, a spring in his step. Something about his demeanor seemed lighter, more carefree than before. And she knew she’d caused that lightness in him.

Intriguing.

Sarah hugged herself happily as she went into the store, locking the door behind her.

The day had taken some unexpected twists and turns, but perhaps things had turned out as they were supposed to. Maybe Cormac was the answer to all her dreams.

With a head filled with romantic notions, Sarah went upstairs and made a fresh pot of coffee before she sat down with the to-do list she’d made this morning. She never did make it to the grocery store.

Perhaps she should pop out now before she got stuck into work.

As she sipped her coffee, Sarah made a list of all the ingredients she needed for the cakes and added a few more items as well. She was going to make something special for Cormac as a thank you. She also decided to buy an indulgent bottle of wine—something she hoped he wouldn’t see as her squandering his money.

Instead, she wanted to celebrate with him.

Not just the new store, but their new relationship. Their romantic relationship.

Sarah put her head in her hands. She really shouldn’t. Entering into a relationship with a man she’d borrowed money from was a disaster waiting to happen.

But fate... Hadn’t fate stepped in and brought the two of them together at just the right time?

Sarah drained her coffee cup and stood up. Was that how she was going to talk herself into taking things further with Cormac? Fate.

That was about as lame an excuse as they came.

Sarah had never been big on romance, on fated mates, love at first sight and all that stuff.

What had happened to her since she set foot in Bear Creek? It was as if the mountain air had addled her brain. And she could not afford that to happen. Not when she was on the cusp of opening her dream store.

In need of fresh air and to get out of the store for an hour or so to clear her head, Sarah grabbed a basket for her groceries and headed back downstairs. Letting herself out of the back door, she sucked in a breath but before she had a chance for the clear air to work its magic, her cell phone rang.

Sarah pulled her phone from her pocket, her jaw tensed as she saw the caller ID. It was the bank.

What did they want now? Hadn’t they caused enough trouble?

With adrenaline pumping, Sarah answered the call and prepared to give them a piece of her mind. But it soon became apparent that whoever was on the other end of the line was not there to give her more bad news. Instead, they were apologetic and explained that there had been a mix-up, and Sarah’s overdraft should never have been canceled.

Sarah’s mouth dropped open in shock. She hadn’t expected this turn of events. She’d been ready for another fight, but instead, here was someone from the bank actually apologizing to her for their mistake!

“Why had the overdraft been canceled?” Sarah asked, still somewhat confused.

The bank manager answered, “There was some kind of miscommunication. We received an email stating that you canceled it, but it seems no one can verify the source. There is an internal investigation going on, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I know more.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” Sarah replied. “But you left me in a very awkward position. The money was for stock for my opening day.”

“I can’t apologize enough,” the bank manager groveled. “But the overdraft facility has been restored, you can access it immediately.”

“I can?” Sarah let out a long breath. She could pay Cormac back straight away and put this whole matter behind her.

“Yes. And I can only apologize again,” the bank manager said.

And so you should, was the thought going through Sarah’s mind. Instead, she replied, “Thanks for calling.”

As the line went dead, Sarah stood in silence for a few moments, trying to take in all the information she had just received.

Who would have emailed to cancel the overdraft?

Cormac’s face popped into her head. Was he responsible for the email to force her to go to him?

No!

The instant she’d thought of him, she rejected the idea. Cormac would never do something like that. She could see the truth in his eyes and sense the pureness of his heart. He was a man who helped others, not one who caused harm.

Could it have been Reginald? Was this his way of trying to gain control over her business? Sarah’s stomach churned at the thought, but quickly dismissed it as unlikely.

Crafty Corner was a small business. A very small business compared to the large multimillion-dollar companies Reginald usually dealt with. He’d never be that petty.

Yet the idea niggled her like a worm in the back of her brain as she walked to the grocery store.

There was no one else she could think of who would do this. But maybe that was it. This might have nothing to do with her personally.

For all she knew, it could be a disgruntled bank employee who was out to make trouble and Sarah had been caught up in it.

Yes, that was most likely it. Or there had been an account mix up. When the bank had completed its investigation, it would all be cleared up.

Sarah took a deep breath and continued on her way. Although she felt uneasy, Sarah ignored her feelings to focus on baking cakes for the opening and preparing for Cormac’s visit later. If someone had been malicious, the bank would no doubt figure out who. And if it had been personal, then the best thing Sarah could do was make a success of Crafty Corner.

And make her dreams come true.


Chapter Seventeen – Cormac

Cormac slid his leg over his motorbike, feeling the cool metal press against his thigh as he inserted the key into the ignition. The engine roared to life beneath him, vibrating with a power that resonated within his very core.

Tonight, he was going to spend the evening with his mate, and the anticipation sent a shudder of excitement through his body. Which was quickly followed by a twinge of nerves. Would the money he’d loaned her make things awkward between them?

Maybe he should just tell her how he felt and hope she understood.

And how exactly do you feel? his bear asked.

Like Sarah is the most important person in my life. That I would put her above all else. Cormac glanced toward Thane’s house, the rest of his thoughts unsaid.

With a sense of unease, Cormac drove away from his home, heading out of Bearheart Ridge. As he left the town behind, a sense of freedom washed over him. Nothing compared to the feel of the chrome and steel underneath him, with the engine’s throbbing in sync with his racing heart as he accelerated.

In his younger days, he would have simply pointed the front wheel of his bike in any direction and ridden for miles on end, seeking respite from the pressure of his father’s expectations. But now, he had a purpose—a powerful connection to his mate that anchored him here.

And as much as he sometimes longed for the freedom of his youth, those days were now gone. Cormac wanted to be with his mate more than anything else.

Forever, he thought, his grip on the handlebars tightening. That’s what I want with Sarah.

As he continued to drive, his thoughts drifted back to the moment he had first sensed his mate. The initial shock had been replaced by something else, a sense of wonder, a sense of triumph even. It was as if he’d conquered the world.

But it wasn’t us that did the conquering, his bear said.

Cormac chuckled. No, you’re right. We are the ones who have been conquered.

And now it’s time to tell our mate the whole truth, his bear added.

And hope that she understands us and accepts us. Cormac fought the anxiety that flared in his chest. Both of us.

“Damn it,” he muttered, his heart aching at the thought of disappointing her in any way. He had to be honest with Sarah about their bond, but the fear of rejection still gnawed at him. But he would find the courage to tell her.

After all, this was what fate wanted.

The wind whistled past his ears as he sped toward his destination, determination fueling his every move. Tonight, Cormac would put his fears aside and lay his heart bare for the woman who had captured his soul.

How could she refuse him when he proclaimed his love for her?

But as he rounded a bend, he sensed someone else. Someone on a motorbike was speeding toward him.

Danny. No doubt looking forward to a rematch.

He doesn’t need a rematch, his bear told him lightly. He won the race.

By default, Cormac replied. And we all know Danny is the type of guy who likes to win fair and square.

You think we hurt his pride when we left the race? his bear replied with a chuckle. I thought for sure he’d understand when he found out the reason you ran out on him.

Cormac sighed, and his grip on the handlebars softened. He was tempted to stop and talk with Danny, but he did not want to waste time this evening. Not when his mate was waiting for him to bring takeout for them to share.

Before he met his mate, Cormac would have steered his bike toward Danny, ready to take on the challenge of a race. But things had changed. Changed in a way even Cormac didn’t fully understand, so there was little chance of explaining it to Danny.

One day Danny will feel what we’re feeling, Cormac told his bear. One day, he’ll find there’s more to life than fast bikes and his gang.

I’m not sure Danny will give up any of that for a woman, even his mate, his bear replied.

Cormac chuckled. I think you are being unfair.

Maybe, his bear replied. But I believe he might give it all up for his mate.

Would we? His bear’s question was one that Cormac wasn’t sure he could answer.

Would Cormac give up everything for his mate? Even the guardians?

That was a choice he would never have to make.

He hoped.

Right now, he had to deal with Danny and avoid a confrontation with him.

The wind tugged at Cormac’s jacket as he raced down the mountain road. Behind him, Cormac could sense Danny gaining on him. The roar of his motorbike growing louder as he throttled his bike, trying to close the distance between them.

He might be fast, but Cormac knew the mountain better than Danny ever could. This was his territory, and he’d use his skills to outrun him. A grin tugged at his lips as he imagined the look on Danny’s face when he realized he’d been beaten.

Up ahead, a trail cut left, ducking into the woods. Cormac could lose Danny there, avoid the confrontation for now. He’d catch up with Danny in a couple of days after Sarah’s store opening and challenge him to a rematch. Not that Cormac cared, but he wanted to satisfy Danny’s ego.

But right now, he didn’t need this distraction. With a growl, Cormac slowed and steered his bike off the road, branches slapping at his leathers as he bounced onto the narrow trail. His bike wasn’t built for this kind of off-road, and it fishtailed on the loose gravel, but he kept it upright, keeping his speed steady.

That was the key. It wasn’t how fast you could ride on a trail like this; it was whether you could stay on two wheels. One wrong move, one misjudgment, and you’d end up sprawled on the ground.

But Cormac knew every curve, every rock. Danny didn’t stand a chance.

Cormac allowed himself a fierce grin as Danny’s engine faded. The biker gang leader was forced to slow down on the tricky path.

“Almost there,” he ground out as sweat beaded his brow. Then the road opened up before him and he sped forward, leaving the roar of Danny’s bike far behind.

Cormac kept his cool, focused on the nearby town as the mountains gave way to farmland. Then he was passing houses, and the pull of his mate tingled his senses. As he pushed those senses outward, he could no longer feel Danny. Even the hot-headed biker knew the town of Bear Creek was no place for a race.

Except your racing heart. His bear chuckled, finding humor in his corny joke.

I’m not sure our mate will ever be ready to hear those kinds of jokes, Cormac laughed, his mood light as he stopped outside a pizza house and got off his bike.

After removing his helmet, he went inside and ordered the best pizza in town, then he rode on, nothing between him and dinner with his mate.

Moments later, Cormac pulled up outside Sarah’s store, the engine of his motorcycle purring softly, much like his bear, before he switched it off.

I’m not a cat, his bear protested.

No, but since we met Sarah, you do purr. His brows knitted together. Or maybe it’s more of a hum.

A hum, his bear protested. I don’t hum. I’m a primal creature. I roar.

If you say so. Cormac chuckled to himself as he took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of pine resin that seemed to cling to everything in this small town.

As he exhaled, he could feel his bear stirring within him. Desperate to break free and meet their mate face to face for the first time.

Later, Cormac soothed his bear.

His bear prowled around the edges of Cormac’s mind before settling down and resting his head on his paws. But there was no peace for his bear. He was on high alert, ready to spring into the world, Sarah’s world, at a moment’s notice.

Taking a couple of moments to compose himself, Cormac removed his helmet and set it on the seat, revealing tousled dark brown hair.

All right, buddy, he murmured to his bear, let’s do this.

Cormac grabbed the pizza boxes from the back of his bike, their warmth seeping through his gloves. With a quick, almost nervous swipe of his hand, he smoothed his hair back into place and strode toward the store.

Sarah was waiting for him. He could sense her presence, even though she remained hidden from sight behind a display of fabric rolls. Her essence was like a beacon, drawing him closer, though he knew she wasn’t aware of it.

She’s waiting for us, Cormac said happily.

Of course she is. His bear chuckled, amused by the thought. Wait until Sarah finds out about our shifter senses. She’ll know that hiding from us is fruitless.

Cormac hid a smile as he approached the store. You’re right. But for now, let’s play along.

The wind picked up, rustling the leaves overhead and momentarily drowning out the sound of his footsteps and cooling his heated cheeks. Damn, he was nervous. More nervous than he’d ever been in his life.

This was it. This was the night he was going to tell his mate the truth. About his bear, about the mating bond, and about his undying love for her.

Cormac rolled his shoulders back and raised his hand to knock on the store door. However, before he had a chance to knock, the door cracked open, and there she was. Sarah greeted him with a beaming smile that made her eyes shine like the stars over the mountain. She certainly looked happier than she had earlier when they’d discussed her financial troubles. Cormac hoped it was a good sign. A sign that she had shed her doubts about borrowing money from him.

Cormac swallowed down his desire to drop the pizza boxes to the ground and wrap his arms around her and kiss her senseless.

Instead, he returned the smile. “Hey.”

“Hey, Cormac,” she said, her voice soft yet full of warmth. “Come on in.” Sarah beckoned him inside, her hair dancing around her face in the breeze.

“Thanks,” he replied, stepping through the doorway and into her inviting store. He could smell the faint scent of paint and wood, mixed with the alluring aroma of Sarah’s perfume. It was intoxicating.

His bear growled in agreement, urging him to claim this woman who was destined to be theirs. But Cormac knew better. He couldn’t rush this. Not now.

“The pizza smells amazing,” Sarah commented as she closed the door behind him.

So do you, he thought, but kept it to himself.

“Shall we go upstairs?” Sarah stood facing him, her hands clasped together as if she were nervous. Or maybe she was fighting to keep them to herself.

“Sure, lead the way.” Cormac took a step backward, but still there was not enough room between them and Sarah brushed past him, exciting him, arousing him.

Cormac closed his eyes for the briefest of moments as he fought for control. Then he exhaled and followed Sarah through the store and out along the corridor at the back.

As they walked past various boxes of craft supplies, Cormac was struck by the creative atmosphere in the store. Everywhere he looked, there were vibrant colors and inspiring ideas. It was clear that Sarah had put her heart and soul into making this place a success. She was obviously passionate about her business, and it made Cormac admire her even more.

They eventually reached the stairs that led to the upper level of the store, where hours earlier Cormac had found Sarah sobbing. His heart wrenched at the memory. But, perversely, he was grateful for what had happened. It had brought them closer together and now here they were, standing on the brink of something truly special.

Truly memorable, his bear told him.

Cormac could feel the tension between them, like a tangible force that seemed to draw them closer and closer together with each passing second. He knew that if he were to take just one step forward, they would be in each other’s arms and there would be no turning back. But still he hesitated, unsure of what lay ahead for them both.

He was about to voice his uncertainty when Sarah took a step forward and reached out her hand to him. Cormac caught his breath as Sarah looked up at him with such love and longing in her eyes.

It was enough to make his bear roar in triumph.


Chapter Eighteen – Sarah

Sarah licked the last remnants of marinara sauce from her fingers, a blissful groan escaping her lips. Never had pizza tasted so divine. She’d eaten far too much, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret it.

Sarah reached for her glass of wine and took a sip before placing it down on the table. As she looked up, her gaze locked with Cormac’s and heat flooded her cheeks, a nervous fluttering erupting in her belly. The darkness in his eyes told her his thoughts mirrored her own.

He wanted more. Not more pizza. More her.

Sarah wanted him, too. She swallowed as desire pooled hot and heavy between her thighs. She longed to take his hand and lead him to her bedroom, to lose herself in him, to make love until dawn’s first light filtered through her curtains.

Her cheeks flushed deeper at the thought, and she took another sip of wine to steady her nerves. Before anything happened... Before their relationship moved past friendship, she wanted to tell him about the phone call from the bank.

It wasn’t fair for her to keep his money when she could borrow from the bank, just as she’d originally planned. But the evening had been so relaxed, and she didn’t want to spoil it by talking about money.

And maybe it was more than that. Sarah didn’t want to wound Cormac’s pride. He’d loaned her the money when she’d been desperate and told her to keep it until she could comfortably pay him back. It was a good offer, better than borrowing from the bank and paying interest on the money...

Perhaps if she knew Cormac better, she wouldn’t be so tied up in knots over it. Sarah reached for her wineglass. This was crazy. She wanted him in her bed and yet she was afraid to have a simple conversation with him.

“Actually, Cormac, I...” she began, only for him to start speaking at the same moment.

“Sarah, I—”

They laughed, as if completely in sync, but then Sarah gestured for him to go ahead with what he wanted to say. “After you...”

“Are you sure?” Cormac’s smoldering gaze caressed her skin, and she swallowed down the lump of emotion that formed in her throat.

“Yes,” she breathed, unable to form words as desire and longing threaded through her veins.

“Will you come with me?” Cormac asked.

“Come with you?” she squawked, not able to comprehend what he meant.

“Yes, come with me,” he repeated.

“I...” She blew the air out of her cheeks, unsure how to reply, or what she was replying to.

“On my bike,” he blurted out as he noted her confusion.

“Oh.” A wave of disappointment washed over her. “You want me to come with you for a ride on your motorbike?”

Her cheeks flushed pink as she tried to recover her composure. What else would he mean when he asked her to come with him?

Her mind had gone elsewhere entirely, but she didn’t want him to know that.

“Uh, yeah,” Cormac replied, rubbing the back of his neck. “I thought it might be fun, you know? A way to enjoy the evening together.”

Sarah hesitated, her heart sinking a little. She’d envisioned them snuggling up on the sofa together. Then, maybe Cormac would kiss her, and maybe he would run his hand along her thigh and higher. Sarah ached in her core to feel him inside her, but after he loaned her his money, she felt as if it was the least she could do to go for a ride on his bike. Although, she was still disappointed since she was certain he wanted her, too, that he’d rather spend the evening making out than riding over the mountain.

But bikes were his passion, and she was willing to indulge him.

“Sure,” she finally agreed, forcing a smile. “Let me get changed into something more suitable for a bike ride.”

As she stood up and drained her wineglass, she noticed Cormac’s eyes grazing her body, and he licked his lips. She swayed, a little unsteady on her feet as he devoured her with his eyes.

Or was she misreading the signals he was sending her? Because if he wanted her, truly wanted her, then why the bike ride?

Oh! Perhaps she wasn’t sending out the right signals. Yeah, that could be it.

Or maybe he simply didn’t want things to go any further tonight after she’d had such a traumatic day. Cormac was a good soul. She could sense it and he might be worried about taking advantage of her.

Well, there was no need to worry on that score. No need at all.

Sarah wriggled her fingers and was tempted to reach out to him and offer him her hand, and offer to take him to her bedroom, where he could help her undress.

However, Cormac abruptly dragged his eyes from her and began tidying away the remnants of their meal.

“Take your time,” he said, his voice husky and low. “I’ll just clean up here.”

Sarah nodded, her pulse racing as she turned and walked toward her bedroom while her head was in turmoil. There certainly were plenty of mixed messages flowing around in the air.

As she unbuttoned her dress and let it pool at her feet, she tried to make sense of it all. Had she missed something? Was there more to this bike ride than there seemed?

This might be Cormac’s idea of romance. A moonlit ride through the mountains.

But he knew she was reluctant to ride on the back of a bike.

Oh! Perhaps Cormac was testing her, wanting to see if she truly trusted him now. If that was the case, she was determined to show him that she did.

With her life.

As she slipped into a pair of jeans and a leather jacket, anticipation built within her. She still longed for Cormac’s touch, but maybe this ride would bring them closer in other ways.

“Ready?” she asked, returning to the living room, where Cormac had just finished tidying up.

“More than ready.” His eyes darkened with desire once more as he noted her tight jeans and her leather jacket that emphasized her voluptuous breasts.

She was ready. Ready to go wherever he wanted to take her. This bike ride was just what she needed to take her mind off the store opening.

He held out his hand to her and the instant they touched, it was as if her body vibrated on a whole different frequency. As if they were connected in a way she could not comprehend. Was this what true love felt like?

As they stepped outside and approached his motorbike, Cormac handed her a helmet and said, “Safety first.”

She slipped the helmet on, took a deep breath and climbed on behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, feeling the warmth and strength of his body against hers.

“Let’s go,” she whispered into his ear.

“Hold on tight,” he said, his breath caressing her cheek before he inserted the key in the ignition and the engine rumbled beneath them.

As they rode out of town and into the mountains, Sarah clung to Cormac, her body pressed against his. The bike roared beneath them, carrying them steadfastly up steep inclines and winding roads.

Sarah slowly relaxed, feeling the freedom that came with speeding through the mountains. She enjoyed being close to Cormac as he skillfully rode the motorcycle along the winding roads. As they climbed higher, she pressed herself even closer, her breasts crushed against his back, the beat of her heart matching the rhythm of the engine.

Just when she thought they would ride all night, Cormac brought the bike to a stop. They were in a secluded spot surrounded by tall trees with a breathtaking view of the valley below.

Were they here for the view?

Cormac removed his helmet, revealing tousled dark hair and a ruggedly handsome face. Sarah followed suit, shaking out her wavy blonde locks before setting her helmet beside his on the ground.

“Come with me,” Cormac said, taking her hand gently in his. “I want to show you something.”

Yes. He wanted to share the stunning view of the valley with her. The view was amazing, but she felt that there was more to their adventure than pretty scenery.

With every step deeper into the mountains, her nervousness grew and the connection between them seemed to intensify. She shivered, certain that whatever Cormac had in store for her would forever change the course of their relationship.

Maybe even their lives.

But despite her inner turmoil, she trusted him implicitly.

“Are we almost there?” Sarah asked hesitantly, her voice barely more than a whisper in the quiet of the woods.

Cormac turned to face her, his dark eyes filled with an intensity she had never seen before. “Just a little farther,” he replied, gently squeezing her hand for reassurance.

As they continued along the trail, Sarah’s thoughts raced. Why were they out here in the mountains at night? If he had brought her out here to show her something, then it was too late; darkness had overtaken them.

But just as this thought crossed her mind, the moon began to rise above the mountain peaks, casting a silvery glow upon their surroundings. The thin sliver of moonlight illuminated the trail ahead just enough for them to continue.

Cormac glanced up at the moon and stopped abruptly. Sarah’s breath caught in her throat as she watched him, his eyes fixated on the celestial body above. She shuddered, almost certain that she saw a glowing amber deep in his eyes.

He turned toward her and smiled, but there was uncertainty in his expression, perhaps even fear. That look made Sarah relax a little and let go of her own fears. Whatever the reason he brought her here, it wasn’t to hurt her.

“Are we here?” Sarah murmured, as she saw the small clearing before them.

Cormac swallowed hard and nodded, releasing her hand and stepping away from her. Sarah wrapped her arms around herself and clenched her jaw, fighting to stay calm.

Cormac held up his hands, his voice gentle yet firm. “Whatever happens, you need to trust me, trust in me.”

Fear clawed at Sarah, but she nodded mutely. She had come this far, and she wanted to know the truth about the man before her. As she braced herself for what was about to happen, she hoped beyond hope that her trust in Cormac would not be misplaced.

“I trust you.” Sarah wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly cold without his touch.

“Thank you.” He out a long breath as if relieved by her words.

“But why have you bought me here?” Sarah asked. “It’s not as if it’s not beautiful here or anything. But I think I’d rather see it in the daylight.”

He met her gaze steadily. “There’s something I need to tell you, Sarah. Something I’ve wanted to tell you since the moment we first met.”

Sarah’s mouth went dry. “And you couldn’t have told me this something back at the store?” Sarah knew the answer before the words left her mouth. Whatever he had to tell her belonged here out in the wilds.

“I need you to understand,” Cormac began gently. “That I would never hurt you. Could never hurt you.”

He paused, watching her closely for a reaction. Sarah’s brain was still scrambling to process this new information, but one thing she knew for certain was that she did trust him.

She took a shaky breath and stepped toward Cormac, reaching for his hand. “I believe you,” she said softly. “I believe in you.” And she believed in the connection they shared. Whatever it was. Whatever it meant.

Relief flooded Cormac’s eyes as he closed them and then, as if by magic, he slowly faded from the world. Sarah stood frozen in time, trying to comprehend how this could’ve happened. How could a man just disappear like that? But there was no doubt in her mind.

Cormac was gone.

She didn’t need her eyes to tell her he was gone. She could sense it, sense that he was gone from this world. She missed the connection they shared. A connection that she could not explain but one she had come to accept and depend on.

But then, as suddenly as he had gone, a shadow appeared in his place.

Sarah held her breath, expecting him to return, to see the man that she had lost her heart to.

But whatever the shadow was, it was no man.

Cold dread threaded through her veins as the shadow loomed larger. It was so much bigger than a man. Bulkier.

And she was reminded of the mournful bear she’d heard in the mountains on the night she met Cormac. As the shadow slowly came into focus, even though her head told her it was impossible, she knew that the man who had brought her here was now a bear.

That somehow, Cormac had changed, shifted, from one thing to another.

The ground seemed to rise up to meet her as the blood pounded in her ears. Then she was falling, but the creature before her moved fast, and the massive bear was behind her, breaking her fall.

As the forest crowded in on her, all she could think was that Cormac had saved her once more.


Chapter Nineteen – Cormac

Cormac’s bear watched Sarah intently as she lay against him, her warm body pressed against his fur. He had frightened her, robbed himself of the chance to know her before she could understand who and what he was.

Don’t worry, Cormac reassured his bear. She’s just in shock. Give her some time, and she’ll be fine.

His bear moaned softly, a mix of concern and longing, but then Sarah stirred. She sat up slowly, her fingers buried deep in his thick fur as if anchoring herself in this strange new reality. To his surprise and delight, she leaned into him once more, wrapping her arms around his massive form and resting her cheek on his shoulder.

The bear rumbled with pleasure, feeling the weight of her acceptance in every delicate touch.

Cormac chuckled within their shared mind, a smug satisfaction warming his thoughts. You are purring.

His bear merely rolled his eyes, too content to argue.

As the night deepened, Cormac’s bear remained still, unwilling to disturb the intimate moment they shared. The forest around them hummed with life, its natural sounds providing a soothing backdrop to the sensation of his mate nestled against him. Time seemed to stretch and warp, leaving only the warmth of their connection.

Eventually, Sarah pushed away from him, her eyes searching his as she cupped his face in her hands. The intensity of her gaze shook him to his core, and he held his breath, waiting for her to speak.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” she whispered. “You are Cormac, and Cormac is you.” Her brows drew together, uncertainty clouding her features. “Do you know what I mean?”

Cormac’s bear nodded, an unspoken understanding passing between them. At his confirmation, Sarah’s eyes widened, and she seemed to reel at the idea that he could understand her so completely. But instead of fear or revulsion, a spark of curiosity danced in her eyes.

“Please,” she murmured, her voice soft and vulnerable, “please tell me everything.”

Everything. There wasn’t enough time in the world to tell Sarah everything, everything he felt for her, everything she was to him.

Maybe we could just start with the basics? Cormac suggested.

His bear sighed heavily, not wanting to break the connection with his mate. But it was time for him to let go of this world and allow his human side to take control of the situation. Sarah deserved to know what he was and how their lives fit together. Cormac needed her to understand that they were mates, fated mates, and all that entailed.

Eternity, his bear said happily.

Eternity was a long time. Cormac would be happy just to get through the next few minutes without his mate freaking out.

She won’t freak out now, his bear replied. Now that she’s met me, she’ll understand.

Cormac hoped he was right. But there was a chance she had been so overwhelmed with meeting the bear that her brain hadn’t had time to process the implications. Once he tried to explain everything to her and it sank in, she might reject the idea of spending her life with a man and a bear.

But he hoped he was wrong and that she would accept him for who they were and the love that they had to give.

The bear stirred and rubbed his head against Sarah’s thigh one last time before he ambled away. Then he stopped and took one last lingering look at his mate before he let go of the world.

The air filled with static electricity that crackled and popped. And the last thing his bear saw was Sarah’s eyes wide with wonder, before he faded from the world. For a second there it was if the connection they shared was stretched to breaking point. Panic filled Cormac, but then as his human form returned to the world and stood in front of his mate, it was if it was stronger than ever.

“Hi, Sarah,” Cormac said softly, a hint of vulnerability in his voice.

“Hi, Cormac,” she replied, her voice equal parts awe and confusion.

“Before you freak out,” he started, “I need you to understand something. You and I...we’re fated mates.”

She studied his face, searching for any sign of deceit. “Fated mates?”

“Like soulmates, but even deeper,” he explained, his gaze never leaving hers. “We were meant to find each other. It’s destiny.”

“Destiny,” she murmured, letting the word roll off her tongue, tasting its weight.

Cormac ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “Sorry, I’m not very good at this. I’ve never done it before. “

“I don’t expect it’s every day that you show someone that you can change into a bear.” Sarah took a step toward him. “As for explaining all this, I’m not sure there are any words. “

“But I need you to understand,” Cormac began.

“I think I do,” Sarah said. “I know it’s only fiction, but I’ve read this sort of thing in books. And I’m assuming that those stories are based on truth. And you and your bear, you are the truth.”

“We are the truth,” Cormac replied. “But it is more than just being able to change from one thing to another. Fate has decided that we are meant to spend the rest of our lives together. I just hope that you can accept that and accept me.”

Sarah closed the distance between them, her eyes filled with a mixture of emotions. She placed her hand on his cheek and rubbed her thumb across his skin, igniting a fire within him.

Cormac’s bear growled in approval, sensing the connection growing stronger. Though confusion was clear in Sarah’s face, he could also see something else—desire, longing, and an acceptance of what they shared.

She leaned forward, her eyes questioning as she licked her lips. There was no doubt in Cormac’s mind that Sarah wanted him as much as he wanted her.

Still, he hesitated. What if this was all a reaction to the shock of seeing him shift? But then a small smile played across Sarah’s mouth, and she leaned in to press her lips to his, sealing their fate with a kiss.

Cormac slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, leaving no air between them. His hardness pressed against her thigh, and she moved, brushing against him, igniting his arousal until it felt like he was about to lose control. With a groan, he claimed her mouth, their kiss deepening as he tasted her on his tongue.

“Sarah,” he whispered hoarsely, trying to convey the depth of his feelings through her name alone.

“Show me,” she murmured in response, her voice laced with passion.

Sarah put her hands under his shirt and trailed her fingers across his chest, making him even more aroused. She was intoxicating, leaving his senses reeling. Cormac never knew it would be like this—the bond they shared overwhelming, unbreakable, all-consuming.

She tugged at his shirt, leading him into a moonlit glade. Grass cushioned her as she sank down, bathed in silver light.

Cormac sat down beside her, his hands roaming her body. He curled his fingers around the hem of her top, sliding under the fabric to cup her breast. She arched into his touch with a soft cry, her nipple peaking against his palm.

Arousal pulsed through him, settling heavily in his groin. Cormac rolled Sarah onto her back, his body covering hers as their kisses deepened.

Was this a dream? Cormac had never expected the evening to end like this. But as Sarah slipped her hand around the nape of his neck and looked into his eyes, he was in no doubt that his mate wanted to be claimed here on the mountain.

With an urgency that surprised even himself, Cormac pushed her top up, exposing her pale skin to his hungry gaze. He pulled the cup of her bra down, revealing her perfect nipple. He licked it with the flat of his tongue, the taste of her sending shivers down his spine.

Sarah arched her back, as if offering herself completely to him. In that moment, Cormac wanted nothing more than to take her, to imprint himself upon her forever. Grazing his teeth over her nipples, he reached between them and unbuttoned her jeans.

She wriggled as he pushed them down over her thighs, helping him kick them off. They disappeared somewhere out of view, but neither of them cared; all that mattered was the way they felt.

She gasped, her warm breath caressing his shoulder as he pushed her panties to one side and slipped a finger into her slick heat. She moaned softly, her inner walls gripping him tightly.

Deeper, he pushed deeper, his fingertip grazing her inner walls as he captured her nipple in his mouth and sucked it hard. She tensed around him, whimpering softly. She was close to coming, but he wanted to taste her intimately first.

He kissed his way down her body, over the soft swell of her belly and lower still. He inhaled her sweet scent as he left a trail of kisses on her inner thighs. Sarah opened her legs wider for him, her body quivering with anticipation.

She tilted her pelvis upward, urging him on with soft cries. Cormac relished the control he had over his mate, the way she wanted him, needed him.

He had no doubt this was a need, a deep aching need that mirrored his own.

Cormac watched as his fingers dipped in and out of her, the sight driving him wild with desire. He inched closer to her most sensitive flesh, her breath hitching as she ached for him to touch her, lick her there. But he continued to tease her, building the tension between them until they could both barely stand it.

Unable to resist any longer, Cormac lowered his head and tenderly kissed her mound before flicking his tongue out to taste her. Sarah’s fingers instinctively threaded through his hair, guiding him as he grazed her sensitive flesh with his teeth while his fingers continued to slide in and out of her.

She gasped, tugging at his hair as her hips moved to meet his mouth. She moaned as he slowly, deliberately, brought her to a shuddering climax. But he didn’t relent, driving her higher by licking and fingering her, feeling her pulse and throb around his fingers.

When she was finally spent, he kissed her inner thighs and soft belly, working his way up her body until he reached her breasts. Taking her nipple into his mouth once more, he suckled gently, causing her to gasp. As if it had never died, his fingers coaxed her arousal back to life.

Now it was Sarah’s turn. Her hands worked to undo his jeans, pushing them down over his hips and freeing his hardness. She wrapped her hand around him and squeezed, applying just the right amount of pressure until he groaned with need. It was her time to tease, tempt, and play with him.

Sarah was the biggest temptation Cormac had ever faced, one he could not resist. He settled himself between her thighs, hovering over her body as she guided him into her slick heat.

Closing his eyes, Cormac fought the urge to come immediately. Sarah overpowered his senses, making him lose control. But he wanted to take his time, to make this first time memorable.

Deeper, he slid inside her, the friction between their bodies incredible. When he could bear it no longer, he thrust forward, filling her completely. Sarah gasped, clinging to him as he took her, hard and fast, bringing her to the brink of her second orgasm, before lying still inside her.

She whimpered, circling her hips as she ached for him, ached for release. Regaining his composure, Cormac moved again. This time slowly, stretching her inner muscles as he sucked her nipple, lapping at the taut bud until she came around him. Her inner walls gripped him as he thrust in and out of her. His hand on the small of her back held her in place while he buried himself deep inside her.

Finally, with a guttural growl, Cormac reached his own climax, filling her with his essence. Intertwined and breathless, they held onto each other, their bodies still intimately connected.

Neither wanting this to end.


Chapter Twenty – Sarah

This was crazy. What had she done? That question swirled through Sarah’s mind as she lay in Cormac’s strong arms, her fingertips tracing the sparse hairs on his chest. The realization hit her with the force of a tidal wave: she had made love to her mate. But what did that truly mean?

The world of fated mates, of shifters and creatures of the night, had been a realm reserved for her favorite novels. It was a world she had fantasized about, never expecting it to intertwine with her own. Now, it seemed, fiction had crossed into reality, and she was in the arms of a man who transformed into a bear.

“Tell me, Cormac,” Sarah began hesitantly, her heart pounding with both curiosity and trepidation. “How does it work? Changing into a bear?”

Cormac’s eyes, dark pools of mystery, met hers as he replied, “I don’t know exactly. It’s in my genes, passed down from my father.” He took a deep breath, his chest rising beneath her hand, before adding, “Just as the oath sworn by the Bear Creek Guardians is passed down.”

Sarah sat up abruptly, her eyes wide with surprise and newfound understanding. “So that’s what the Bear Creek Guardians really are?”

But before Cormac could answer, his body tensed, and he sat upright, his gaze locked on something distant. An icy shiver raced down Sarah’s spine as she hissed, “What is it?”

His face pale, Cormac grabbed her clothes and tossed them to her. “Get dressed. We need to go.”

“Wait—what is it?” Sarah demanded, her hand gripping his forearm. “A wild animal or something?”

Cormac shook his head, urgency etched across his features. “No. I can sense something. We have to leave now.”

Sarah frowned, pulling her shirt over her head. “What can you sense? I don’t feel anything.”

As they hastily dressed, Cormac explained, “Being a shifter isn’t just about knowing who our mates are. We have enhanced senses, too: better sight, better hearing. But more than that, there’s a sixth sense. And right now, it’s telling me we have to go.”

Sarah’s heart raced as she struggled to understand the gravity of their situation, her thoughts a whirlwind of fear and confusion. The man she’d given herself to was more than just an ordinary human being—he was a creature from the stories she’d once thought were mere fantasies. And now, they faced a threat she couldn’t comprehend. All she knew was that she had to trust Cormac and his instincts.

Sarah hurriedly dressed. If a Bear Creek guardian was worried that something was out there, something that might hurt them, then she should be worried, too. But she trusted Cormac with her life. She trusted him to get them to safety.

So when he offered her his hand, she took it without question. Questions could wait till later.

As Cormac led her on the trail back down the mountain, the sliver of moon slipped behind the clouds, and darkness enshrouded them. She clung to his hand as if it were a lifeline, feeling the strength and warmth emanating from his palm. Sarah forced her senses outward, trying to locate whatever Cormac could sense, but her senses were no match for his.

They raced down the mountain through shadows and looming trees. The darkness seemed almost alive, pressing against her skin and whispering into her ear. Every now and then, Sarah would trip over an unseen root or a rock, but Cormac was always there, strong and steady, catching her before she could fall.

With each stumble, their bond tightened, and Sarah realized that Cormac would protect her with his life.

When they finally reached the place where Cormac had left his bike, she thought they were safe. That the threat was behind them.

However, Cormac handed her a helmet and she could tell by the look in his eyes that the danger had not passed. “Where is it?” Sarah’s voice wavered, mirroring her fear. “Is it on the mountain?”

Cormac shook his head, his gaze distant. “I thought it was, but it’s not. It’s in Bear Creek.” His words hung in the air, a solemn prophecy.

“What do you mean it’s in Bear Creek?” Sarah placed her hand on his arm, feeling the tension beneath her fingertips, and turned him to face her. “And if it is in town, where are we going?”

Cormac smiled, but there was a sadness there. He took a breath and said, “There is a part of the Bear Creek Guardians that I do not understand, a creature that is sent to help the guardians when they are in danger. And that is what I believe I can sense.”

Sarah sucked in a sharp breath, her chest tightening with dread. “Danger?” she whispered, her green eyes wide in the darkness.

Cormac nodded, his jaw clenched. Sarah turned and looked toward Bear Creek and the distant glow of streetlights. “My store,” she murmured, fear twisting in her gut.

Cormac hesitated before answering. “I can’t say for certain.” His gaze held a sense of urgency. “I can’t explain more now, Sarah. We need to go.”

“Promise me,” she implored, her fearful eyes searching his, “promise me that you’ll explain everything fully soon.”

“I promise,” Cormac vowed, his voice steady and sincere. “I will answer any questions you have once I’m sure both you and the store are safe.”

With that assurance, Sarah put on the helmet and climbed onto the motorbike behind Cormac. As he inserted the key into the ignition and started the engine, the motorbike rumbled to life, loud in the quiet of the mountain night.

Cormac maintained a steady speed as they navigated the first part of the trail in the dark, his headlight illuminating the way. When they reached the main road, he throttled forward, and they sped into the darkness. Sarah clung to him as they navigated the winding mountain roads, but she wasn’t afraid. Cormac would never let anything happen to her.

The journey down the mountain was at once exhilarating and nerve-wracking. The wind tugged at her as if trying to tear her away from Cormac. She held him tighter, holding on as if her life depended on it. Depended on him.

As they drew closer to Bear Creek, dread dwelled inside of her. What had happened to her store?

It was as if it had been jinxed. As if she were cursed.

First with the canceled order, and now whatever danger Cormac sensed. She tried to reassure herself that perhaps nothing was wrong, but deep down, she knew it was about her store. Yet she also knew that she would never give up on her dream.

She wasn’t a quitter.

Not now, when she had Cormac—a man she was destined to be with. But then a thought struck her.

Was she meant to give up her dream and simply become his wife, raising a brood of children with no ambition? The idea felt like a stab to her heart. Sarah believed that she could have it all if she wanted it. She wouldn’t be forced to make a choice by anyone, including fate itself.

As they entered the town, the motorbike’s engine echoed through the quiet streets as they made their way to the store.

When they finally stopped outside, dread pooled in her stomach. Someone had wrecked the store.

Sarah got off the bike and ran toward the store, Cormac at her shoulder.

“No.” Sarah covered her mouth as she saw the extent of the damage. Who would do this?

Tears rolled down her cheeks at the sight of the overturned display in the window. As she took her keys from her pocket and opened the door, Sarah’s breath caught in her throat at the chaos within. Yarn was strewn about, trailing from upended baskets. Paint was splattered on the walls, and knitting needles were scattered across the floor.

A sob rose in her chest. All her hard work, destroyed.

Cormac’s hand settled on her lower back, his touch warm and comforting. “Whoever did this is gone now,” he said softly. His gaze swept the room, nostrils flaring. “I don’t sense anyone here. It’s safe to go in.”

She hadn’t even stopped to consider that the intruder might still be here. Maybe hiding in her apartment waiting for her.

No, she couldn’t think like that. She refused to let someone make her live in fear.

Sarah stepped over the threshold on shaky legs. The broken needles crunched under her boots, amplifying the desolation surrounding her.

She dropped to her knees, gathering loose balls of yarn in her arms. Their bright colors were the only cheerful thing in this mess. She clutched them close, as the enormity of the vandalism sank in.

There was no way she could get the store ready in time for the grand opening. All her dreams were unraveling at the seams.

Cormac’s strong arms wrapped around Sarah, his rugged hands running down the curves of her body, sending a shiver of anticipation through her. “It’s going to be okay,” he assured her, his voice deep and soothing.

She leaned onto him, absorbing his strength, which she needed now more than ever. The store was her pride and joy, and she’d invested so much time, energy, and money into it. “I don’t know if I can get everything ready by Saturday,” she said with a shaky breath.

“Hey,” Cormac said softly, lifting her chin to look into her eyes. “Do you have a dustpan, broom, and mop?”

“Of course,” Sarah replied hesitantly.

“Then go grab them, and we’ll start cleaning up right now.”

“But it’s late, and you need to sleep,” she protested. “This is my problem, not yours.”

“Have you forgotten what we are?” he asked. When she crinkled her brow in confusion, he simply said, “We’re mates, Sarah. This is our problem.”

Sarah leaned her forehead against his chest and clung to him for a moment longer before she stood up. “I’ll go get the cleaning supplies.”

When she entered the store, Cormac was on the phone, his deep voice a rumble that vibrated through her. He ended the call and turned to her with a grin, his hazel eyes glinting with mischief.

“Help is on the way,” he announced. “Oh, and the sheriff is on his way, too.”

Sarah huffed, heat flooding her cheeks. “You can’t call in the whole town in the middle of the night!”

Cormac chuckled and pulled her close. “I’m not calling in the whole town. Just a few trusted friends.”

“The Bear Creek Guardians?” she asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “They’ve wanted to meet you since I told them I had found my mate. This is not exactly the way I envisaged you meeting them for the first time. But helping people in need is what we do best.”

As Sarah glanced around the ruined store, there was no doubt she was a person in need.

It was hard to believe they could salvage the opening of Crafty Corner. But she was certain if anyone could help her pull it off, it was Cormac.

He knew how much this meant to her and he would move heaven and earth to make it happen.

For the first time, Sarah knew what she felt for Cormac was real. And it wasn’t lust. It was love.


Chapter Twenty-One – Cormac

After a few hours of restless sleep, Cormac arrived back at Sarah’s store. He arrived outside Sarah’s store on his bike and his knuckles turned white as he gripped the handlebars tightly.

Anger boiled in his veins. If he got his hands on whoever trashed her shop, he’d tear them limb from limb.

Who do you think did this? his bear growled, the same anger bubbling inside him.

I don’t know who would do something like this to Sarah, Cormac ground out, his jaw clenched tight. At least I don’t know anyone from Bear Creek who would do such a thing. Not when Sarah has only just moved here.

So that left someone from Sarah’s past. Didn’t it?

They might be mates, but Cormac knew little about Sarah, besides the undeniable truth that she was his mate.

And the most determined woman he’d ever met. Last night, after the shock of the break-in wore off, Sarah had pulled herself together and got on with the business of putting her store back together.

No one was going to rob her of her dreams.

Talking of determined women, his bear said as a familiar car approached.

We Bear Creek Guardians are certainly blessed when it comes to our mates. Cormac let go of his simmering anger as Mia parked her car in front of Crafty Corner.

The car doors opened and out stepped Mia from the driver’s side while a very pregnant Sable wriggled awkwardly out of the passenger seat.

“Morning,” Cormac called, waving as he crossed the distance between them.

“Morning, Cormac,” Sable waved with one hand while pressing the small of her back with the other.

“How are you?” Mia tilted her head to one side and studied him. “A little tired, but you’ll do. Come on.” She beckoned to him as she went to the rear of the car.

“I’ll do for what?” Cormac reached the trunk just as Mia popped it open, revealing a pair of small steps and a box filled with pretty bunting.

“Word got around Bearheart Ridge that Sarah needed help,” Sable said, a warm smile gracing her features as she rubbed her swollen belly. “Ziva loaned us some bunting from a summer party she hosted a couple of months ago.”

Cormac was filled with pride. This was such a great community, one that came together when it mattered most. He lifted the box from the trunk, then turned to face the two women.

“Thank you both for coming,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I’m hoping Sarah managed to get some sleep. When I left last night, she looked dead on her feet and there’s so much to do today...”

“Of course,” Sable replied. “I’m here to help in any way I can, even if it’s just as a supportive cheerleader.”

“I’m certain we’re going to need plenty of cheerleading. And you are just the person to do it and keep us organized.” Cormac hugged both women, the warmth of their friendship seeping into him, reassuring him.

As he pulled away, Mia patted him on the shoulder and teased, “Your mate might get jealous, you know.”

He laughed nervously, the sound echoing through the quiet street. “She’ll understand.” Cormac’s eyes flickered nervously toward the store where he could sense Sarah hard at work, unaware of the support that had arrived on her doorstep.

“Okay, shall we go in?” Sable asked, already waddling toward the store. “This bunting is not going to put itself up.”

Mia arched an eyebrow at Cormac, and they exchanged knowing smiles as they followed Sable to the store.

Cormac stepped into the store, his eyes immediately drawn to Sarah as she added the finishing touches to a colorful display of wool. It was the exact display she’d been working on when they first met, and the memory ignited a flame of love for his mate within him.

As she turned to look at him, the corners of her mouth turned up in a brave smile, though her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. A pang of guilt speared his heart. He had failed her.

Failed to protect her from the break-in last night. Failed to find the person responsible and make them pay!

He should have kept her safe. Instead, he’d taken her on a wild ride over the mountains. His anger bubbled to the surface once more.

We couldn’t have foreseen the break-in, his bear reminded him.

But Cormac refused to make excuses.

However, his anger toward himself and toward the person who had committed this crime would not help their mate get her store ready for tomorrow. Shaking off the feeling for Sarah’s sake, he fixed a reassuring smile on his face and approached her. “It’s looking good,” he said. “Did you get any sleep last night?”

She gave him a sheepish smile and said, “A couple of hours. But I figured I can catch up on sleep anytime, but this opening only comes around once in a lifetime.”

Just like our mate, his bear replied.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked, eager to take the pressure off her.

“There’s so much,” she said, her voice slightly trembling.

“Well, we are yours to command,” Mia said brightly.

“I can’t thank you enough for coming. And for last night. Everyone worked so hard. I can see why they are called the Bear Creek Guardians. It felt as if I had six guardian angels helping me.” Sarah brushed her hand across her eyes and sniffed loudly. “I don’t think I’d have been able to force myself out of bed if I’d been faced with clean-up duty this morning.”

“Hey, you’re part of us now,” Sable crooned as she rubbed Sarah’s back.

“Thank you.” Sarah covered her mouth and stifled a sob.

“Hey, why don’t I go and make us some tea?” Sable locked eyes with Cormac and inclined her head toward Sarah, her eyes brimming with tears. “And maybe something to eat. We brought some supplies with us. I’ll go get them from the car.”

“I’ll come, too.” Mia hurried after her Sable.

“I can manage myself,” Sable assured Mia.

“I know,” Mia replied, opening the door. “But I promised Thane I’d keep an extra close eye on you.”

Sable clucked her tongue. “Thane is like a mother hen.”

“Or a daddy bear to be,” Mia said as the door closed behind them.

Sarah smiled at Sable and Mia and then pulled out a notepad filled with a list of jobs. Her eyes flicked between the notepad and Cormac. “It’s a long list.”

“So you said,” Cormac replied. “But the others will be along when they can. And Thane is rounding up some other people to help out. But first, the most important thing is a hug.”

Sarah sobbed as she fell into his open arms. He held her close, wishing he could absorb her pain and free her from it. But that was beyond even a Bear Creek Guardian.

“You’re all so kind,” she murmured among heavy sobs.

“We all know how much this means to you,” Cormac told her.

And they all know how much Sarah means to us, his bear added, wishing he could lend a paw to help.

“Well, nothing is going to get done if I stand around sobbing all day.” Sarah pulled out of his arms and flashed him a thankful smile.

“Okay.” Cormac clapped his hands together and grinned. She was right. If they were going to get through today, they needed to be positive. “What do you need me to do first?”

Her eyes were bright with tears as she stared at the notepad. “Okay. Let’s see. In order of importance, could you help with fixing the broken shelves?”

“I can,” he told her, longing to hold her in his arms and cradle her against his chest.

“Perhaps Mia could organize the paint supplies?” Sarah asked as Mia came back into the store carrying a box filled with snacks.

“Of course,” Mia agreed.

“Cormac mentioned you had cakes to bake for tomorrow,” Sable said as she followed Mia to the back of the store.

“I did, for the opening, but there’s no way I’m going to have time...” Sarah said.

“I can bake the cakes,” Sable assured her. “I can take my time and it’s not too strenuous.”

“Thank you,” Sarah said, close to tears once more.

“Okay, we have our jobs. Let’s get started.” Cormac clapped his hands together and went to inspect the broken shelves.

As they worked together, the atmosphere in the store gradually shifted from tense to focused. When Sarah came over to check on Cormac, he decided to ask Sarah the question that had been nagging him since the break-in. “Do you have any idea who might’ve done this?”

Sarah shook her head, her ponytail swaying with the motion. “No, I don’t.”

Cormac hesitated before continuing. “Could it be someone from your past?” he asked gently, trying not to push her too hard.

Her eyes narrowed, and she shook her head adamantly. “No, no one. I didn’t come here to escape my past if that is what you are implying,” she told him firmly, an edge to her voice.

“I didn’t mean to insinuate that you did,” Cormac replied.

You’re making a mess of this, his bear warned him.

“I’m just trying to cover all the bases,” he explained.

“I’m sure it was just kids messing around,” Sarah said. “The sheriff said he would ask around this morning, so maybe someone saw something, and we’ll have some answers.”

“Brad’s a good man, he’ll get to the bottom of it,” Cormac assured her.

“Oh, I nearly forgot...” Sarah went to the counter and grabbed something from the back of it, which she brought to show him. “I found this out back this morning.”

Cormac’s throat constricted when she opened her hand and revealed a badge that belonged to a member of the Timberclaw Outlaws Motorcycle Club.

Danny, his bear ground out.

“You found it out the back?” Cormac asked.

“Yes. I mean, it might be nothing, it could have been there for ages, and I just never saw it. But I thought I should show it to the sheriff. Don’t you think?” Sarah looked up as the door opened and Thane, Leif and Stellan entered the store.

“We’ve come to help,” Thane said. “But I can see you have made a good start.” As Thane met Cormac’s eyes, his expression hardened. “Is everything all right?”

“Sarah found something,” Cormac told the leader of the Bear Creek Guardians.

Thane’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of something?”

Sarah turned to face Thane, the badge in her outstretched hand. “I found this out the back of the store. I wasn’t sure if it meant anything, but by the looks on your faces, it might.”

“Or it might not,” Thane said evasively, as he reached out and took the badge.

“Danny was out in the mountains last night,” Cormac told Thane.

“That doesn’t mean anything. It might be a coincidence,” Thane said forcefully.

“Or it might not be,” Cormac countered, his eyes locked on the badge in his leader’s hand.

Thane shook his head. “We can’t afford to jump to conclusions without evidence.”

“Then let me go speak to Danny,” Cormac suggested, adrenalin pumping through his veins. “I’ll ask him straight up if he knows anything about this break-in.”

“Absolutely not,” Thane replied firmly, shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to confront him without more information. We should hand this over to Brad and let him deal with it.”

“Since when do I need your permission to talk to someone?” Cormac snapped back, his anger building as he felt Thane was trying to control him.

Thane’s jaw tensed visibly, and he reminded Cormac about his priorities. “As the leader of the Bear Creek Guardians, my priority is to keep everyone safe. Yours should be the same.”

“Exactly!” Cormac shot back, his voice rising. “My priority is to keep my mate and the town safe. If Danny and his biker gang are on a crime spree, then it needs to be stopped.”

“Confronting Danny and throwing around unfounded accusations will only start unnecessary trouble,” Thane argued. “It’s not the right time.”

“Maybe it’s not the right time for you,” Cormac retorted bitterly, “but Danny and his gang are the ones starting trouble. We need to do something about it.”

“Your suspicions aren’t proof,” Thane said, his voice cold. “You’re jumping to conclusions with no solid evidence.”

“Then let me get some evidence,” Cormac persisted stubbornly. “If I ask Danny directly, we’ll know one way or another.”

“Cormac, no.” As he spoke, Thane’s eyes flashed a deep amber. Cormac was certain Thane was attempting to use his power as the leader of the guardians over him, something Thane had never done before.

Furious, Cormac brushed past Thane, angry that he would behave like this in front of Sarah.

“Where are you going?” Thane demanded, following Cormac out of the store.

Cormac didn’t answer until he swung his leg over his motorbike, revving the engine. “I’m going to do what needs to be done.”

“Don’t do this.” Thane rested his hand on Cormac’s handlebars.

“Is that a question or a command?” Cormac shot back, glaring at Thane.

Thane’s eyes glowed amber once more, but Cormac refused to back down. “You know, maybe my father was right,” he said bitterly. “Maybe I should have been the leader of the Bear Creek Guardians.”

Careful, his bear warned.

But Cormac was beyond being careful. “Since I’m the only one man enough to confront Danny about the break-in and stop anyone else from getting hurt.”

“Are you sure that’s why you want to do this?” Thane asked calmly.

“Yes.” Then, with his voice filled with conviction, Cormac added, “Remember what we were created for, Thane. The Bear Creek Guardians exist to protect our town and the people we love. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

With those final words, Cormac gunned the engine and roared away on his motorbike, determined to face Danny and find the truth behind the break-in.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Sarah

Sarah glanced at the GPS on her phone and made a left turn, heading out of town. There was so much to do at the store, but her priority now was finding Cormac and talking sense into him—if that was even possible.

“What is he thinking, running off like this?” she muttered under her breath as fear wrapped around her heart and squeezed hard.

She knew what Cormac was doing. Of course, she knew.

Last night, Cormac had confessed to her he was her mate and her protector. And in his eyes, he had failed to protect her. Sarah. The one he said was the most important person in his life.

Now, he had rebelled against the leader of the Bear Creek Guardians to go and confront Danny, the guy Cormac suspected ransacked her store. Well, she would not let him go against everything he lived for, everything he believed in for her sake.

Did he have any idea what this would do to their relationship? It would be tainted—forever.

The forever Cormac had promised Sarah would wither and die under a dark cloud of resentment. Clenching her teeth, she navigated the steep mountain road that led to where Danny and his motorbike club hung out.

The dense forest around her seemed to close in as she drove farther away from town as if trying to block her path. Stop her from getting to Cormac.

“Come on, come on,” she whispered urgently, checking the GPS once more. She needed to hurry if she wanted to stop Cormac from doing this, from hurting Danny. And himself.

As she rounded the bend, her foot slammed down on the brakes. There, leaning against his bike in the middle of the road, was the man who called her mate. His broad shoulders were tense, and the wind tousled his dark hair. Relief washed over her, making her momentarily dizzy.

“Thank goodness,” she breathed, unbuckling her seatbelt and stepping out of the car. “Cormac, what on earth are you doing?”

“Waiting for you.” He did not look surprised to see her. Ah, those shifter senses had alerted him to her presence. Now, that was a handy gift to have. “What are you doing here?”

“Stopping you from making a huge mistake,” she replied, her voice firm despite her shaking hands. “You can’t just go and confront Danny like this. It’s not who you are.”

“I need to protect you. That’s what mates do.” Cormac’s voice wavered, revealing the vulnerability hidden beneath his tough exterior.

“Protecting me doesn’t mean going against everything you stand for,” she argued, her eyes flashing with fire. “I don’t want our relationship tainted by resentment and anger because of this.”

Cormac’s expression softened as he considered her words. After a beat, he sighed, running a hand through his hair. “You’re right. I got carried away, blinded by my need to keep you safe. I’m sorry, Sarah.”

“Promise me you won’t do something like this again,” she said, her voice thick with emotion as she strode up to him.

“I promise,” he murmured, pulling her into his arms.

But then she pulled away from him. “Wait. What are you doing here?” Sarah squared up to Cormac, her arms folded across her body as she waited for Cormac to answer.

Cormac gave her a sheepish grin and rubbed the back of his neck. “I was waiting for you,” he admitted.

“What do you mean?” Sarah asked, tugging her brows together in confusion. “Because if you think I am coming with you to confront Danny, you’re wrong.”

“That’s not why I stopped.” Cormac sighed. “I got close to the hangout where Danny was and had second thoughts. I realized I’d acted like a jerk. So, as I was riding back down the mountain, I sensed you approaching and waited here for you.”

Sarah blew the air out of her cheeks and shook her head, trying to process his words. “Do you know how much I have to do back at the store?” she snapped, her temper flaring as she looked at him.

“I know, but I just wanted a moment alone with you,” Cormac replied earnestly, his dark eyes filled with longing.

Despite her frustration, something about his gaze drew Sarah to him. She ducked her head and stepped into his strong arms, where she belonged.

He kissed the top of her head gently. “Sorry,” he murmured a heartfelt apology.

Sarah wrapped her arms around him, rested her head on his broad shoulder, and let herself forget everything she needed to do for a moment. Because being in Cormac’s arms was at the top of her to-do list. And always would be.

“It’s been quite the rollercoaster ride,” Sarah confessed, her voice barely above a whisper, “but I truly want us to spend our lives together.”

Cormac’s grip tightened around her, and she could feel his heart drumming against her chest. “I do, too,” he told her. “My heart would shrivel up and die without you.”

And she believed him. There was a raw, vulnerable honesty in his voice that she couldn’t ignore.

Looking up at him, Sarah’s eyes searched his. “Do you really think Danny is responsible for the break-in?”

Cormac shrugged, his expression troubled. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But after the opening, I intend to ask him—with or without Thane’s permission.”

Sarah cupped Cormac’s face in her hands, her thumbs gently caressing his cheeks. “It’s not worth it,” she whispered.

His eyes darkened as desire filled them, and he shook his head. “I disagree,” he murmured, his voice low and husky. Sarah shivered at the sound.

“See, this is why I’m the brains of the operation,” she teased, a cheeky grin playing on her lips.

Cormac chuckled, the sound deep and resonant in his chest. “I’m not going to argue with you,” he conceded. “But don’t forget I can handle myself.”

“I am well aware of how you handle yourself.” Her eyes were filled with humor as she smothered a smile.

“I feel I’ve shown you something of what I am capable of.” He licked his lips and inched closer.

But Sarah sobered and said, “And you shouldn’t argue with Thane either. Maybe this is what Danny wants—to drive a wedge between the guardians.”

Cormac’s brow furrowed as he considered her words. “I doubt it. Danny doesn’t think like that.”

“Then how does he think?” Sarah asked, genuinely curious.

Cormac gnawed on his bottom lip, and finally replied, “Motorbikes and his gang. That’s all Danny thinks about.”

Sarah tilted her head, considering his answer. “Then why would he wreck the store?”

Cormac sighed, his breath warm against Sarah’s face. “The day we met, Danny and I were racing. I sensed you and left the race—Danny took it personally. And last night...he tried to catch up with me on the mountain, probably for a rematch. But I outran him because I was having dinner with you.”

Sarah nodded, chuckling softly. “So you two are like big kids who need to grow up.”

“Ouch!” Cormac pulled away from her touch, placing a hand over his heart as if mortally wounded. The dramatic gesture made Sarah laugh infectiously in the still morning air.

“Hey,” she said, clasping his hand and tugging him closer. “Don’t worry. I love you just the way you are.”

Cormac arched an eyebrow, looking smug. “So...you love me?”

“Ugh,” Sarah groaned, playfully punching him in the chest. “I know it’s crazy.” Her smile softened as she gazed into his eyes.

“Good thing I like crazy,” Cormac murmured before pulling her into his arms and capturing her lips in a searing kiss.

Sarah melted against him, as Cormac’s tongue teased at her lips, and she eagerly parted them to grant him access. Their tongues entwined, tasting and exploring each other with a primal hunger that sent shivers down Sarah’s spine.

As they kissed, the hard press of Cormac’s arousal against her thigh ignited a deep need in her core. The world around them seemed to fall away, leaving only the heat of their bodies, the taste of their mouths, and the thrumming beat of their hearts.

Sarah ducked her head as the kiss broke, but Cormac cupped her chin in his strong fingers and tilted her head to look at him. His eyes, dark as molasses, bore into hers, a mixture of vulnerability and desire shining there.

“I love you, too,” he told her, his voice a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine.

Sarah choked back tears as her emotions overwhelmed her. She had never expected to find a love like this, especially not with a bear shifter.

Her fated mate, bound to her by destiny and desire.

Cormac chuckled softly, his breath warm against her cheek. “That wasn’t the reaction I was going for,” he teased, his thumb gently brushing away a stray tear from her freckled cheek.

Sarah laughed, the sound bubbling up from deep within her, and she felt lighter than air. “Well, you should know by now that I’m full of surprises,” she retorted playfully as she wiped away the remaining wetness from her eyes. She leaned in and kissed his cheek tenderly, inhaling the earthy scent that was uniquely his. “Are you done with your drama? We have work to do back at the store.”

In response, Cormac caught her in a bear hug that lifted her off her feet momentarily, making her squeal with surprise and delight. He then let her go, his large hands lingering on her waist just a moment longer than necessary. “I’ll follow you back,” he promised, his eyes locked on hers. “Just as I’ll follow you wherever you go.”

Sarah walked back to her car, her knees a little weak, and started the engine before turning around and driving back to Bear Creek. The journey was a blur, her giddy feeling of love making her feel so light she could drift away.

But she wasn’t going anywhere—this was where she belonged.

As Sarah parked the car outside the store, she was shocked to see more people helping out. Thane, Leif, and Stellan were hanging bunting under the direction of Sable, who was very pregnant. A wave of longing swept over Sarah, her heart aching with the desire to have a child with Cormac. Or two or three.

Her imagination took flight, envisioning their future together. She would pass on her love of crafts to their children, while Cormac could teach them mechanics. They would raise a perfectly happy family, blending their unique talents and passions to create a life filled with laughter and love.

Lost in thought, Sarah barely noticed when Cormac appeared next to her and reached for the car door handle. He opened it and offered her his hand, just as he had offered her his heart.

With a smile that lit up her eyes, Sarah took his hand, knowing that their journey together had only just begun.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Cormac

On the way to Danny’s hangout, Cormac had an epiphany.

He loved Sarah too much to risk their new life together. He loved this town too much to create trouble by giving in to his bullheaded nature.

And he’d realized something else—something that made him feel both humbled and emboldened.

Now he had to face Thane and explain himself.

Sarah kissed his cheek and let go of him as Thane stretched to hang the last of the bunting across the storefront. Sable, her belly round with pregnancy, smiled at him before linking arms with Sarah and entering the store.

Leaving Cormac alone with his thoughts.

It’s time to make things right, his bear told him.

Let’s hope it’s not too late, Cormac replied and licked his lips nervously.

It’s never too late, his bear replied confidently.

As he approached, Thane came down the stepladder, muscles rippling beneath his shirt. The two men faced each other, and Cormac felt a flicker of uncertainty. What would be the repercussions of his behavior?

Leif and Stellan stood nearby, their expressions open and encouraging. There was no animosity in their eyes—only camaraderie.

Relief flooded Cormac as Thane cracked a smile. “I’m glad you’re back.”

“Thanks,” Cormac replied, his voice rough with emotion. “I never got as far as the hangout and Danny.”

“Good,” Thane said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I trusted you’d make the right decision.”

Cormac’s eyes narrowed, his inner bear restless beneath his skin. “This isn’t over, though.”

Thane nodded in agreement. “But there’s a time and a place. We need more proof before we act. And that badge is not enough. You know that. Anyone could have planted it there to shift the blame.”

Does Thane have a different idea of who is responsible? Cormac asked his inner bear.

His inner bear grumbled, its voice low and rumbling, If he does, we’d like to know.

“Thane,” Cormac began, hesitating for a moment before continuing, “is there something you’re not telling us?”

“Let’s just say we all need to be vigilant, especially now,” Thane replied cryptically, a dark look crossing his face. “But for now, we have other priorities. As much as you want to avenge your mate. What she needs right now is for the store to be a success.”

Cormac hung his head. “My father was wrong. You’re the right leader for the Bear Creek Guardians because you put peace in the town and the safety of the people who live here above all else.”

“I try, Cormac,” Thane said, his voice heavy with sincerity. “But I wouldn’t say ‘above all else.’ There are some things that even I would put before the oath.”

“Like your mate,” Leif added, his voice filled with longing.

“Like my mate,” Thane agreed. “And my guess is that is what drove you to action. The need to prove yourself to your mate.”

Cormac gnawed on his lower lip. “I think it was more of my failure to protect her.”

“Ah,” Stellan nodded sagely. You have a responsibility to protect the town and its inhabitants, but when the store was looted, you couldn’t safeguard the most important person to you.

“That just about sums it up.” Cormac nodded.

“Upholding this oath is not always easy,” Thane started. “But we should always stay true to ourselves and each other. None of us have to fight a battle alone.”

“I don’t expect you to fight Danny alongside me,” Cormac assured his leader.

“You don’t have a choice in that, my friend.” Stellan rested his hand on Cormac’s shoulder. “We are in this together. We will stand by your side just as you would stand by ours.”

“Stellan is right,” Thane said firmly. “But, as I said, we need more proof before we act.”

“Talking of acting,” Leif said as Cormac ducked his head to hide his emotions. “The one thing your mate needs from you right now is your strong arms.”

“Yes, the delivery arrived while you were out on your bike ride,” Thane said.

“Okay.” Cormac clapped his hands together. “Let’s go crafting.”

Thane chuckled. “I do like the idea of learning how to knit. Betsy told me it’s very therapeutic.”

“Might take the edge off that temper of yours,” Stellan told Cormac.

“Miracles can happen,” Leif teased.

“Thank you,” Cormac began as the love he held for his friends welled up inside him. Sarah was right. This had been a roller coaster ride. “All of you.”

“You don’t have to thank us,” Thane assured him. “We stick together, and we help those in need. And right now, the person in need is Sarah, but we’d have rallied around anyone in the same position. It’s what we do.”

Cormac headed for the door leading into the store, but as he did, Reginald came out, blocking Cormac’s entrance, either by accident or by design. Cormac’s anger flared once more.

What’s he doing here? Cormac spat.

Stay calm, his inner bear urged him. We’ve had enough drama for one day.

We have and Reginald is really not worth it. Cormac released his breath. He could not put his finger on exactly what it was about Reginald that raised his hackles. But he sure did.

Perhaps because he reminds us of the man our father wished we would be, his bear answered.

Perhaps, Cormac agreed.

“Reginald,” Thane greeted the man courteously, though his eyes held a hint of wariness.

“Thane, Cormac,” Reginald replied smoothly, his gaze flicking between the two. “I was just offering my condolences and some assistance to Sarah. Such a terrible thing that happened so close to her opening day.” He gave a sympathetic shake of his head, his neat hair remaining perfectly in place.

“It is.” Cormac fought to let go of his growing annoyance. Reginald was only trying to help. Like everyone else who was gathered at the store.

“Actually,” Reginald said in a hushed tone, “I’ve offered her an advance on the money I was planning to invest in her business. I believe I could be a valuable partner in this store.”

Cormac tensed his jaw, forcing out a response. “That’s a kind offer.”

Reginald stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I think it would be a good idea if you encouraged Sarah to take the money.”

Swallowing down his anger, Cormac said, “This is Sarah’s business and her decision, not mine.”

Reginald pressed his lips into a thin line as he processed Cormac’s reply. Then he opened his mouth to speak.

But whatever it was he had to say was lost under the rumble of engines that filled the quiet street.

Cormac turned around to see Danny and several of his motorbike gang approaching. The low growl of the engines mixed with the high-pitched whine as they revved, while the chrome and steel glinted in the morning sun like deadly weapons.

It seemed Cormac would not have to go searching for answers. Because they had come to him.

Danny and the others parked their bikes, and Cormac clenched his fists as he stepped toward them. As if shielding his mate and the store.

However, Thane put his hand on Cormac’s shoulder as a warning not to start trouble.

But what if Danny started trouble?

Then we will act, his bear said. All of us.

Cormac knew the Bear Creek Guardians would respond to any attack. Thane might be against starting trouble, but he was very much in favor of ending it.

No matter what it took.

But Danny knew that. So why was he here?

Had Danny come to check out the damage he had done?

Keep your cool, his bear warned.

Blowing the air out of his cheeks and rolling his shoulder, Cormac approached Danny as he removed his helmet and dismounted.

“Nice day for a ride,” Danny said casually, smirking at Cormac. “I thought I sensed you near the hangout, but then you were gone.”

“Cut the crap, Danny,” Cormac growled. “What do you want?”

Danny feigned innocence. “I was wondering the same thing about you.”

“Cormac.” Sarah came out of the store, no doubt summoned by the sound of motorbikes.

“Ah, you must be Sarah, Cormac’s mate.” Danny stepped closer, but Cormac moved quickly, positioning himself between Danny and Sarah.

“Careful,” Thane warned, but Cormac was unsure who the warning was aimed at.

“Have I missed something?” Danny’s brow wrinkled as he looked from Cormac to Thane, and then to Sarah.

“Have you come here to gloat, Danny?” Cormac asked, his voice low and dangerous.

“Gloat?” Danny asked, raising an eyebrow. “How can I gloat when we never actually finished our race?”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Cormac replied, meeting his gaze with steely determination. “Just stay away from Sarah and the store.”

Danny’s smug expression faltered. “I think I’ve missed something here. I mean, I know that knitting is not my thing, and I haven’t done any embroidery for a while...” Danny’s voice trailed off as the four Bear Creek Guardians present formed a line in front of him.

“Someone wrecked the store last night,” Cormac said levelly, and took the motorbike emblem from his pocket and held it out. “Look familiar?”

“Wait!” Danny held up his hands in defense. “You think it was me?” He shook his head. “I would never... I mean, I know we have a friendly rivalry, but that’s only where fast bikes are concerned.”

You did tell Sarah all Danny cares about are fast motorbikes and his gang, Cormac’s bear, reminded him.

So I did, Cormac replied.

“So, you are telling us that you were not responsible?” Thane stepped forward, his gaze penetrating.

Danny shook his head and seemed to shrink back under the Bear Creek Guardian leader’s intense scrutiny. “No. I would never do that to anyone, but especially not to Cormac’s mate.” His voice hitched in his throat. “I know how much she means to him. It’s the only thing that would make him quit a race.”

Cormac studied Danny’s face, searching for any signs of deception. He took a deep breath, his bear nudging him to trust his instincts. Finally, Cormac nodded and offered a terse apology. “I’m sorry for suspecting you, Danny.”

Danny visibly relaxed, relief washing over his features. “No hard feelings, man. I just want to help in any way I can.”

Sarah stepped forward, linking her arm through Cormac’s as she addressed Danny. “There’s plenty to do, and your help would be most welcome.” She sent him a warm smile that genuinely touched the biker.

As Danny beckoned to the other bikers, Thane patted him on the back, and they headed toward the store together, ready to lend a hand. It was then that Reginald approached Cormac, an eyebrow raised in surprise.

“Someone told me you were dead certain that Danny was responsible. And yet, you took his word for it just like that?” Reginald questioned, skepticism lacing his voice.

Cormac pressed his lips together, looking Reginald squarely in the eye. “I knew Danny was telling the truth.”

Reginald scoffed. “I didn’t realize you had a sixth sense.”

“Reginald,” Cormac replied evenly, “there’s a lot you don’t know about me and this town.”

Reginald’s eyes flickered like steel before he let out a laugh. “Yes, that’s true. But I’m learning all the time, and I hope one day to be a big part of this town.” With that, Reginald turned and went inside the store, leaving Sarah and Cormac alone.

Sarah cupped Cormac’s cheek in her hand, her eyes filled with concern. “Is everything all right?”

Cormac kissed the inside of her palm, inhaling her familiar scent. “Yes,” he lied, his bear still troubled by the unanswered question: If Danny didn’t break into the store, who did? But that was a problem for another day.

“Reginald offered me money again,” Sarah disclosed, her voice soft but steady.

Cormac sighed. “I know. He asked me to pressure you into saying yes.”

“He did?” Sarah’s eyes flashed with surprise. “I already turned him down once, and I want to build our business together instead.”

“Our business.” Cormac chuckled. “I like the sound of that.”

“Well, if we intend to build a life together, forever, then I’d like us to be partners in everything,” she continued. “I always dreamed of opening the store on my own. But having everyone here today makes me see how it’s better to work together.”

Cormac nodded. “You’re right. A problem shared, and all that.”

“And I’m not saying this because of the money you loaned me,” Sarah added. “I didn’t have the chance to tell you before, but the bank came through with the overdraft. They apologized for canceling it—apparently, there was a mix-up with an email. So, I can pay you back.”

“Keep the money I loaned you for now,” Cormac replied gently. “I don’t need it.”

“Are you sure?” Sarah hesitated. “I’d rather pay you back.”

“Sarah,” Cormac assured her, his voice tender, “what’s mine is yours since we’re mates. Use it to build your dream. Because seeing you happy is all I need.”

Sarah smiled at him, resting her head on his strong chest. “I like being your mate,” she murmured, her words laced with love and contentment.

And those were the only words he needed to hear.


Chapter Twenty-Four – Sarah

With a mixture of gratitude and relief, Sarah closed the store door behind the last of the people who had come to help repair the damage caused by the break-in the previous night. The level of support she’d received was overwhelming, and her throat tightened as a wave of emotion washed over her. They’d done it!

Leaning against the door, she marveled at the transformation that had taken place in just a few hours. The once-shattered displays now stood filled with an array of wool, fabrics, and threads. Each one bursting with vibrant colors that would beckon to people passing by, tempting them into the store. She’d never have accomplished this without the support of the Bear Creek community. And one man in particular.

As if on cue, the distant rumble of a motorbike echoed through the small town’s streets, tugging on her heartstrings. She turned around just in time to see Cormac park his bike in front of the store and dismount, before removing his helmet.

Desire coiled inside her as he ran his hand through his hair, leaving it tousled as he strode toward the store with an easy confidence that made her weak in the knees.

“Ready for the grand opening tomorrow?” Cormac had been here, working alongside her most of the day. But he’d been called out on an emergency breakdown. At first, he’d said he couldn’t help, but Sarah had told him it was okay. That she wanted him to go. That his business, his customers, were as important to her as they were to him.

This was a partnership. And partnerships were all about give and take.

But now he was here.

“Thanks to you,” Sarah replied, unlocking the door and stepping aside to let him in. As soon as he crossed the threshold, his arm slipped around her waist. With a contented sigh, he pulled her close as he pressed his lips against hers in a searing kiss that seemed to ignite every nerve ending in her body. She clung to him, reveling in the strength of his embrace and the tender fierceness of his love.

“I’m always here for you, Sarah,” Cormac murmured against her lips, lifting her off her feet and cradling her in his arms.

The world seemed to fall away, leaving only her and Cormac in this moment of pure, unadulterated bliss.

Then, just like in her dream, he carried her across the store and set her down on the counter.

Desire burned in his eyes as he cupped her face in his hand and leaned in, his lips brushing against hers.

Was this it? Was he going to make love to her here, on the counter, just like in her dream?

“I brought you a gift.” Cormac reached into his leather jacket and pulled out a small box.

For a moment, Sarah’s heart stopped.

Was he about to propose?

No, surely this was too soon, even for a bear shifter. But he had promised her forever. Did forever start now?

But what if he did propose? What would she say? She certainly wasn’t sure if marriage was what she wanted. Not yet. After all, they had only just met.

No. It was what she wanted. But she was scared. Not of Cormac, but of what other people might say.

No. This was not the right time. She was about to open her first store. How was she supposed to plan a wedding when her life was so hectic?

Then there were her parents. Sure, Cormac might be her fated mate, but Sarah had no plans to explain that to her parents any time soon.

Sarah might have accepted that Cormac could shift into a bear, but she doubted her parents would be so open-minded.

So, if she told them she’d got engaged to the first man she met in Bear Creek, they would think she was crazy.

But then Cormac opened the box. There was no engagement ring.

Instead, nestled inside was a small silver bear figurine.

Sarah gasped in delight, and more than a little relief, her hand flying to her mouth in amazement. It was beautiful! The tiny creature seemed almost alive, its eyes twinkling under the store lights.

“It’s perfect,” Sarah breathed, tears of joy pricking at her eyes as Cormac gently placed the bear in her hands. “Thank you so much.”

“It’s a good luck charm. Not that you need luck.” Cormac smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he stroked her hair back from her face. He leaned forward and kissed her again. This time slowly, tenderly, conveying all his love for her without words.

Breathless, Sarah clung to him for a few more moments before finally drawing back and gazing into his beautiful green eyes.

“I love you,” she whispered, her heart bursting with emotion.

Cormac smiled and pulled her closer, pressing his forehead against hers in a gesture of tenderness that left her feeling safe and cherished. “I love you, too,” he said. “Forever.”

Proposal or no proposal, her forever with Cormac had already begun.

“Shall we go upstairs?” Sarah whispered against his ear.

In answer, Cormac scooped her up in his arms and carried her across the store. He paused for her to switch off the lights and she took one last look at the displays before flicking the switch.

“Happy?” Cormac murmured as he carried her upstairs.

“Very.” She threaded her arms around his neck and rested her head on his chest.

But as they reached her apartment, she tensed, as apprehension took hold of her.

“They won’t come back,” Cormac assured her as if he’d read her mind. “And if they do, then I’ll sense them and...”

He left the sentence hanging, but she was in no doubt his bear would deal out justice with teeth and claws.

“But you can’t always be here,” Sarah replied.

“That’s why I have arranged for an alarm and security cameras to be installed.” He tilted his head to one side as she looked into his eyes. “If they do ever come back, we’ll know exactly who is responsible.”

“You didn’t have to. I could have...” She smiled at him and brushed her lips across his cheek. “I get it.”

“Good.” He carried her to the bedroom and lowered her down onto the bed.

As he straightened up and looked down at her, she understood him. His need to protect. Not just the town, but her.

She was the most important person in the world to him. But he also belonged to the Bear Creek Guardians, and if he was going to fulfill his oath, he needed to know she was safe when he was not here.

Sarah dismissed all thoughts around the store and the break-in. As she looked into Cormac’s intense gaze, she knew she wanted nothing more than to lose herself in her man, her mate. The world outside seemed to fade away as she focused on the here and now with Cormac.

Rising to her knees before him, Sarah reached for his belt, undoing the intricately crafted bear buckle. Her fingers traced the lines of the buckle, reminding her of the powerful beast that lived within him.

She would never forget the first time she saw Cormac shift into his bear form. It was a sight both terrifying and breathtaking, one that she longed to witness again.

“Your bear is incredible,” she murmured, looking up at him with admiration. “I want to see him again soon. To really get to know him.”

Cormac smiled, a hint of danger lurking in his eyes. “He wants nothing more than to feel your fingers in his fur,” he growled softly.

But tonight, Sarah yearned to connect with Cormac’s human side. With deft fingers, she unbuttoned his leather pants, allowing them to pool at his feet. Cormac stepped out of them, his arousal evident. Sarah curled her hand around his shaft, stroking him gently, eliciting a throaty groan from him.

“Claim me,” she whispered, desire pulsing through her veins.

Cormac moved toward her, undressing her with equal urgency. He removed her jeans, then her shirt, baring her body to his heated gaze. His hands roamed her skin, each touch igniting a fire within her, craving more. His lips pressed against her flesh, leaving a trail of searing kisses from her collarbone down to her breasts.

He leaned in close, his eyes devouring her before his breath fanned across her skin. She shivered as he kissed her breasts, his tongue swirling around each nipple in turn. Cupping her right breast in his hand, he grazed the taut bud with his teeth, sending a jolt of electricity through her body. She arched her back, and he nuzzled her skin, kissing the swell of her breasts.

Then he sucked her nipple into his mouth, sending sparks of pleasure coursing through her veins. As if he wasn’t torturing her body enough, his hands explored farther down, caressing every inch of her body as a moan escaped Sarah’s lips.

His fingers were like fire against her flesh as they ventured lower still until they grazed her inner thighs. She gasped as he slowly slipped a finger inside her, teasing her as he moved in slow circles against her inner walls.

For a long moment, she was unable to think or move. All she could do was surrender to him. She was his, completely.

“Make love to me,” she whispered against his ear.

Cormac raised his head and locked eyes with her as he slipped a second finger inside her. She gasped, but he covered her mouth with his. Their tongues entwined as their kiss deepened.

In that moment, Sarah’s world narrowed down to only Cormac and the sensation of his hands on her body, the taste of his mouth against hers.

Finally, Cormac moved over her, nestling between her legs as their eyes locked together. With one powerful thrust, he entered her. She gripped the pillow above her head as he eased his hips back and then thrust into her again, filling her completely.

Sarah closed her eyes, swept away by the sensations filling her body as Cormac took her to new heights. In and out he thrust and she ran her hands down his back, feeling his muscles bunch and flex as he made love to her.

They moved together in perfect harmony. Each thrust bringing them closer together both physically and emotionally. It was as if they were one.

Cormac nipped her neck, a primal look in his eyes that excited her. This was no normal man.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear as he finally came, jerking his seed inside her.

In a chain reaction, her inner walls gripped him and her orgasm swept through her like wildfire until finally they were finally spent.

Cormac held Sarah in his arms as she rested her head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. His fingers traced the contours of her body, and she closed her eyes, content to lie here with him.

“Will you marry me?” Was that part of her dream, or was it real?

Sarah raised her head and looked at him. “I can’t, not yet.” The look of disappointment in his eyes was almost too much to bear. “I mean, with the store and everything...”

“Of course.” He covered his face with his arm.

“Cormac.” She sat up and pulled his arm away from his face, needing to look into his eyes. “It’s not a no. It’s a...”

“It’s okay.” He pushed himself up on one elbow. “I understand, and I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Yes, you should,” she replied and sighed. “How about a long engagement?”

“However long you want,” he replied, unable to hide his eagerness.

“It’s just...” She shook her head. “I can’t explain this all to my parents. And that doesn’t mean that I don’t want them to meet you or that I’m going to hide the fact that we are dating...”

“But you don’t want to worry them,” Cormac said. “I get that. You don’t want them to think that I have coerced you.”

“Yeah.” She leaned forward and kissed his lips. “But if you are happy with a secret engagement, then that’s fine by me.”

“A secret engagement.” He arched his eyebrows. “That sounds elicit and exciting.”

“Doesn’t it?” She kissed his neck and traced her fingers across his chest, teasing his nipples.

“It does,” he murmured as he shifted his weight, a look of longing in his eyes that took her breath away.


Epilogue – Sara

This was it, the morning of Sarah’s store opening. Nervous energy infused her veins as she stepped out of the shower, damp tendrils of hair clinging to her flushed skin. Sarah turned off the hot water and fought a sudden desire to stay in the sanctuary of her bathroom for the day.

No, she’d put too much hard work and money into the store. Quitting was not an option.

It never was.

She breathed in deeply to steady her nerves as the aroma of pancakes and coffee filled her nostrils. Her stomach rumbled in appreciation of Cormac’s culinary efforts.

He was too good to her.

She just hoped her parents would see him that way.

Her nerves surfaced again. With good reason.

Not only was today the grand opening of her dream project, Crafty Corner, but her parents were coming to town as well. Sarah planned to introduce them to Cormac—as her boyfriend. She bit her lip in anticipation, worried they might think he’d taken advantage of her since she had just moved to town.

Her parents were practical people who might not understand a whirlwind romance. Especially where their daughter was concerned.

And it was a whirlwind. After only two days, she was engaged to the enigmatic bear shifter.

Sarah covered her face with her hands. Was she crazy?

Crazy in love. And there was nothing wrong with that.

Okay, she had to stop thinking about Cormac or she would be late for her own store opening.

Sarah dried her body and wrapped a towel around her wet hair as she headed to her bedroom to get dressed. Her gaze lingered on the disheveled sheets of the bed where she and Cormac had made love just last night and again this morning. Heat covered her skin, but she forced herself to push thoughts of him aside. Today was all about the successful launch of Crafty Corner.

Were those voices she could hear?

Yes, muffled voices were coming from the kitchen. Probably Sable and Mia or some of the Bear Creek Guardians come to lend a hand.

But as she removed the towel from her head, she heard the voices more clearly and her face paled.

Her mom and dad had arrived early. Panic coursed through her veins as Sarah hurriedly dressed and then brushed her hair. With a shaking hand, she carefully applied her makeup, adding a hint of color to her full lips.

When she was done, she took a moment to steady her breath. It was fine. It was all going to be just fine.

It had to be. Sarah smoothed her hands over her hair and headed for the kitchen. Her parents stood there, chatting with Cormac as he flipped pancakes with confident ease. The sight of him, tall and broad-shouldered, brought a warmth to her chest that momentarily eased her anxiety.

“Morning, sweetheart,” her mom greeted her with a warm smile. “You didn’t tell us you had such a handsome chef in your home.”

“Uh, yeah,” Sarah stammered, feeling her cheeks redden. “Mom, Dad, this is Cormac.” She clenched her jaw and then added. “My boyfriend.”

“We guessed as much,” her mom said with a smile.

“Dad,” Sarah went to her dad and hugged him.

“It’s good to see you happy,” her dad said, squeezing her tightly.

“I am,” Sarah assured him.

“Cormac has been telling us about the store and how everyone pulled together to help get it ready,” her mom said.

“He did?” Sarah had hoped to avoid telling her parents about the break-in, but there was no point since everyone else in town knew.

“Thanks for being there for Sarah,” her dad said.

“It was my pleasure. I know how much the store means to your daughter and I aim to help her in any way I can to make her dreams come true.” Cormac winked at her, and she flashed him a smile, filled with all the love in her heart.

“This one is a keeper,” her mom said.

“Yes, you have my blessing to marry him,” her dad added with a grin as he tucked into the plate of pancakes Cormac set down in front of him.

“Not that you need it.” Her mom arched an eyebrow at her dad. “We trust you to make the right decisions for yourself. We always have.”

Sarah locked eyes with Cormac. He was the right decision.

Just as moving to Bear Creek had been the right decision.

Or maybe it had been fate.

Sarah didn’t care. All that mattered was that she was here.

With the man—and bear—she loved.
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You can join Harmony Raines’s author newsletter by clicking/tapping HERE!
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Other Books By Harmony Raines

Other Books By Harmony Raines

Visit Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle

***

***UK Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle***

***

 

READING ORDER FOR

 

Bear Creek Clan and Bear Bluff Clan

 

 

Complete Box Set

 


[image: ]



Or available individually

suggested reading order

(each can be read as a standalone

but why not start at the beginning and get to know all of the characters?)

Rescued by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book One)

Finding Her Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Two)

Tamed by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Three)

Snowbound With The Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Four)

Biker Bear Billionaire (Bear Creek Clan Book Five)

Bound To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book One)

Doctor Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book Two)

Stranded With Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Three)

A Bride for the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Six)

Home Or Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Four)

Fated To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Five)

Lonely Bear (Bear Bluff Book Six)

 

 

Wolf Valley Raiders

 

Complete Box Set Out Now!
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Or available individually

suggested reading order

Redeem the Wolf

To Catch A Wolf

Reclaim the Wolf

Awakening the Alpha

 

Biker Bears

 

Forbidden Bear

Secret Bear

 

Christmas Bear Brothers

 

Complete Box Set Now Available
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Or available individually

suggested reading order

Santa Paws

Christmas Catastrophe

Bear Humbug

 

Fated and Mated

 

Love at First Site

Her Scars To Bear

Her Choice To Bear

Her Russian Bear

 

 

Who’s the Daddy?

 

Complete Box Set Available
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Or available individually

suggested reading order

One Bear and a Baby

Her Bear and a Baby

Second Chance Bear and a Baby

Baby Protector Bear

 

 

Return to Bear Bluff

 

Complete Box Set Available
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Or available individually

suggested reading order

The Bear is Back in Town

His Bear’s Necessity

Black Bear Down

Who Bears Wins

When Bears Collide

Wish Upon A Bear

 

Cowboy Brother Bears

 

Complete Box Set Available
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Cowboy Bear Blues

Cowboy Bear’s Mate

Cowboy Bear’s Fate

 

Return to Bear Creek

 

Daddy Bear

Mountain Bear

Honey Bear

Forever Bear

Storm Bear

Silverback Dragon

P.I. Bear

Doctor Daddy Bear

Bad Boy Bear

Silverback Bear

Ranger Bear

Christmas Bear

Hero Bear

Undercover Eagle

Single Daddy Dragon

Secret Baby Bear

Silverback Wolf

Awakened Dragon

Treasure Bear

Silverback History Bear

River Run Wolf

 

 

Silverbacks and Second Chances

 

Cursed Bear

Lucky Bear

Fated Bear

Song Bear

Blind Date Bear

 

Christmas Bears

 

Sleighed

Claused

Wrapped

 

 

 

Shifters Prime Sleeping Lions

 

Complete Box Set Now Available
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Living a Lion

Freeing a Lion

Fighting a Lion

 

Sci-Fi Romance

 

The Princess and her Alien Rogue

The Princess and her Bounty Hunter

 

 

Chosen by the Karal

Complete Box Set
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Or available individually

Deceit

Love

Power

Hunger

Devotion


 

Warriors of Karal

Stranded

Found

Taken

Hunted

Allies

 

 

 

The Dualis

(Mate of the Cave Bear)

Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

 

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

 

 

Facebook

Harmony Raines

 

 

Website

www.harmonyraines.com

 

 

BookBub

https://www.bookbub.com/authors/harmony-raines

 

 

Follow me on Amazon

https://www.amazon.com/Harmony-Raines/e/B0090Q3DWM/
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