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A Heart to Bear

Bear Creek Forever

Thornberg Ranch

Book Four

After being jilted a week before her wedding, Tammy swears off love and escapes her old life to care for her injured Uncle Gavin in the peaceful small town of Bear Creek. Tammy takes over the work in Gavin’s veterinarian practice, content to spend her days tending to the local animals, but her resolve to avoid romance is tested when she meets Dougray Thornberg—a rugged rancher whose family has called Bear Creek home for generations.

Tammy and Dougray’s connection is undeniable, but when she discovers Dougray’s secret—that he’s a bear shifter and her fated mate—she’s faced with a choice: protect her fragile heart or embrace a bond stronger than anything she’s ever known.

As Tammy and Dougray grow closer, an unseen danger lurks in the wild, threatening their newfound connection. And when Tammy’s ex-fiancé shows up in Bear Creek, stirring up old wounds, it becomes clear that Tammy’s future—both in love and in life—is far from certain.

Can Tammy trust Dougray enough to take a leap of faith, or will her past and the looming danger tear them apart before they can build a life together?

Heartwarming, suspenseful, and filled with small-town charm, A Heart to Bear, is a shifter romance that will leave you believing in second chances and the power of true love.


Chapter One – Tammy

Tammy stepped out of her car, the warm late-summer breeze carrying the sweet smell of hay from the barn along with jasmine from her uncle’s beloved garden. As she walked up the paved path toward the small farmhouse, she noted the lawn needed a cut and the rose bushes needed dead-heading. Unusual, her uncle normally kept on top of his yard work.

But then her eyes were drawn to the familiar fields stretching beyond the house toward the distant mountains. Her heart ached with memories. Memories of the carefree young woman who used to visit her uncle here in Bear Creek.

But that was the old Tammy, and those carefree memories seemed to belong to someone else. She pushed them aside and strode toward the house as her uncle appeared on the porch.

“Tammy, my girl!” His voice was as warm as sunshine, though it wavered ever so slightly, and Tammy had to swallow hard to keep her composure.

A welcome distraction, her mother had called it when Tammy broke the news that Uncle Gavin had asked her to come to Bear Creek and help him run his veterinarian practice since he had injured his ankle.

But she knew why her uncle had invited her here.

Tammy half expected the injured ankle to be a ruse. That her mom and uncle had invented the story just to get her here.

To get her away from…

No, she was done dwelling on what had happened. It was in the past. Now she had to face the future. Surely a few weeks in Bear Creek would give her time to heal. It sure would be easier than facing all her friends and family who knew she’d been dumped by her fiancé a week before their wedding.

Especially since, as far as she knew, no one in Bear Creek, except for Uncle Gavin, knew her business.

Although, Bear Creek was the kind of small town where gossip spread like wildfire, so it might not be long before she was the talk of the town.

“Uncle Gavin!” Tammy hurried to meet him, wrapping her arms around his stocky frame. She felt the solidness of him, and closed her eyes, clinging to him as her emotions threatened to overwhelm her.

“I’m so happy you are here.” He winced slightly as he shifted his weight on his injured leg.

“You’re really hurt,” she said, more of a statement than a question.

She was embarrassed by her initial thought he was faking an injury just to get her to come back to the farm, but the look of genuine pain on his face proved otherwise.

“Just a minor scrape, nothing to worry about,” he said, waving off her concern. “Come on inside. I’ve prepared lunch.”

Her stomach grumbled at the thought of food. A welcome change to the queasy sensation that robbed her of her appetite since her very public dumping.

“I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble.” Tammy followed her uncle inside, through the hallway filled with photos of family and friends, both human and animal.

Uncle Gavin seemed at home with those with or without fur or feathers. A friend to all, Tammy had heard him called on her previous visits.

“It’s no trouble,” her uncle insisted. “It’s given me something to do. And I’ve enjoyed it. I don’t usually make much of an effort when it’s just me. And you look as if you need feeding up a bit. You look pale.”

“As long as you haven’t overdone it,” Tammy said, sounding like her mother.

“No, I promise I haven’t.” Uncle Gavin chuckled. “Just some sandwiches and a bit of soup. Nothing too fancy.”

As they entered the kitchen, the aroma of homemade vegetable soup filled Tammy’s nostrils, making her mouth water. The familiar scent brought back memories of childhood summers spent here, helping her uncle tend to the animals and learning about nature. It was those long summer days that had inspired her to become a veterinarian.

“It smells wonderful.” Tammy scanned the table, which was laden with a selection of sandwiches, a quiche with a perfectly golden crust, and several sweet pies that made her mouth water instantly.

“I picked the vegetables fresh from the garden this morning,” Uncle Gavin said with pride as he ladled the soup into bowls.

“Here, let me.” Tammy gently took the ladle from her uncle’s hands, insisting he sit down while she served the soup. As she filled their bowls, she noted the slight tremor in Uncle Gavin’s hands. He was getting older, she realized with a pang of guilt. She should have visited more often.

“So, tell me about this injury,” Tammy said as they settled at the table. “What exactly happened?”

Uncle Gavin chuckled in that way, he had. That made everything seem less serious than it probably was. “Oh, it’s nothing too exciting. Just an overzealous bull,” Uncle Gavin explained, a wry smile playing on his lips. “I zigged when I should have zagged, and well...here we are.”

Tammy shook her head, picturing her uncle trying to dodge an angry bull. “It sounds as if you are lucky it’s only your ankle you injured.”

“Ah, I’ll be fine,” he said as he eased himself down onto a kitchen chair. “Anyway, enough about me. How are you holding up? After...well, you know.”

Tammy’s smile faltered for a moment, but she quickly composed herself as she set the soup down on the table. “I’m fine, Uncle Gavin. Really. It’s...it’s for the best, I suppose.”

Uncle Gavin reached across the table and patted her hand gently. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Tammy. It’s okay to not be okay.”

She felt tears prickling at the corners of her eyes, but blinked them away. “I know. It’s just... I thought I had it all figured out, you know? And now...” Tammy trailed off as she absently stirred her soup, her appetite fading.

Uncle Gavin nodded sympathetically. “Life has a way of throwing us curveballs when we least expect it. But you’re strong, Tammy. You always have been.”

Tammy managed a small smile, feeling anything but strong. “I’m just glad to be here, honestly. Away from all the whispers and pitying looks back home.”

“Well, you’re welcome here as long as you need,” Uncle Gavin said warmly. “And who knows what Bear Creek might have in store for you. I’ve always found this town has a way of surprising people.”

Tammy raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by that?”

Uncle Gavin shrugged, but a small smile curved the corners of his lips. “Oh, nothing in particular. Just that Bear Creek has its own kind of magic. You never know who—or what—you might encounter here.”

Tammy shook her head. “You sound like you’re trying to set me up already. I’m not ready for that.”

“I’m not going to interfere,” he promised. “But I do want you to be open to what fate might have in store for you. Remember, love comes in all shapes and sizes.”

As if to confirm his statement, Pumpkin, the ginger cat Uncle Gavin had found under a pumpkin patch five years ago, strolled into the kitchen and rubbed his head against Gavin’s leg. Sick and scrawny, Pumpkin had been nursed back to health by the older veterinarian, and the two shared a bond like nothing Tammy had ever seen.

“Okay, so maybe I might have room in my life for a pet,” Tammy admitted.

“Animals do have a way of healing our hearts,” Uncle Gavin replied. “But don’t close yourself off from human companionship, either.”

“Says the man whose best friend is a ginger cat,” Tammy replied, keeping her voice light.

“Well, we never know where companionship is going to come from, and this little fella has been a good friend these last few years.” He reached down and tickled Pumpkin behind the ears.

Tammy smiled wistfully as she watched the man and cat interact. Maybe she’d have been better off if she’d stuck with animals instead of trusting her heart to a man.

She focused on her soup, swallowing down the lump of emotion that swelled in her throat. “This soup is delicious. Thank you.”

“You are most welcome,” Uncle Gavin said. “Both to the soup and the spare room.”

They ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the clink of spoons against bowls and the distant lowing of cattle. Tammy finally began to relax, the tension in her shoulders easing.

Her uncle was right. There was magic at work here. But it stemmed from her uncle’s unwavering love.

Things were so much simpler here. And simple was what she needed while her heart healed. If it ever healed.

As they finished their meal, Uncle Gavin cleared his throat. “Now, about the practice. I hate to throw you in at the deep end, but we’ve got a busy afternoon ahead of us.”

Tammy straightened, eager for the distraction of work. “I’m ready. What’s on the agenda?”

“Well, we’ve got a few routine check-ups, and then we’re heading out to the Thornberg ranch. They’ve got a pregnant mare that’s due any day now, and I want to make sure everything’s progressing smoothly.”

Tammy nodded, her mind already shifting into work mode. “Sounds good. I’ll just need to freshen up and change into some work clothes.”

“Hold on a second there,” Uncle Gavin said. “First, we need to eat some of these sandwiches, and then you have to taste Camille’s pies.”

“Camille’s pies?” Tammy asked, raising an eyebrow. Did Uncle Gavin share his company on an evening with someone other than Pumpkin?

“They’re the best I’ve ever tasted,” Uncle Gavin said, rubbing his hands together with exaggerated enthusiasm. “She’s a marvel, that woman. Ezra’s one lucky man.”

“Ezra...” Tammy echoed softly, a ghost of a smile flitting across her lips before being replaced by a more somber expression.

It seemed as if she’d been wrong in hoping Uncle Gavin might have found love at last. Was that her fate? To be alone for the rest of her life?

“Here, try this one,” Uncle Gavin cut a generous slice of pie after they’d eaten a couple of sandwiches.

“What flavor?” Tammy asked, as the smell of sweet fruit wafted up to her nose.

“Peach and blackberry,” Uncle Gavin said, as he cut himself a slice, too. “Camille’s specialty.”

“Interesting.” Tammy took a bite, and her eyes widened in surprise. The flavors exploded on her tongue—sweet peaches mingling with tart blackberries, all encased in a perfectly flaky crust.

“Oh my goodness,” she mumbled around the mouthful. “This is incredible.”

Uncle Gavin chuckled. “Told you. Camille’s pies are legendary around these parts.”

“You’re a legend yourself,” Tammy reminded her uncle, who had worked in his practice for as long as Tammy could remember and was well-liked and respected.

“Ah, I used to be. But I’m getting a bit too long in the tooth.” He stretched his leg out in front of him. “In my younger days, I’d have dodged that bull and stayed on two feet.”

He tensed his jaw and looked at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to say more. Perhaps tell her he planned to retire.

She’d always thought Uncle Gavin’s career as a veterinarian would last forever. Just like her relationship with Peter.

But it seemed nothing stayed the same.

However, if this was her last chance to work alongside her uncle, then she was going to enjoy every moment. Just like she was going to enjoy every mouthful of Camille’s peach and blackberry pie. Then she would get to work, helping Uncle Gavin in any way she could. Because helping animals, just like helping people, had a way of healing the soul.

And her soul needed healing.

Just like her heart. But as the days since Peter dropped his bombshell had passed, and the pain refused to fade, Tammy wondered if her heart would ever truly heal.

She pushed the thought aside as she finished her slice of pie. “Well, I suppose we should get ready for our afternoon appointments,” she said, standing to clear the dishes.

“Leave those,” Uncle Gavin waved her off. “I’ll take care of them later. You go get changed and I’ll meet you out by the truck.”

Tammy nodded. Work was what she needed, and work was why she was here.

Perhaps an afternoon of hard work coupled with fresh mountain air might be just what she needed to finally get her first good night’s sleep since her world turned upside down.


Chapter Two – Dougray

“Hey there, beautiful.” Dougray crouched beside Lucy, his experienced hands moving with gentle precision over her swollen belly. The mare, a dappled gray beauty, nuzzled him affectionately, her warm breath tickling his cheek.

“Hey there, girl,” Dougray murmured, his voice soothing. “Let’s see how you’re doing tonight.”

Lucy’s eyes were calm, reflecting trust and an unspoken bond that had formed between them over years of care and attention. As Dougray ran his fingers through her sleek coat, she whickered at him, as if to reassure him she was just fine.

“Good girl,” he whispered, his hand gliding down her side to feel the gentle movements within. The foal was active, its tiny kicks against his palm a reminder of the new life soon to be welcomed into the world.

But then, without warning, an unsettling sensation crept up Dougray’s spine. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and a shiver coursed through his body. He frowned, his fingers pausing in their assessment. Something felt off, though he couldn’t quite place it.

His instincts were rarely wrong.

There is something off, his bear agreed.

“What’s going on, Lucy?” he asked, keeping his voice calm and soothing even though tension threaded through his body.

Was it something with the foal? A complication they hadn’t expected?

I don’t think our senses are that good, his bear said.

You’re right, Dougray replied. So what is it?

Something outside? His bear pushed out his senses, past the confines of the stable. Was there something wrong with one of his parents or his brothers? But he’d never experienced anything like this before, even when Klein broke his arm falling from a ridge.

Lucy nudged him again, as if to reassure him that all was well. Yet, the feeling persisted, growing stronger. Maybe it was the foal.

We do spend more time with the cattle and the horses than we do with people, his bear told him. Maybe we’ve picked up a new sixth sense.

“It’s okay, Gavin will be here soon,” he said quietly, his voice tinged with worry as the world around him started to spin.

But is he going to be treating Lucy or us? his bear asked, pacing anxiously around inside Dougray’s head.

That I don’t know. Dougray couldn’t shake the sense that something beyond his understanding was at play.

Because something beyond our understanding is in play, his bear answered cryptically, as in the distance they sensed a truck approaching the ranch.

Gavin? Dougray turned away from Lucy and stared into the distance, locking onto the truck as it stopped at the gate leading to the ranch.

Someone got out. He could sense them keenly. Someone who wasn’t Gavin.

But Gavin was there, inside the truck.

Gavin isn’t alone, Dougray murmured.

Nope, his bear said happily. Our mate is with him.

Dougray’s heart skipped a beat, his bear’s words echoing in his mind. Our mate? He shook his head, trying to clear the sudden fog of confusion and anticipation that clouded his thoughts.

“Easy now,” he murmured, more to himself than to Lucy

Dougray’s senses remained fixed on the approaching vehicle, heightened to an almost painful degree.

Dougray’s fingers trembled slightly as he continued to stroke Lucy’s side, his mind racing with the implications of his bear’s words. He’d waited so long, hoped for so long, that the possibility of finally meeting his mate left him breathless.

As the truck drew closer, he stepped away from Lucy, unsure of what to do.

Should he go out there and meet her? Or maybe he should stay here and look cool, calm and collected.

You mean the opposite of what you really look like, his bear said somewhat unhelpfully.

But it did the trick.

Dougray exhaled sharply and straightened up. If he were about to meet his mate, he wanted to give a good first impression.

This might be interesting, his bear said.

Do you think she knows about shifters? Dougray asked.

We don’t know, his bear said. So the first words out of your mouth should not be, Hi, I’m Dougray, we’re mates, want to get it on?

Want to get it on? Dougray grimaced. Since when have I ever said that?

Since when have you ever felt like this? His bear chuckled, anticipation threading through his veins as the truck carrying their mate drew closer. But I can sense the turmoil inside you, and that means anything could come out of your mouth.

So true, Dougray agreed, recalling the first time he stepped on stage at kindergarten and blurted out, “Raspberries!” instead of his rehearsed line. He’d never lived that down.

Dougray chuckled at the memory, grateful for the momentary distraction.

They’re here, his bear hissed as the truck slowed to a stop outside the stables.

Dougray tugged at his plaid shirt, smoothing out imaginary wrinkles as the truck’s engine cut off. Then two car doors opened and closed, followed by the crunch of gravel under boots.

He’d never been so nervous. As he ran his hands down his thighs, Lucy nudged him hard on the butt, sending him stumbling forward.

Just as the stable door opened.

Now that is a first impression! His bear chortled as Dougray landed on his knees at the feet of his mate.

“Thanks, Lucy,” Dougray murmured as he looked up into the face of his mate.

“Are you all right there?” His mate hid a smile, but her eyes twinkled with mirth.

“Yep. I was the butt of one of Lucy’s jokes,” Dougray said, as he scrambled to his feet.

“Cute.” His mate hid her smile a little less.

“You’re not Gavin,” Dougray said as he smoothed a hand through his hair.

“Ten out of ten for observation,” she said evenly.

“This is my niece,” Gavin said as he appeared behind her and leaned heavily on the door. “She’s kindly come to help me out. I got sent flying by Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull. Hurt my ankle some.”

“I thought Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull was a sweetheart,” Dougray said. “Always follows her around like a lost puppy.”

Like we will be doing with our mate, his bear said happily.

“More like a protective guard dog,” Gavin answered. “Usually he’s fine with me, but something spooked him the other day.”

“Are you okay?” Dougray asked.

“Sprained my ankle, the doc says. Makes it awkward to deal with my patients.”

“It’s a good thing you have your niece to help out.” Dougray shifted his gaze to her, trying not to make it too obvious that he was about ready to sweep her off her feet and lay her down in the deep straw bed and…

Focus, his bear barked.

“Are you all right there, Dougray?” Gavin asked. They had known each other for some time, and Gavin often stayed for dinner after a visit to the ranch. “You didn’t hit your head?”

“No, I’m just fine,” Dougray replied with a small laugh.

More than fine, his bear added.

“Oh, sorry, I haven’t introduced you,” Gavin shook his head. “This is my niece, Tammy. Tammy, this is Dougray Thornberg.”

“Good to meet you, Dougray.” Tammy nodded and held up the box of equipment in her hand. “Shall we take a look at the patient?”

Dougray’s hand twitched at his side. He’d hoped to shake her hand, to savor that first electrifying touch. Three of his brothers had found their mates, and each one had described the experience.

Like nothing they had ever felt before. Like their mate touched their very soul.

Dougray nodded, gesturing toward Lucy. “Of course, right this way.” He was hyperaware of Tammy’s presence behind him. Her scent, a mix of antiseptic scrub and something uniquely her, filled his nostrils, making his head spin.

Do not fall at her feet again, his bear commanded.

I do not intend to, Dougray replied, focusing on Lucy, the reason they were here.

“Hello, girl.” Tammy placed the box down on the straw and then held out her hand to Lucy.

Lucy eyed her warily for a moment and then extended her neck, sniffing Tammy’s outstretched hand. After a brief pause, the mare nickered softly and nuzzled against Tammy’s palm.

“Well, aren’t you a sweetheart?” Tammy murmured, her voice soft and comforting as she stroked Lucy’s muzzle gently.

Dougray watched, mesmerized by the easy way Tammy interacted with the mare.

How he would like her to run her hands over his bare skin. Her fingers exploring…

“Is she eating okay? Drinking?” Tammy glanced over her shoulder at Dougray.

Dougray blinked, snapping out of his reverie. “Uh, yes, she’s been eating and drinking normally. Her appetite’s been good.”

Tammy nodded, her attention returning to Lucy. “That’s a good sign. Uncle Gavin mentioned she’s due any day now?”

“That’s right,” Dougray confirmed, moving closer. “We’ve been keeping a close eye on her.”

As Tammy began her examination, Dougray surreptitiously admired the way her hands moved with practiced ease, checking Lucy’s vitals and feeling along her swollen belly. Lucy remained calm under her touch, occasionally nickering softly.

“She seems to be progressing well,” Tammy said, her brow furrowed in concentration. “The foal’s position feels good. Have you noticed any signs of early labor?”

Dougray shook his head. “Not yet, but I’ve been checking on her whenever I get a chance between my other chores.”

Tammy nodded approvingly. “That’s good. It’s important to keep a close watch at this stage.” She glanced at Dougray, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “You seem to know your stuff.”

You’re blushing, his bear said, making the color in Dougray’s cheeks deepen.

“I’ve been around horses all my life,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “But it’s always good to have an expert opinion.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call myself an expert just yet,” Tammy glanced at her uncle. “I still have a lot to learn about larger animals. I usually treat smaller pets.”

“Tammy is modest. She’s an excellent vet,” Gavin said with pride.

“Do you have any concerns? Anything you would like to ask me?” Tammy asked as she stroked Lucy’s neck.

“Nope. I think we have it under control. But this is Lucy’s first foal. I always like to make sure they get extra care.” Dougray shrugged, fearing he sounded like a worry wart.

“That’s sensible,” Tammy replied with a smile. “I always believe it’s better to be overcautious.” Her smile faded and there was something in her eyes that made his heart squeeze in his chest.

She’s been hurt, his bear said miserably.

A flicker of fury crossed his mind at the thought of someone hurting his partner. But then he exhaled and let it go.

If she had been hurt, the last thing she needed was for an overbearing stranger to offer to deal with her problems. No, if he wanted to help her, truly help her, he needed to get to know her. Get her to trust him and then learn if she needed him to fight in her corner.

Because, looking at the way she confidently dealt with Lucy, and the way Gavin clearly trusted her abilities, Dougray suspected Tammy was more than capable of fighting her own battles.

“Well, everything looks good here,” Tammy said, straightening up. “But I’d like to check on her again tomorrow, just to be safe.” She turned to Dougray, her eyes meeting his. “If that’s all right with you?”

Dougray’s heart leaped at the prospect of seeing her again. “Of course,” he said, perhaps a bit too eagerly.

“In the meantime, if you need me, just call.” She glanced at Gavin, then back at Dougray. “I can give you my cell phone number.”

“Yes. Please.” Dougray fumbled in his pocket for his phone, nearly dropping it in his haste. He managed to catch it at the last second, offering Tammy a sheepish grin. “Sorry, I’m usually more coordinated than this.”

Tammy’s lips twitched with amusement. “No worries. It happens to the best of us.”

He unlocked it and handed it to Tammy, their fingers brushing for just a moment. The contact sent a jolt through him, like a spark of electricity.

Tammy’s eyes widened slightly, and Dougray knew she had felt it, too. But she didn’t react as she quickly entered her number, except for a faint blush across her cheeks.

His fingers twitched as he ached to reach out and brush them across her skin and feel the warmth there.

“There you go,” she said, handing the phone back. “Don’t hesitate to call if you have any concerns, day or night.”

“Thank you,” Dougray said, his voice husky. He cleared his throat. “I really appreciate it.”

Tammy nodded, her gaze lingering on his for a moment longer than necessary before she turned back to Lucy. “Well, girl, you take care of yourself and that little one, okay?” She gave the mare a last pat before gathering her equipment.

As they exited the stable, Dougray noticed Gavin’s pronounced limp, which made his walk look uneven. “Are you sure you’re all right, Gavin? Do you need any help around your place?”

“No, I can manage just fine,” Gavin said, but then he glanced at Dougray, whose attention was once more fixed on Tammy as she opened the back of the truck and put her equipment box inside. “But you know you are welcome to visit anytime. I can always find something that needs doing about the place.”

Gavin placed a hand on Dougray’s shoulder and squeezed it before he gave a conspiratorial wink.

He knows, Dougray’s bear said.

Yes, he does, Dougray replied, with some relief. For now, he had someone on his side.

Someone who surely wanted his niece to be happy, to chase that haunted look from her eyes and replace it with love everlasting.


Chapter Three – Tammy

Tammy heaved the last of her veterinary equipment into the bed of Uncle Gavin’s truck, her muscles straining from the effort. She’d soon have muscles on her muscles if she did this day in, day out. It sure was different from the small animal clinics she was used to.

But she liked the exercise, and the fresh air…and the view.

Her gaze inadvertently locked onto Dougray across the yard, and a jolt of recognition made her catch her breath.

No. She couldn’t let herself feel this. It was too soon. She was on the rebound.

Tammy quickly averted her eyes, focusing instead on securing the equipment in the back of the truck. But even as she worked, she could sense Dougray’s presence, like a magnetic pull she was desperately trying to resist.

“All set there, Tammy?” Uncle Gavin called out as he leaned against the truck passenger door.

“Almost,” she replied, forcing a smile. “Just double-checking everything’s secure.”

As she fiddled with a strap that didn’t need adjusting, Tammy’s mind raced. The connection with Dougray was undeniable, but so was the pain still raw in her heart. Peter’s betrayal loomed large, a specter that would haunt her life forever.

Especially her romantic life. She doubted she would ever trust a man again. Not with her poor, tattered heart.

“Need a hand?” Dougray’s deep voice startled her. She’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts that he’d approached without her noticing.

“No, I’ve got it,” Tammy said quickly, perhaps too quickly. She dared a glance at him and immediately regretted it. The warmth in his eyes, the hint of longing...it was too much.

Dougray nodded, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his features before he masked it. “Right. Well, if you need anything...”

“Thanks,” she said, forcing herself to sound normal. “And if you are in any way worried about Lucy, give me a call.”

“Will do.” As he walked away, Tammy’s skin tingled where their fingers had brushed earlier. She clenched her fists, willing the sensation to fade.

But no amount of willing could stop her body from reacting to him.

And maybe there was a reason for that. She knew about shifters, about fated mates. Was that what this pull toward Dougray meant? No, it couldn’t be. She’d thought Peter was her destiny, too, and look how spectacularly that had imploded.

“Ready to go?” she asked her uncle as she reached the driver’s door and opened it.

“I will be glad to get the weight off my ankle.” Gavin hooked his hand around the roof of the truck and hoisted himself inside. “Everything all right?” he asked as he settled himself into his seat.

“Yes.” Tammy cast one last glance toward Dougray, who stood by the side of the stables, his hand resting on the neck of a black horse. Then she started the engine, determined to push all thoughts of Dougray Thornberg out of her head.

She’d come to Bear Creek to escape gossip, not create more. Opening her heart to Dougray would only lead to whispers about rebounds and poor decisions.

However, as they drove away, Tammy couldn’t shake the feeling that she was leaving something vital behind. But she steeled herself, focusing on the road ahead. She had a job to do, and animals to care for. That would have to be enough.

“Today went well,” Uncle Gavin said, casting her a sideways glance. “Don’t you think?”

“About?” She shook her head. “Yes, sorry, miles away.”

Uncle Gavin chuckled softly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I can see that. Want to talk about it?”

Tammy sighed, watching the landscape roll by outside the truck window. The mountains loomed in the distance, their peaks shrouded in mist. She found herself searching for words to describe the tumult of emotions swirling within her.

“I just... I’m fine, Uncle Gavin,” she finally admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I have no doubt,” Uncle Gavin said. “But life is about more than being fine.”

“You’re right,” Tammy replied. “Maybe I should visit the animal shelter and find myself a canine companion.”

Uncle Gavin chuckled. “I believe you are meant for more than canine companionship. Don’t you?”

Tammy slowed the truck as they reached the gate leading from the Thornberg Ranch onto the road. “I don’t think I’m ready for more than that.”

“Ah,” Uncle Gavin nodded sagely. “Well, there’s no rush. A love that is true is worth waiting for.”

Tammy nodded absently, her mind drifting back to Dougray. She couldn’t deny the spark between them, but the thought of opening herself up to that kind of vulnerability again made her stomach churn.

Even if he was a shifter.

She’d visited Uncle Gavin since she was a teenager, which was longer ago than she liked to admit. During that time, she’d learned about shifters, learned that the bears, cougars, and wolves that she might encounter might not be as wild as they looked.

She’d even seen one of Uncle Gavin’s friends shift. A sight she would never forget. A night where she imagined magic was real.

And she’d gotten caught up in the romance of it all, of fated mates, and eternal bonds.

But for some reason, she had never believed she would be anyone’s fated mate.

A thought struck her. One that pierced her heart.

Was that the reason Peter had walked away from her? Had fate been behind his sudden job offer abroad? Was fate responsible for her heartbreak?

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel. If that were the case, she did not like fate that much.

How could she when it had treated her so cruelly?

Tammy climbed out of the truck and walked to the gate, pausing for a moment to appreciate the breathtaking view of the mountains and the peacefulness of the forest that bordered the road. Maybe when they got back to Uncle Gavin’s place, she’d take a hike into the mountains and clear her head. The fresh mountain air always seemed to put things into perspective.

As Tammy swung open the gate, a rustling in the nearby bushes caught her attention. She froze, her heart rate quickening. Living in bear country meant always being alert, even if some of those bears might be more than they appeared.

But instead of a bear or a wolf, a rabbit hopped into view, pausing a moment, nose twitching before it scurried into the undergrowth.

Tammy smiled to herself as she headed back to the truck. Was that fate’s way of telling her she was overreacting about this whole fated mate thing? That she was seeing problems where there weren’t any?

She wasn’t even sure Dougray was a shifter, let alone that she was his fated mate.

“Okay?” Uncle Gavin asked as she climbed into the truck and drove through the gate.

“Yes, I think I am. Or, at least, I think I will be.” She stopped the truck and reached for the door handle.

“I never had any doubts about that,” Uncle Gavin told her.

“I like your confidence,” Tammy replied as she got out of the truck and went to close the gate.

As Tammy secured the gate, a sense of calm washed over her. The rabbit’s appearance had been a gentle reminder that not everything in life was as complicated as she was making it out to be. Sometimes, things were just simple, natural, and meant to be.

Did that mean she would accept Dougray if they were fated mates?

Oh goodness, how was she meant to explain a new relationship to her mom? It would be simple if her mom knew about shifters. If her mom understood the connection shared by fated mates.

But her mom did not.

There she was, letting her mind run away with her again. It was time she stopped dwelling on what might have been and what might be. Time she lived in the present for a while.

It was time to get Uncle Gavin home. He’d tried to hide it, but she could see by the deepening lines around his mouth that his ankle was hurting. She’d get him settled in his favorite chair on the porch with one of the mystery novels he liked to read. Then she’d take a shower, wash off the day before making dinner, and then head out for an evening walk.

“Do we need to stop for groceries on the way home?” Tammy climbed back inside the truck, casting a concerted eye over her uncle.

“No, I don’t think so, unless there is something particular you need,” he answered. “Mabel, from over at the wildlife sanctuary, has been checking up on me twice a day since I hurt my ankle. There are a couple of casseroles in the fridge, so there’s no need to cook tonight.”

“Mabel from the wildlife sanctuary?” Tammy glanced sideways at her uncle. Perhaps there was a certain someone in his life after all.

Uncle Gavin chuckled, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. “Now, now, don’t go getting any ideas. Mabel simply took pity on me, helpless as I am.”

Tammy raised an eyebrow, unconvinced. “Uh-huh. Just a friend who brings you home-cooked meals and visits twice a day?”

“That’s right,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “She’s an animal lover and likes to make sure Pumpkin…”

Tammy burst out laughing. “Pumpkin? You are trying to tell me that she visits twice a day to check on your cat, who is probably more capable of taking care of himself than you?”

Uncle Gavin harrumphed, but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Pumpkin’s a very special cat, I’ll have you know. And Mabel...well, she understands that.”

Tammy shook her head, still chuckling as she steered the truck down the winding mountain road. “I’m sure she does, Uncle. I’m sure she does.”

“Ah, I’m too old for whatever that head of yours is thinking,” he told her firmly. “I’m fine on my own.”

“What is it you said to me earlier? Something about life being about more than just being fine?” Tammy teased gently.

Uncle Gavin grunted. “Using my own words against me, eh? You always were a clever one.”

“Oh, I don’t know. If I was that clever, I might have seen what happened coming sooner.” She steered the truck along the mountain roads, looking straight ahead. She didn’t want to see the pity in her uncle’s eyes. She’d seen enough of it to last a lifetime.

Not that she wasn’t grateful to all her friends and family for their unwavering support. But she didn’t want to be a person to be pitied. It didn’t sit well with her.

“Don’t you ever blame yourself for what happened,” Uncle Gavin said gruffly. “This is all on Peter. No matter what, he should not have treated you like he did.”

“He changed his mind about marrying me,” Tammy began. “That does not happen overnight. So, I do blame myself. For not seeing it. For not realizing he wasn’t committed to me or the life we had together.”

Uncle Gavin reached over and patted Tammy’s hand on the steering wheel. “Now listen here. Sometimes people are just cowards. They put on a good show, convincing themselves as much as anyone else until the moment of truth arrives. That’s not on you.”

Tammy nodded, blinking back tears. “I know, I know. It’s just... I keep replaying everything in my head, wondering if there were signs I missed.”

“That’s natural,” Uncle Gavin said. “But it won’t change anything. The only thing that matters now is how you move forward. And from where I’m sitting, you’re doing a mighty fine job of that.”

Tammy smiled weakly, touched by her uncle’s unwavering support. “I don’t think I would have agreed with you before I got here. But it’s easier to see a way forward when there’s some distance between my past and my future.”

“And do you think your future might be here…more permanently?” Her uncle’s question caught her off guard.

“What are you asking?” Tammy turned off the road and drove along the short drive to the farm.

Uncle Gavin patted his leg. “I’m getting old. And as stubborn as I am, I am not stupid. I need help in the clinic. And I’d like you to be my partner.”

“Partner?” Tammy shook her head slightly.

“Is that a no?” Uncle Gavin asked, crestfallen.

“No.” She shook her head more firmly. “That was a yes. Or at least, I need to give it some thought.”

“I preferred your first answer.” He cracked a smile. “Take all the time you need, Tammy. Me and this place are not going anywhere.”

And deep down, Tammy was already certain she was not going anywhere either.


Chapter Four – Dougray

The door banged shut behind Dougray as he stumbled into the kitchen, his boots leaving muddy prints on his mother’s clean floor. The rich aroma of her delicious pot roast hung in the air, but his stomach churned as he fumbled with the hook by the door, nearly dropping his weathered Stetson.

“Dougray Thornberg, what are you doing walking mud in here!” Mary’s voice cracked like a whip.

Dougray blinked, noticing his mother for the first time. She stood frozen by the stove, wooden spoon in hand, her brow furrowed with concern.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, toeing off his boots. His hands shook as he shrugged out of his jacket.

Mary set the spoon down with a clatter. “Dougray! Whatever is the is wrong? Did you have an accident?”

At the table, Waylan and Klein straightened, their beers forgotten. Dougray was vaguely aware of them watching him as Mary grasped his arm, guiding him to a chair. He sank into it gratefully, his legs suddenly weak.

“Dougray?” Mary’s voice softened. “Did you get kicked by one of the horses?”

He shook his head, unable to find words. His throat felt tight, choked with some nameless emotion.

It’s not nameless, his bear said. It’s love.

“Was it a cow, then?” Mary pressed, her hands fluttering anxiously over him, checking for injuries.

Again, Dougray shook his head. His mind raced, replaying the scene in the barn over and over. Tammy’s scent, the way her eyes had locked with his...

Waylan leaned forward, his deep voice rumbling with concern. “Is there something wrong with Lucy or the foal? I saw Gavin’s truck leaving not long ago.”

“No,” Dougray managed to croak out. His heart pounded, a deafening rhythm in his ears. How could he explain what had happened? The moment that had changed everything?

With words, his bear said dryly.

Klein’s chair scraped against the floor as he stood, a wide grin splitting his face. “He met his mate,” he announced, triumph in his voice.

Mary and Waylan whipped around to stare at Klein, then back at Dougray. The silence in the kitchen was deafening, broken only by the slow drip of the faucet and the ticking of the old clock on the wall.

How does Klein know? Dougray asked his bear.

Because he’s seen our brothers meet their mates, seen the look on their faces, his bear answered.

“You met your mate?” Mary’s brow creased.

“When?” Waylan asked. “I was with you all afternoon since you came back from town, and you never said anything. And you didn’t look like…this.” Waylan looked his son up and down.

“Gavin injured his leg,” Dougray explained.

“He hurt his leg when he was checking Lucy over?” Mary clasped her hands together and looked out of the window toward the stables. “Poor Gavin. Is he okay?”

“No,” Klein interrupted. “I heard he injured it when something spooked Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull.”

“That bull is as quiet as can be,” Waylan declared.

“Well, something spooked it and sent Gavin sprawling, and he injured his ankle,” Klein explained.

“Can we get back to Dougray’s mate?” Mary said, as if her son was not there.

“I heard Gavin’s niece was coming to visit to help out while he’s incapacitated,” Klein said.

Klein sure does hear a lot, Dougray’s bear said.

“Oh.” Waylan nodded as understanding dawned on him. “Well, I will not complain about a veterinarian in the family.”

“Waylan.” Mary shot her husband a sharp look.

“It’s the truth,” Waylan held up his hands defensively. “Would save us a small fortune in bills.”

“What did I ever see in you?” Mary rolled her eyes, but there was no mistaking the love in her eyes as she looked at her mate.

And one day soon our mate will look at us with that same love, Dougray’s bear said wistfully.

“So, is Gavin’s niece your mate?” Mary turned her full attention on Dougray.

“She is,” he confirmed, because there was no way he had ever been able to lie to his mother. Not that he wanted to.

No, we want to shout from the rooftops that Tammy is our mate, his bear roared.

“Four down,” Waylan chuckled as he raised his beer bottle and took a swig.

“Does she know?” Mary pulled out a chair and sat down next to Dougray, all thoughts of feeding her family gone.

Dougray hesitated, his hand clenching and unclenching as he recalled the sensations that flooded through him as they touched. Tammy’s eyes had widened, her lips parting in surprise as their gazes locked. She had to have felt it, too—that instant connection, the world shifting on its axis.

“She felt something,” he said slowly. “But I don’t know if she knows about shifters.”

Mary leaned forward, her voice comforting as she said, “It doesn’t matter if she does know or not. You’ll find a way to tell her. To show her the connection you both share.”

“I don’t know,” Dougray murmured.

“You made that good a first impression?” Klein asked.

Don’t tell him that you fell at her feet, his bear huffed. If you do, we will never hear the end of it.

“It’s not that,” Dougray began. “It was the look in Tammy’s eyes. For the briefest moment… Haunted.”

Dougray trailed off, remembering the flicker of pain he’d glimpsed in Tammy’s eyes. It had been there for just a heartbeat, quickly masked, but he couldn’t shake the image.

“Haunted?” Mary echoed, her brow furrowing. “What do you mean, son?”

Dougray shook his head, struggling to find the words. “I don’t know exactly. It was just...there was something sad there. Like she’s been hurt.”

Klein leaned back in his chair, his earlier grin fading. “Maybe that’s why she’s here. Perhaps Gavin didn’t simply invite her here because of his sprained ankle.”

“You might be right,” Mary said. “Gavin has a sixth sense when it comes to healing animals. Maybe that extends to people, too.”

“Well, she’s come to the right place,” Waylan interjected, his voice gruff but gentle. “A mating bond is a powerful thing. It can heal a lot of hurts.”

Mary nodded, reaching out to pat Dougray’s hand. “Your father’s right. Whatever this young woman has been through, you two were brought together for a reason.”

“I’m here for whatever she needs,” Dougray said as he slowly came back to himself.

“And she’s sure to need you,” Mary assured him.

Dougray nodded, his bear rumbling in agreement. The need to protect and comfort his mate was already overwhelming, even though he barely knew her.

“So, when do we get to meet her?” Klein asked, breaking Dougray’s moment of contemplation.

Dougray hesitated. “I’m not sure. I didn’t exactly have time to ask her out or anything. It all happened so fast.”

Mary clucked her tongue. “Well, we can’t have that. Why don’t you invite her over for dinner tomorrow night? It’ll give her a chance to meet the family in a relaxed setting.”

Dougray’s stomach flipped at the thought. Part of him wanted nothing more than to see Tammy again, to bask in her presence and learn everything about her. But another part, the cautious side, worried it might be too soon to inflict his family on his mate. Especially if she had no clue about shifters and fated mates.

Yeah, what are the chances they won’t slip up and make it obvious she is our mate? his bear agreed.

“I don’t know, Mom,” he said hesitantly. “I’d like to get to know her better myself first and find out what haunts her before she comes to dinner.”

“You’re right,” Mary said with a resigned sigh and patted his hand before she got up from the chair and went back to preparing dinner.

“Maybe a quiet word with Gavin?” Waylan suggested as he rose to help his wife. “He might be able to shed some light on things.”

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea to go behind Tammy’s back.” Mary set the plates down on the table.

“Mom’s right.” Klein nodded as he leaned forward and inhaled the delicious aroma of pot roast his dad set down on the table. “If Tammy’s been through something, she should be the one to tell you about it, in her own time.”

“Maybe, but sometimes it’s better to be prepared, so you don’t go putting your foot in it,” Waylan said, casting a look at his wife.

Mary chuckled. “Your father has some experience in that department.”

“Ah, but it all worked out in the end,” Waylan said with a wink at his wife.

Dougray felt a pang of longing as he watched his parents exchange loving glances. Would he and Tammy have that someday? The easy way they had with each other, the shared history, the unspoken understanding?

His bear rumbled contentedly. We will have all that and more.

I hope so. His parents had a wonderful relationship. And each of the Thornberg sons looked up to them as a symbol of the joys of the mating bond. But from where Dougray stood, or sat, right now, it seemed like an impossibly high standard to achieve.

“Well,” Mary said, breaking into Dougray’s thoughts as she set a steaming plate of vegetables in front of him, “I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see how things unfold. And enjoy the journey along the way.”

“That is the most important thing.” Waylan waved his fork in Dougray’s direction as he sat back down. “Enjoy it. This is a once in a lifetime event. Now that you have met, this is it, and you want to make the most incredible memories along the way.”

“Not all of them good,” Mary warned as she sat down at the table. “Your father and I might look as if we have it all figured out, but it took hard work and plenty of love and understanding to get here.”

“You make it look so natural,” Dougray admitted. “And meeting Tammy just felt…awkward.”

“Oh, there’s plenty of awkwardness,” Mary chuckled. “But getting to know each other is part of the fun.”

“And the thing is,” Waylan began, “you have to do what feels best to you. No two mating bonds are the same. Not two mates are the same.”

“Your father is right,” Mary said.

“Now, that is a first,” Waylan said, with a sly smile as Mary rolled her eyes.

“I’ll take it slow, give it time for Tammy to open up in her own time,” he decided as he dug into his meatloaf. “Maybe I’ll stop by the clinic tomorrow, see if she needs any help with Gavin or the animals.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea.” Mary flashed him a motherly smile. “I can’t wait for Tammy to be part of the family.”

“Things are evening up, piece by piece,” Waylan said.

“Yes,” Mary nodded approvingly. “If Klein found his mate, we’ll be almost equal.” Her bottom lip trembled, and she got up from her seat and went to the cupboard and reached down a glass, filling it with cool water.

Waylan’s eyes followed her, a similar kind of haunted look in his eyes as Dougray had seen in Tammy’s eyes.

Loss. But Dougray knew what his father had lost. The same thing his mom had lost.

Jay is not lost, Dougray’s bear argued. He’ll be back when he’s ready.

Dougray wished he shared his bear’s optimism. But part of him feared Jay might never be ready to come home.

Home to his family, who loved him. Who supported him.

But then it wasn’t his family he’d run from when he’d left. It was a part of himself.

Time is a healer, Dougray’s bear said firmly.

Dougray hoped his bear was right. Not just for Jay’s sake.

But Tammy’s, too.


Chapter Five – Tammy

“Is there anything else you need?” Tammy asked as Uncle Gavin leaned back in his chair, his feet resting on a footstool as he read his latest mystery novel while sipping a glass of rum.

Rum had always been his favorite tipple, and as a girl, Tammy had always joked that he would make a good pirate.

The thought brought a smile to her lips, a sharp contrast to the current state of her life, which felt like being stranded at sea after a shipwreck.

Uncle Gavin glanced up from his book, fixing her with his gaze from behind his reading glasses. “No, thank you, Tammy. I’m perfectly content. Although, if you’re offering another splash of rum, it would not go amiss.” He raised his glass slightly, the amber liquid glinting in the soft glow of the reading lamp at his elbow.

“Are you sure?” Tammy asked, with a voice that sounded distinctly like her mother’s.

“Doctor’s orders.” He gave her a sly smile.

“I doubt whether your doctor told you to drink rum,” Tammy went to the cabinet next to the bookshelves that contained a mixture of mystery books and veterinarian manuals and pulled out the familiar bottle of spiced rum. Her uncle was predictable in his tastes. She poured a modest amount into his glass, allowing the rich aroma of spices to take her back to simpler times.

“It’s all about balance.” Uncle Gavin chuckled, watching her pour. “A little indulgence keeps the spirits high, and the heart light.”

Tammy shook her head with a smile. “There is something to be said about life’s little luxuries. Which is why I am going for a walk.”

“It is a beautiful evening,” Uncle Gavin replied, glancing toward the mountains where the sun had dipped halfway behind the distant peaks. “I always find this time of day perfect for clearing the mind. It never fails to give me a good night’s sleep.”

Tammy nodded, reaching for her jacket and slipping it on. Once the sun had set, the mountain would turn chilly. “I won’t be gone long,” she reassured him, though she knew he wouldn’t worry. Her uncle knew she could look after herself. She’d walked these mountains alone for years. They, like this house, were like a second home to her.

Would she like them to be her first home?

“Ah, there you are, Pumpkin.” The ginger cat jumped up on Uncle Gavin’s lap and rubbed his head against the mystery book. Uncle Gavin playfully tickled him in his most loved spot behind his ears, causing a loud and contented purr to emanate from the depths of his throat.

“I can see you are in expert hands,” Tammy said as she headed out of the room. “Don’t wait up.”

“I’ll leave the door unlocked,” Uncle Gavin called after her.

“When don’t you?” she replied and then opened the kitchen door and stepped out into Uncle Gavin’s garden, the scent of sweet blooms heady on the breeze.

She sucked in a breath of air and let it out slowly.

The world outside felt different tonight, although she could not put her finger on why.

But there was a sense of expectancy. Like the calm before a storm. She looked up. The sky was clear, and the weather forecast had only predicted a fresh breeze.

But the weather changed fast up here, and the forecasts often got it wrong.

Unpredictable, Uncle Gavin called it.

Much like her life.

Tammy walked down the familiar path lined with roses and lavender, their subtle fragrances mingling in the cool evening air. As she reached the edge of Uncle Gavin’s property, where the normally well-tended garden gave way to wild mountain terrain, Tammy paused.

A shiver ran through her, but not from the cool mountain air. No, this was different.

It was as if something were guiding her. Beckoning to her, and she had no choice but to follow wherever it may lead.

She followed a well-worn trail, one she had walked many times before. But when the path forked in two, she was compelled to leave the familiar well-worn trail and follow the narrow trail, one that was little more than an animal track.

Yet this was the way she was meant to walk. Whatever was calling her wanted her to go this way.

Which was ridiculous. Nothing was calling her. She was acting of her own free will.

Yet the idea of turning around and heading back to the fork and taking her usual trail seemed inexplicably wrong. Although, she could not say why for sure.

So, instead, she pressed on, her steps quickening as curiosity and a bewildering urgency propelled her forward.

The narrow trail wound its way through a dense copse of pines, their branches reaching out like gnarled fingers in the fading light. Tammy ducked under low-hanging boughs, her senses on high alert.

As she emerged from the copse, the path widened slightly, leading her to a small clearing.

A small, empty clearing.

She let out a small laugh, aimed at herself. What had she expected to find?

A crock of gold? A fairy ring? Tammy shook her head, chuckling softly at her own fanciful thoughts. The clearing was just that—a clearing.

Yet, as she stood there, Tammy couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out there.

She leaned forward, peering into the trees as she turned slowly in a circle, her eyes scanning the shadowy edges of the clearing.

As she completed her turn, a flicker of movement caught her eye.

There! Tammy froze, her heart fit to burst from her chest.

At the far edge of the clearing, partially obscured by the shadows of the trees, stood a massive bear. Its tawny coat flecked with silver, as a sliver of moon rose in the inky blue sky.

As cliched as it sounded, for a moment, time seemed to stand still. Tammy’s breath caught in her throat as she locked eyes with the magnificent creature. The bear’s gaze was intense, almost human-like in its intelligence. It didn’t move, didn’t growl, or show any signs of aggression. Instead, it seemed to study her with as much curiosity as she was studying it.

Tammy’s mind raced. From when she was a little girl, Uncle Gavin had taught her what to do if she encountered a bear—stay calm, make yourself look big, and back away slowly. But something about this bear made her hesitate. It wasn’t behaving like a typical wild bear. There was an air of...familiarity about it.

As it held her gaze, she knew could not back away slowly. Or quickly.

She could not back away at all.

This was where she was meant to be.

She knew it. The bear knew it.

The bear took a step forward, emerging fully from the shadows.

Tammy’s heart raced, but not entirely from fear. There was something mesmerizing about the bear’s presence. She found herself taking a small step forward, drawn by an inexplicable urge to be closer to this majestic creature.

The bear tilted its head, watching, assessing. Then, with a grace that belied its massive size, it lowered itself to the ground, sitting on its haunches. It was a posture that seemed almost...inviting.

This was surreal, unlike anything she’d ever experienced. The bear’s eyes, warm and brown, held a depth of intelligence that both thrilled and unnerved her. She took another tentative step forward and reached out her hand.

The bear leaned forward, its massive head inching closer to Tammy’s outstretched hand. She held her breath, every muscle in her body taut with anticipation and a mix of fear and wonder. The bear’s warm breath ghosted over her palm, sending a shiver down her spine.

Tammy’s fingers trembled as they hovered inches from the bear’s muzzle. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat echoing in her ears. Then, with surprising gentleness, the bear pressed its nose into her palm.

A jolt of electricity shot through Tammy’s body at the contact, a warmth spreading from her palm up her arm and throughout her entire body.

And deeper. As if it could penetrate her soul.

She dropped to her knees before it, intensely aware of how vulnerable she was as the massive creature loomed over her.

But she wasn’t afraid. How could she be when she’d felt that same jolt of electricity, that same sense of connection already once today?

“Dougray.” Even as she spoke his name, she knew it was true, even though it seemed absurd.

But it was the truth.

The bear. The man. They were one and the same.

The bear’s shoulder dropped as if relieved she knew who he was. As if she had passed a test of some kind.

The bear—Dougray—let out a low rumble, almost like a purr. His eyes, still fixed on Tammy’s, seemed to soften. Slowly, he lowered his massive head, resting it gently on her lap. The weight was substantial, but not uncomfortable, and Tammy’s fingers instinctively moved to stroke the bear’s thick fur, marveling at its softness.

A bubble of laughter built up inside her. How crazy was this? She was kneeling on the forest floor with a bear’s head in her lap. But not just any bear. A shifter.

“Mates.” As if in response to her words, the bear lifted its head and stepped back away from her.

After taking one last, lingering look at Tammy, the air around the bear began to shimmer, like heat rising from sunbaked asphalt. Tammy watched, transfixed, as the massive creature’s outline blurred and shifted.

Until it was gone.

She took a sharp breath. She was alone.

Had she dreamed the bear?

But then her doubts were dashed away as a figure appeared from the shimmering air. Dougray stood before her, tall and broad-shouldered, his tawny hair tinged with silver matching the fur of his bear form. His warm brown eyes, so familiar now, gazed at her with a mixture of apprehension and hope.

Tammy slowly rose to her feet, her eyes never leaving Dougray’s. She took a tentative step toward him, her fingers twitching to read out and run through his hair, just as they had tangled in his bear’s fur.

Yet something held her back. There wasn’t the same easiness between the human side of Dougray and the bear.

“So that’s it?” she whispered, her voice trembling slightly. “We’re mates?”

“We are.” Dougray nodded.

“And you knew, this afternoon when we met at the ranch, you knew?” It was a stupid question. Of course, he knew.

If the stories she’d heard were true, he’d known before they even set eyes on each other.

Dougray nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “I knew,” he admitted softly. “But I wanted… I sensed… I didn’t think you were ready.”

“But you do now?” Tammy swallowed hard, her mind reeling. She didn’t know if she was ready.

But this was a truth once told you could never forget. Even if she wanted to.

Did she want to?

If she could turn back time, if she could go back and walk the well-trodden trail, would she?

No. The answer came without pause in her head, and it was the truth.

“I hope so,” he replied.

Tammy took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I’m ready,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “This is all so...sudden. Overwhelming.”

Dougray nodded, understanding in his eyes. “I know. And I’m sorry if I’ve overwhelmed you. That was never my intention.” He took a small step back, giving her space. “I didn’t come here tonight to tell you. I just wanted…” He ducked his head and averted his gaze. “I needed to feel you. Not in a creepy way,” he added quickly.

She smiled as the tension between them lightened. “Good to know.”

He cracked a grin. “What I meant was, I needed to know that you are real. This afternoon, it was…”

“Overwhelming?” she arched a questioning eyebrow at him.

“Overwhelming,” he agreed with a small smile.

In that moment, she knew that even if she was not ready, she could not ignore the connection between them.

And deep down, no matter what happened, no matter what people might say about her being on the rebound… She did not want to ignore it.


Chapter Six – Dougray

She didn’t seem as shocked as I’d feared. Elation flooded Dougray’s veins as relief consumed him. When he’d sensed Tammy in the forest, he’d been torn between showing her his true self and giving her time to adjust to her new life here.

But the closer she got to him, the harder it was to turn away.

Our mate already knew about shifters. His bear shared the same elation. And I’m certain she knew we were mates the first time we touched. She just needed time to process.

“My uncle taught me about shifters when he thought I was old enough to handle the knowledge without blurting it out to anyone,” Tammy began. “Particularly to my mom. Who, as open-minded as she is, in so many ways, would not react well to learning people can shift into animals.”

“I hoped you already knew,” Dougray said. “And when you saw me and didn’t react like you’d seen a bear, even though one was standing right there in front of you, I figured Gavin must have told you.”

“I was surprised when I saw you standing there, but not scared,” Tammy admitted, her eyes softening as she gazed at Dougray. “I felt you. I was going to take the other hiking trail, but something told me to come this way. It’s like…my soul recognized yours.”

“We are connected.” He pressed his lips together as if holding back.

“Say it.”

“I…” He inhaled deeply. “But this afternoon when we were with Lucy, I sensed there was… That something had happened to you.”

“Happened to me.” She tensed and wrapped her arms around her body.

“There was a moment when I was sure I saw pain flicker in your eyes.” He raised his hand as if wanting to reach out and comfort her. “Pain like you’d lost someone.”

She rocked forward and looked down at her feet as she scuffed the dried leaves beneath her feet. “You got all that from a flicker in my eyes.”

“Am I wrong?” His gruff voice held so much emotion it made her heart squeeze.

“No,” she whispered hoarsely.

“I’m sorry,” he took a step closer to her.

“No one died.” She raised her head and locked eyes with his. “I was supposed to be married in a few days. But a week ago, my fiancé chose a new job over our wedding.”

How could he! Dougray’s bear roared in his head. How could he cause her so much pain?

But if he hadn’t, Dougray told his bear, Tammy would not be standing in front of us right now.

She’d be lost to us forever, his bear said miserably, torn between wanting to avenge any hurt caused to their mate and wanting her in their lives.

“I’m sorry,” Dougray finally said.

“Are you?” Tammy must have been having the same thoughts.

“I’m sorry for your pain, your loss…” His voice trailed off.

Tammy’s eyes searched his face, looking for any sign of insincerity. Finding none, she nodded slowly. “Thank you. I appreciate you must have mixed feelings about the whole thing.”

“I know your uncle told you about shifters, about how we change from one form to another, but how much did he tell you about fated mates?” Dougray asked.

She shrugged, still hugging herself, and he wanted to wrap his arms around her and draw her close, chasing away her pain. “That we’re bonded together forever. That there will never be anyone for you…but me.”

“And did he also tell you that I would rather experience the pain of losing you than for you to be unhappy?” He hoped she could sense his sincerity.

“Are you really saying that if Peter, my ex-fiancé, walked back into my life tomorrow and made things up with me, that you would let me go with your blessing?” She didn’t believe him.

And I hope it’s not something we ever have to prove to her, his bear said.

“If that’s where your heart lies.” Dougray gave a short laugh and ran his hand through his hair. “I did not say I would be happy about it.”

It would feel as if someone had carved our heart out with a spoon, his bear rumbled.

But still, we would let her go, Dougray said.

We would. His bear hung his head.

Even the thought of it made his stomach churn and Dougray took a deep breath to steady himself. “But, Tammy, I hope you understand that seeing you happy is what matters most to me. Even if it means sacrificing my own happiness.”

Tammy took a step closer to Dougray, her arms falling to her sides. “I... I believe you.”

“And that is the other thing about me. I cannot lie to you.”

“Never?”

“Not unless it was to save you from pain.”

“Don’t you ever feel as if fate is stacked against you?”

“No.”

Tammy blinked, surprised by his certainty. “How can you say that when the mating bond leaves you so vulnerable?”

Dougray’s answer was firm. “Because the mating bond isn’t a weakness, it’s a strength. It’s a gift that allows us to love more deeply and completely than we ever could otherwise.”

“Well, I guess when you put it like that.” She gave a nervous smile but seemed to relax. “I suppose there’s something comforting about that kind of certainty.”

“I don’t want you to just take my word for it,” Dougray said. “I aim to spend the rest of my life proving to you that it’s not all talk.”

“This is just crazy.” She put her hand to her head. “We’ve just met, and you are making these enormous promises.”

And she’s just been dumped by a man who she thought she could trust, who probably promised her forever, his bear said.

But this is different. We are different, Dougray answered.

Actions speak louder than words, as our dad always says, his bear answered.

Yeah, usually when one of us boys managed to get ourselves into trouble, Dougray said.

Like the time you and Ezra accidentally let the goats out of their pen, and they found their way into Mom’s vegetable garden, his bear reminded him.

Oh yeah. Dougray chuckled at the memory. As much as we apologized, words would not undo the damage, but weeks of hard work after school did the trick.

This time we have to undo the damage done by someone else, his bear told him.

And he was right. No matter how long it took. Days, weeks, months, or years, they would mend Tammy’s heart and show her they were worthy of her love. And her trust.

“They are promises I intend to keep,” Dougray finally said.

“I should get back.” She didn’t turn away from him, at least not physically, but it was as if the distance between them had widened. “Uncle Gavin will be wondering where I am.”

“Can I walk you?” Dougray took a tentative step forward, hoping she was not going to completely shut him out.

Tammy hesitated, a guarded look on her face, and then she gave a single nod. “Sure.”

One step at a time, his bear said.

That’s the only way forward, Dougray replied as he followed Tammy toward the edge of the clearing.

“I can’t see the way.” She stopped and looked at him. “It’s too dark to see the trail.”

“Allow me.” Dougray stepped ahead, his keen eyes adjusting easily to the growing darkness. The forest was alive with familiar nocturnal sounds—rustling leaves, a distant owl’s call, and the soft whisper of the wind through the branches. They were the soundtrack to his late-night wonderings when he dreamed of a mate to share his life with.

And here she was. By his side at last.

He stepped carefully over the uneven ground, aware of Tammy’s presence close behind him. It was as if every atom in his body was attuned to hers.

“Careful.” His arm shot out as she trod on a fallen branch that snapped, sending her tumbling forward.

Dougray caught Tammy easily, his strong arms wrapping around her waist. For a moment, they stood frozen, bodies pressed together in the darkness. Tammy’s breath hitched, and Dougray could hear her heart racing, matching the rapid tempo of his own.

“Thanks.” She didn’t try to pull away, and he closed his eyes, reveling in the nearness of her as the scent of her warm skin filled his nostrils.

She was as intoxicating as wild honey, and he longed to lower his head and capture her lips. To taste her for the first time.

But he resisted, knowing it wasn’t the right moment. Dougray gently set her back on her feet, his hands lingering a second longer than necessary before letting go. “You’re welcome,” he murmured.

They continued down the path in silence. There was an awkwardness between them that he wanted to claw away and tear to shreds. There should be no barriers between a shifter and their mate.

Dougray breathed out and let go of the tension building inside him. Just as when he first handled a wild horse, he had to take it slow. He knew that he had to be patient and take things slowly; rushing could result in ruining their relationship forever.

“How is Gavin?” Dougray asked. “He looked tired as you left.”

The question seemed so ordinary, compared to the words that he wanted to say to her. But anything was better than the silence that stretched between them.

“He’s at home, reading one of his favorite books,” she replied.

“He had a lucky escape from his run-in with the bull,” Dougray said.

“I know.” Tammy gave him a sideways glance. “He’s as tough as old boots, or so he’d like everyone to think. So when I arrived here, I half thought he was making it up.”

“You thought he was offering you a…a sanctuary.”

“A sanctuary.” She mused over this for a moment as they walked on. “Yes, I suppose you could call it that. But I was wrong. He really has hurt his ankle.”

“I was surprised to hear what happened,” Dougray said.

“How so?” She turned to look at him. Even in the dark of the forest, he could see her face in the moonlight that shone down from the heavens.

“Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull is usually one of the gentlest animals in town. He’s like a pet dog with her, and normally stands patiently while she fusses about him.” Dougray had been over to Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s farm more times than he could count, and the bull was a real sweetheart. And Dougray had never thought to use that word when describing a two-thousand-pound bull.

“So, his behavior was out of character?” Tammy asked.

“Definitely.” Dougray nodded.

“Maybe I should head over there tomorrow and check him out,” Tammy said. “Just in case there was an underlying reason for him to act that way.”

“I could come with you,” he blurted out without thinking.

“You don’t think a woman can handle a bull?” Tammy challenged.

“Nope, Old Ma Hinchcliffe is proof of that,” Dougray said.

Nice recovery, his bear complimented.

“But I’ve known that bull for years….”

“I would enjoy your company,” Tammy said, and he sensed her smiling. “On one condition.”

“One condition?” he asked.

“You stop worrying that you are going to say or do the wrong thing.” She stopped walking, and he turned to face her. “Like I said, I don’t know if I am ready for this.” She waved her hand back and forth between them. “But whatever is holding me back is something I have to deal with. In the meantime, why don’t we get to know each other.”

“Getting to know each other is good…” He cracked a wide smile. “Great, even.”

“But slowly,” she replied.

“As slow as you like,” he agreed. “No pressure.”

“All right then,” she tilted her head to one side as she looked at him. “Tell me something about yourself that most people don’t know.”

Dougray hesitated, caught off guard by her request. He rubbed the back of his neck, considering. “Well, I... I have five brothers and countless cousins. I think they know most things about me.”

“Do they?” she asked, her voice husky, inviting. “There must be something.”

He cracked a wide smile. “They don’t know how much I really want to kiss you right now.”

She chuckled and punched him lightly in the chest. “Deep answer.”

“You didn’t say it had to be deep,” he replied lightly.

“No, I did not.” She let out a long breath. “And maybe that’s what I need right now. Lightness.”

“I can be light,” he replied. “But not shallow. I don’t do shallow.”

“Neither do I, Dougray.” Her bottom lip trembled and the urge to kiss her took hold of him once more.

She smiled a shy smile and turned away, following the well-worn path back toward her uncle’s farm.

As they walked, Dougray’s soul soared as high as the distant mountain peaks.

They had done it. They had taken the first step forward, which truly did feel like a giant leap.

As they emerged from the forest, the lights on Gavin’s porch glowed warmly in the distance. Tammy slowed her pace, and Dougray matched it, savoring these last moments together.

“Thank you for walking me back,” Tammy said, staring at the lights as if they were calling her home.

“You are welcome.” He shoved his hands in his pockets to stop himself from reaching out to her as they reached Gavin’s well-tended garden. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll arrange a visit to see the bull and then let you know the details,” she told him. “Is there any time that is best for you?”

“I can be free whenever you need me.”

She locked eyes with his and then leaned forward, pressing her lips to his cheek, before she slipped away and disappeared into the darkness.

Dougray had never been happier than he was in that moment.

And this is just the beginning, his bear said.


Chapter Seven – Tammy

Tammy cracked her eyes open and for a moment lay there, waiting for the familiar pain of Peter’s betrayal and the embarrassment of canceling her wedding so close to the date to crowd in on her.

She sucked in a breath, expecting the familiar tightness in her chest. A tightness that left her feeling claustrophobic, as if the entire world was pressing in on her.

Instead, there was a lightness in her chest. And an image of Dougray in her head.

Mates.

The word echoed in her head.

Turning over, she plumped the pillow and stared out of the window at the mountains beyond.

The pain of being dumped so close to her wedding day had become a constant companion, but now...

It was as if the world was filled with possibilities once more. As if she had a future.

But did she really want to jump from one relationship right into another?

“That is not something you have to decide here and now,” Tammy muttered, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Her bare feet touched the cool wooden floor, grounding her in the present moment.

Where she belonged.

She was tired of going over memories of the past and thoughts of her future. It was time to live in the present, to take each day as it came.

As she crossed the room, the aroma of coffee wafted up the stairs, and she could hear Uncle Gavin humming tunelessly in the kitchen below. Tammy padded to the dresser, catching sight of herself in the mirror. Her curvy figure was swathed in an oversized t-shirt, her hair a tangled mess.

“Three days,” she whispered to her reflection, a lump forming in her throat as she recalled an image of herself in the beautiful wedding dress she had picked out. A dress she would never get to wear. “In three days, I should’ve been walking down the aisle.”

The familiar wave of grief crashed over her, threatening to pull her under. Tammy gripped the edge of the dresser and took a deep breath.

“Live in the present.” She let out a long breath and squared her shoulders.

What was the saying? There’s no point in crying over spilled milk.

It was true. That future, the future she had dreamed of, had planned for, was gone. It was not coming back.

“Coffee’s hot.” Uncle Gavin’s voice carried up the stairs, tinged with concern.

Tammy cleared her throat. “Thanks, Uncle Gavin. Be down in a minute.”

She quickly pulled on a pair of jeans and ran a brush through her tangled hair, all the while grappling with the tumultuous thoughts swirling in her mind. Was she truly ready to try again with Dougray? The idea of fated mates was simultaneously thrilling and terrifying.

“The present,” she reminded herself as she descended the stairs. The scent of bacon joined the coffee, making her stomach growl despite her emotional turmoil. Uncle Gavin stood at the stove, his salt-and-pepper hair sticking up at odd angles, reminding her of a disheveled Santa Claus.

“Morning,” he said, flashing her a bright smile. “Sleep, okay?”

Tammy nodded, settling into a chair at the kitchen table. “As well as can be expected, I guess.”

Uncle Gavin’s brow furrowed as he slid a mug of steaming coffee in front of her. “Want to talk about it?”

She wrapped her hands around the warm mug, staring into its depths as if seeking answers. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Because of Dougray?” he asked, flipping the bacon with practiced ease.

Tammy’s head snapped up. “You know about that?”

Uncle Gavin chuckled. “I might have injured my ankle, but I’m not blind. I saw the way he looked at you yesterday. And the way you looked at him.”

She sighed, taking a sip of coffee. “I just... I don’t know if I’m ready. My heart still feels so raw, you know? And now there’s this whole...mate thing.”

“Ah, the shifter bond,” Uncle Gavin nodded sagely. “I didn’t want to ask, but I saw the connection between you when you touched. Saw the spark in your eyes.”

“And last night…” Tammy needed someone to talk to, someone who was on her side and who would understand. And that had always been Uncle Gavin. “He was here.”

“Dougray?” Uncle Gavin had been in bed when she got home from her nighttime rendezvous with her shifter.

“Yes, he was in the forest.” Her jaw tensed, but there was no holding back. “I met his bear. And then Dougray told me we were mates.”

“You don’t look so happy about it, if you don’t mind me saying.” Uncle Gavin set a plate of food down in front of her and then sat down across the table.

“I’ve hardly had a chance to process what happened with Peter,” she began. “In three days’ time, I was supposed to be walking down the aisle with him. It was supposed to be the start of a new life. I can’t imagine what people will say if I start dating another man so soon.”

“Does it matter?” Uncle Gavin asked bluntly.

“It shouldn’t,” she said, meeting his wise old eyes.

“But it does.”

She nodded. “Although, since I am already the center of the gossip mill right now, I might as well add fuel to that fire.”

“Hey.” He reached across the table and covered her hand with his. “The mating bond is a powerful thing, Tammy. But it doesn’t erase your past or your pain.”

“So what do I do?” she asked, hating how small and vulnerable her voice sounded.

Uncle Gavin leaned forward, his kind eyes filled with understanding. “You take it one day at a time. Allow yourself to feel whatever you’re feeling. There’s no rush, no matter what anyone says about fated mates.”

Tammy brushed her hand across her eyes, wiping away the tears that threatened to fall. “But what if I’m not capable of moving on? What if I’m too broken?”

“Oh, Tammy,” Uncle Gavin wrapped an arm around her. “You’re stronger than you know. And sometimes, the most beautiful things are born from brokenness.”

“I guess you are right,” Tammy replied.

“My advice?” Uncle Gavin said.

“Aren’t you going to give it whatever I say?” she replied lightly.

“You know me so well.” Uncle Gavin cracked a wide smile, but then it was replaced by a seriousness he seldom showed, unless he was about to give distressing news to the owner of one of his patients.

“Go ahead, I’m listening,” she replied.

Uncle Gavin took a deep breath, his eyes softening as he gazed at his niece. “My advice is to give yourself permission to heal, Tammy. Don’t rush into anything, but don’t close yourself off either. Dougray is a good man. His family are good, honest, and loyal.”

“And easy on the eyes,” she said lightly, although his looks were probably the least important character trait.

“So I’ve heard the ladies say,” Uncle Gavin replied.

“The ladies?” Tammy arched a questioning eyebrow at him.

“Oh, don’t go getting any ideas,” Uncle Gavin told her with a wave of his hand. “Women might choose him, but from what I know, he hasn’t dated in some time. I guess there gets to a point where it seems fruitless when you know the person you are taking on a date is not the right one for you.”

“That makes for a lonely life.” She watched her uncle over the rim of her coffee cup. He wasn’t a shifter, but he lived like one, keeping to himself. She could not remember the last time her mom had told her Uncle Gavin was going on a date.

And yes, for her mom, who wanted nothing more than to see her brother married and settled, even the mere hint that Gavin was going on a date was news that would be broadcast far and wide.

“But that’s all changed,” Uncle Gavin said, casting a knowing look her way. “For both of you.”

Tammy set her coffee mug down, tracing the rim with her finger as she mulled over his advice.

“I know you’re right,” she said quietly. “It’s just...scary, you know? Opening myself up again. Especially so soon after...”

Uncle Gavin nodded sympathetically. “I know. But this is different. Dougray is different.”

“He sure is.” She closed her eyes briefly and conjured up the image of the bear she’d met in the forest last night. He was the most incredible creature she had ever seen.

“Okay, if we’re done with your love life,” Uncle Gavin said with a chuckle. “We need to eat and then get ready for the day.”

Tammy smiled weakly and picked up her knife and fork. “I was talking to Dougray about the bull.”

“The bull…” Uncle Gavin’s eyes widened. “Oh, you mean Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull?”

“The one and the same,” Tammy nodded, taking a bite of her bacon. “I thought I might go over there today and take a look.”

Uncle Gavin stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Take a look?”

“You said he was acting out of character and Dougray confirmed it. So I was thinking of heading over there and checking him over.” Tammy forked up her eggs and took a bite. “You make the best scrambled eggs.”

“Don’t tell your mother that,” Uncle Gavin said with a chuckle.

“I won’t,” Tammy replied as she savored the flavor of her breakfast. “So, the bull?”

Uncle Gavin nodded as he chewed over a mouthful of food. “You might be right. It would be good for someone to take a look at him. Just in case he’s gone a little crazy. You never know, and I would hate anything to happen to Old Ma Hinchcliffe when it could be prevented.”

“That’s what I was thinking. I could take some bloods and check there are no psychological changes.”

“We could fit it in after this morning’s appointments,” Uncle Gavin said.

“Dougray offered to go with me,” Tammy said, as she focused on her nearly eaten plate of eggs and bacon.

“Oh, did he now.” Uncle Gavin chuckled.

“You could come, too,” Tammy offered.

“I don’t think so,” Uncle Gavin said with a knowing smile. “I’ve got plenty to keep me busy here at the clinic. Besides, I think you and Dougray could use some time together.”

Tammy felt her cheeks warm. “It’s not like that,” she insisted, even though if she were being honest, she’d like to spend time with Dougray. Alone.

“Sure it’s not,” Uncle Gavin said with a wink. “Just be careful around that bull. There’s nothing more dangerous than an unpredictable animal.”

Tammy nodded, picking up her coffee cup. “I’ll be careful.”

“And Dougray will be there, too,” Uncle Gavin said, as if reassuring himself.

“I can handle myself,” Tammy retorted.

“Oh, I know, but he’s been around cattle all his life…” Uncle Gavin shrugged. “It just makes me feel better…less useless, knowing that he’ll be there with you.”

“You are not useless,” Tammy assured him.

“No, but I am getting old. Perhaps too old for a clinic this size,” he replied.

“Don’t say that.” Tammy reached across the table to squeeze her uncle’s hand. “This clinic needs you. The whole town needs you.”

Uncle Gavin smiled, but there was a hint of sadness in his eyes. “Maybe. But I’m not as spry as I used to be. And with this bum ankle...” He trailed off, shaking his head.

“But you have so much knowledge of the people here, of their animals,” Tammy said firmly. “That is invaluable.”

“That’s kind of you to say, Tammy.” Uncle Gavin’s eyes crinkled with a warm smile. “But perhaps it’s time I started thinking about the future of this place. Who knows, maybe you’ll decide to stick around and take over someday.”

Tammy had always believed her future lay in a small animal clinic.

But now…

“Shall we get started?” Tammy asked, not ready to make any kind of commitment right now.

But as she cleared the table, the idea of a life here in Bear Creek, of running the clinic alongside her uncle, and sharing her life with Dougray, seemed like a tantalizing possibility.

One that would bring her more happiness and fulfillment than her promised life with Peter ever could.

Even though it was not a path she would have chosen to walk, maybe fate had led her right here.


Chapter Eight – Dougray

“A watched kettle never boils,” Waylan told his son as he swung his hammer at a nail, securing a rail that formed part of a fence that had been pushed down by a herd of cattle overnight. Thankfully, the cattle had only gotten as far as the next meadow, so no harm done. “And a watched phone never rings.”

“Wise words, Dad.” Dougray chuckled and shoved his phone back in his back pocket as he lifted the next rail and held it in place.

“She’ll call,” Waylan assured him.

“I hope you are right,” Dougray sighed, his eyes drifting toward the distant mountains, cast in a myriad shades of greens and grays, a sight that usually brought him comfort. Today, however, his mind was elsewhere.

Their mate.

Dad is right, she’ll call, his bear said, although his words carried the same impatience that Dougray felt in his human form. He took a deep breath, inhaling the crisp mountain air and the scent of fresh-cut wood. The repetitive motion of hammering nails and lifting rails helped calm his nerves, but his thoughts kept drifting back to her.

“You know,” Waylan began, pausing to wipe his brow with the back of his hand, leaving a smudge of dirt across his weathered skin, “your mother once kept me waiting for three days before she called me back. Three whole days. I thought I was going to lose my mind.”

Dougray raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “Really? Mom made you wait that long? What happened?”

Waylan chuckled, a fond gleam in his eye as he recalled the memory. “Oh, she had her reasons. Turns out she was helping her grandmother move to a new cabin up in the hills. No cell service back then, of course, and the cabin had no phone line. When she finally called, I was so relieved I could barely speak.”

Dougray smiled, imagining his mother as a young woman, fiercely independent and kind-hearted. A trait each of her sons had inherited. “Did you ever worry you and Mom wouldn’t make it?”

Waylan straightened up and reached for a canteen of water, taking a long swig from the canteen before passing it to Dougray. “Worry? Son, I was terrified. Your mother was—is—the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. I knew from the moment I saw her that she was my mate, but I also knew that she was her own person, with her own dreams and ambitions. I worried maybe she wouldn’t want the life I could offer her here on the ranch.”

Dougray nodded thoughtfully, taking a drink from the canteen. “I couldn’t picture her being anywhere else.”

“Me neither.” Waylan scanned the horizon. “But when she saw this place… Well, there were times early on when I wondered if it was the ranch she fell in love with first, or me.”

“I never would have figured you’d had any insecurities,” Dougray said. “You and Mom are so perfect for each other.”

“We are. But it didn’t start out that way,” Waylan replied. “The mating bond isn’t some magic bullet. It still takes work and commitment to build a solid relationship.”

“Like this fence,” Dougray lifted another rail into place.

Waylan chuckled and picked up the hammer. “I have always found hard physical work to be a good way to clear the mind,” Waylan said, driving another nail into the fence post with practiced precision. “And to put things into perspective.”

“We should have this section finished by lunch.” Dougray’s eyes drifted to the cattle now grazing peacefully on the right side of the fence. “What do you think spooked them?”

Waylan shook his head. “I have no idea. I mean, it could be some young cubs spooked them. I remember when you and your brothers were young. There were times I’d come out in the morning and find the herd scattered. But they soon got used to you all.”

“So, you’re thinking there’s someone new around who spooked them by accident?” Dougray asked.

“That is the most plausible answer.” Waylan nodded at Dougray. “Same as the most plausible reason your mate hasn’t called is because she is busy.”

“I know,” Dougray replied. “She has better things to do than call me when she is helping Gavin out while he’s injured.”

“There, a little hard work and perspective make things look a whole lot better,” Waylan said as he hammered the next rail into place.

“Is that your way of telling me to work harder?” Dougray asked.

Waylan grinned. “Now, would I ever suggest such a thing?”

Dougray laughed, shaking his head. “No, of course not, Dad. You’d never resort to such subtle tactics.”

“Your mother would agree,” Waylan chuckled. “Subtlety has never been in my nature.”

That is not true, Dougray’s bear said. How often have we seen the subtle movement of his hand, or a small adjustment to his body language, change the direction of a whole herd of horses?

Actions can be more natural and less likely to be misinterpreted than words, Dougray said as he lifted the next rail into place.

Two more rails to go and they would be finished. And still, his mate had not called.

Dougray followed his father’s advice and focused on the job at hand. He had to put trust in fate, and in his mate, that their relationship would come out good.

He’d opened up to Tammy last night. He’d told her how much this relationship meant to him.

And that we will let her go if that is what she wants, Dougray’s bear reminded him.

I had to be honest, Dougray replied.

I know, his bear answered. Even so, doubts crept in.

Doubts that would not be still until she rang, or texted…

Or sent smoke signals, his bear added. Or morse code.

Dougray smiled to himself as he reached for the last rail and held it for his father to nail into place. They made a good team. The years they had worked the ranch together meant there was often no need for explanations. Just a knowing glance or a brief nod was all that was required.

As the final nail was driven into place, Dougray took a step back to admire their handiwork. The fence looked sturdy and dependable, much like the relationship Waylan had with his sons.

“Just in time for lunch,” Waylan said as he began packing up the tools. “Your mother is cooking one of her famous stews. I can already smell it from here.”

Dougray’s stomach rumbled in agreement. “You always know how to motivate a man, Dad.”

He grabbed the toolbox and strode to the truck, but as he lifted it into the bed, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He fumbled it out, hands suddenly shaky, and glanced at the screen. Tammy.

His heart did a little dance of hope and so did his bear as he tapped the screen. “Hey,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

“Hey yourself,” Tammy replied. Her voice was breathy, almost hesitant.

“How’s your day going?” he asked, leaning against the truck’s tailgate and allowing the sun to warm his back. The ranch around him bustled with life—cows lowing in the distance, birds chirping merrily in the trees, and the gentle whisper of a breeze rustling through the grass.

Someone’s sounding a lot chirpier himself. Dougray’s bear snorted.

“It’s been busy,” Tammy said, her voice trailing off. “I get the feeling Uncle Gavin has been struggling even before his accident.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Dougray glanced over at Waylan, who was now standing by the truck, wiping his hands on a rag. His father raised an eyebrow in silent question, and Dougray gave a slight nod.

“Yeah,” Tammy continued. “He tries to hide it… But anyway, that’s not why I called.”

“Did you call Old Ma Hinchcliffe?” Dougray asked.

“Yes, I’m heading over there in an hour. Are you free to come with?” Tammy asked.

Try and stop us, his bear roared in his head.

“I am,” he said, trying to keep his cool.

“Shall I come by and pick you up?” she asked.

“Sure, that would be great,” Dougray said, his heart beating a tad faster. “I’ll be ready.”

“Great, I’ll grab some lunch and then come on over.”

“Why don’t you come here for lunch?” Dougray cast a questioning eyebrow at his father, who nodded. “My mom always makes extra in case any of my brothers drop in for lunch.”

“No,” Tammy said a little abruptly. “Thank you. But I need to get Uncle Gavin home.”

“Okay, no problem,” Dougray said. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

“See you then.”

He hung up and found Waylan watching him with a knowing smile. “Tammy?” his father asked, amusement in his eyes.

Dougray nodded, a grin spreading across his face despite himself. “She’ll be over in an hour,” he said, pocketing his phone.

Waylan clapped Dougray on the shoulder. “Well, don’t just stand there grinning like a fool. Let’s get this truck unloaded and you cleaned up before she gets here.”

“What am I, five?” Dougray rolled his eyes but couldn’t shake the smile that lingered.

“Ah, maybe about eight in my mind. Eight was a wonderful age…” Waylan murmured to himself as he climbed into the truck and started the engine. “It’s a pity Tammy isn’t coming over for lunch. I know your mom is itching to get to know her.”

“Yeah, she said she had to get Gavin home. But I sense she might be nervous about meeting you all.” Dougray climbed in beside his father.

But as he settled into the seat, his phone buzzed. “It’s a text from Tammy,” he said, skimming the message before a smile cracked his face. “She said Uncle Gavin is insisting they take up the invitation to lunch. It seems he’s a big fan of Mom’s cooking.”

“Well, aren’t things looking up.” Waylan sighed happily as he steered the truck back toward the main ranch house.

As they drove back to the house, a mix of excitement and nervousness bubbled up inside him. His bear was practically purring with contentment at the prospect of seeing Tammy again.

“You might want to wipe that silly grin off your face before she arrives,” Waylan warned as he parked the truck by the barn and climbed out.

“I think it’s stuck in place,” Dougray told his dad.

“In that case, you go inside and grab a quick shower and change into some fresh clothes while I get this unloaded.” He tapped the back of the truck.

“Are you sure?” Dougray asked, already heading toward the house.

“You go. I can call Klein if I need a hand.” Waylan shooed his son away.

“Thanks, Dad,” Dougray said. “You’re the best.”

“Now you do sound like you are eight years old,” Waylan called after him.

“I’ll always be young at heart,” Dougray countered and headed into the kitchen, wanting to give his mom a quick heads up they were having guests over for lunch.

“Everything okay?” Mary asked as he entered the kitchen like a whirlwind. “Your father?”

“Everything is fine.” He went to her and kissed her on the cheek. “Tammy and Gavin are coming for lunch. If that’s okay?”

Although he’d already texted Tammy back and told her it was. But he knew his mother never turned any guest away from the table.

“More than okay.” She placed her hands on his chest. “But I suggest you have a shower before she gets here. And some fresh clothes.”

“I’m on my way.” He turned on his heel and practically skipped up the stairs to his room. He could hear his mother’s chuckle following him up.

***

Dougray showered quickly, letting the hot water wash away the sweat and grime from the morning’s work. As he dried off, he caught sight of himself in the mirror.

He hardly recognized the man staring back.

His dark hair was still damp, curled slightly at the nape of his neck as it always did. But it was his eyes that looked different. They seemed to crackle with anticipation.

Hurry, she’ll be here soon, his bear said, catching his first sense of her as she drove toward the ranch along the mountain roads.

She’s coming. The words echoed in his head as he left the bathroom and headed for the bedroom.

Dougray quickly pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and a soft flannel shirt, running his fingers through his damp hair in an attempt to tame it. He could hear movement downstairs—his mother bustling about in the kitchen, the low rumble of his father’s voice as he came in from outside. The familiar sounds of home were comforting, but they couldn’t quell the nervous energy thrumming through his veins.

She was coming. His mate. His love. His life.


Chapter Nine – Tammy

“I could have cooked something for lunch,” Tammy told her uncle as they got back into the truck, ready to drive over to the Thornberg Ranch. They had completed the scheduled appointments for the morning, with time to spare.

Time in which she could have cooked a meal and eaten it before heading over to the Thornberg ranch to collect Dougray for their trip to check over the bull.

However, any argument was fruitless now since she had already texted Dougray to tell him they were coming over.

“I know you could,” Uncle Gavin said. “But why give up the chance of sampling Mary’s cooking? She truly is a master at good home-cooked meals.”

“I don’t want to impose,” Tammy added as she started the engine and then waited for Uncle Gavin to buckle his seatbelt.

“You won’t be imposing,” he assured her as she put the truck in drive. “Mary and Waylan will want to meet you.”

Tammy steered the truck away from the farm, her stomach in knots. Her relationship with Peter’s parents hadn’t been the best. Particularly his mother, who seemed to think her son could do better than marry a veterinarian.

When Peter broke the devastating news, that he was taking a job and canceling their wedding, Tammy had been convinced his parents were behind the callous decision.

But whether they were or not, it did not change the fact that Peter had made a choice. Even if he had been pressured by his family, he could have stood by her.

“If you grip that steering wheel any tighter, you might break it.” Uncle Gavin lifted his injured ankle and placed it in a more comfortable position. “Relax, Tammy. The Thornbergs aren’t anything like your ex’s family. They’re good people, salt of the earth types.”

Tammy loosened her grip, taking a deep breath as she navigated the winding country road. The lush green fields rolled by, dotted with grazing cattle and the occasional weathered barn. She tried to focus on the beauty of the landscape, pushing away the memories of her ex and his family. Her uncle was right, the Thornbergs were not like that.

“I know,” Tammy said, forcing a smile. “It’s just...meeting new people right now is a bit overwhelming.”

Uncle Gavin patted her arm gently. “I understand. But it breaks my heart to think of what that shallow cowardly…” She shot him a look, and he clamped his mouth shut before he said, “I’m sorry, I know you loved Peter.”

“I did,” she replied, then her brow wrinkled. “At least I thought I did.”

“Ah,” Uncle Gavin said with a knowing smile. “But next to what you feel for Dougray, you are not so sure.”

“I don’t know if I love Dougray,” Tammy said. “Not for real.” She bit her lower lip.

“You’re scared what you are feeling is an effect of the mating bond, that you are being manipulated,” her uncle said, with clarity.

Tammy nodded, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. “Is it that obvious?”

Uncle Gavin chuckled softly. “Only to someone who knows you well. And who’s seen the way you two look at each other.”

She felt a blush creep up her cheeks as she navigated a sharp turn. “I just don’t want to rush into anything,” Tammy admitted. “Especially after...well, you know.”

“Of course,” Uncle Gavin nodded sagely. “Take your time.”

Tammy nodded, keeping her eyes on the road. “That’s the thing. It’s all happening so fast. One minute I’m heartbroken and questioning everything, and the next...there’s this undeniable pull toward Dougray. It’s intense and scary and wonderful all at once.”

Uncle Gavin looked thoughtful. “The mating bond is a powerful thing, Tammy. But it doesn’t create feelings out of thin air, if that is what you are worried about. It amplifies what’s already there.”

Tammy mulled over his words as they crested a hill and the gate leading to the ranch appeared on their right. “You mean that even if the mating bond wasn’t a thing, then we would have found love with each other anyway?”

“Isn’t that how animal attraction works?” Gavin asked with a playful smile.

Tammy rolled her eyes at her uncle’s attempt at humor, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she slowed the truck to a stop in front of the gate leading to the ranch.

“I suppose you’re right,” she conceded, feeling some of the tension ease from her shoulders. “I just need to trust my instincts.”

“Now, my instincts are telling me we are going to have a wonderful lunch with amazing food and equally amazing company,” Uncle Gavin said as he waved her out of the truck. “So, get this gate open.”

“Yes, boss.” She gave a mock salute, chuckling as she climbed out of the truck. As she pushed open the heavy wooden gate, Tammy glanced around in search of the rabbit she’d seen yesterday, but there was no sign of it. Hopefully, it hadn’t been eaten by a bear.

Did shifters eat in both their human and animal forms?

She had so many questions for Dougray.

As Tammy stepped back into the truck, she glanced at Uncle Gavin. “Thanks, Uncle Gavin.”

“You know all I want is to see you happy,” he replied.

“I know.” For the first time that day, she felt a glimmer of hope. He was right. She was her own woman, her own person. If her relationship with Dougray was wrong for her, she would find the courage to walk away.

Yet deep down in her soul, she was convinced that their relationship was right. That they could carve out a future together, here in Bear Creek. She could help her uncle at his clinic and Dougray could continue to work at the ranch with his family.

It sounded perfect.

And perhaps that was the problem. It sounded too perfect. As if someone had looked inside her head and brought her dreams to life.

Fate.

Was it truly that powerful?

Tammy’s mind drifted to thoughts of fate as the truck rumbled past the gate and continued down the meandering driveway. Her thoughts filled with the idea of a family, of children, who would grow up here under the watchful gaze of the mountains just like Dougray and his brothers.

There was something so permanent, so unchanging about them.

Is that how her love for Dougray would be? Permanent and unchanging.

She would never know unless she gave it a chance.

When they reached the ranch house, Tammy parked the truck and took a moment to compose herself while Uncle Gavin opened the passenger door and got out. She’d offered her help earlier when they were out on his rounds, but he’d steadfastly refused, saying he wasn’t an invalid yet.

But as she’d watched him struggle, she’d decided that no matter what happened with Dougray, she would move to Bear Creek full-time and forge a new chapter in her career here.

Whatever happened with Dougray? Who was she kidding? Between the feelings she already harbored for him and fate, love would conquer the day.

And her heart.

They walked side by side toward the ranch house. Tammy kept her pace slow to match her uncle, even though she could feel the same force she’d experienced last night pulling her forward.

She felt Dougray before she saw him. When he emerged around the side of the house, her eyes were already searching for him, and when they found him, her whole body seemed to respond.

It was a curious sensation. A new sensation. One she had never experienced with Peter.

There was no denying that this relationship was something else. Something other.

She shivered. How had she never given much thought to shifters before now? Her world was one of science, and yet she’d known for so long that this other world existed. Now she was a part of it.

“Hey there.” Dougray closed the distance between them, his eyes intense, his body language both welcoming and protective.

Or maybe even possessive, as if he had already decided she belonged to him.

Which she did.

“Hey,” Tammy replied, her voice husky as every part of her reached out to him. Wanting to be possessed.

“I’m glad you could make it for lunch,” Dougray began as if trying to keep the conversation neutral.

“Wild horses could not keep us away from your mother’s cooking,” Uncle Gavin said as he limped toward the house.

“Uncle Gavin insisted we came,” Tammy added, her eyes still locked with Dougray’s. “I was worried we might be imposing.”

“Never,” he replied, his eyes darkening. Then he sucked in a breath and his expression lightened. “My mom always makes enough food for an army.”

“That’s what I told Tammy,” Uncle Gavin said. “I also told her your mom and dad could not wait to meet her. You have told them?”

“I told them after your visit yesterday,” Dougray replied, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I’m sure my mom has been trying to come up with reasons to orchestrate a meeting. She’s been asking all morning whether Lucy needs checking over again.”

“Oh, I can take a look now if you want,” Tammy offered.

“Oh no. She’s fine, I just checked on her. And my mom will never forgive me if we don’t head straight inside.” Dougray slipped his hand under her elbow. “This way.”

“You heard the man. Let’s not keep Mary waiting.” Uncle Gavin’s pace quickened as he gave Tammy an encouraging nod. “Or her cooking.”

Tammy let Dougray guide her around the house to the kitchen door. Not because she needed his help. She could have followed the aroma of Mary’s delicious cooking on her own.

But by allowing him to guide her, it was as if she was unconsciously telling him she was willing to give their relationship a chance. That she was willing to put her trust in him. In the hope he would prove himself to be loyal and true.

“They won’t bite,” Dougray assured her as he reached to open the kitchen door.

“I… Oh. Sorry.” She flexed her fingers as she realized she had been gripping his arm so hard she’d likely left bruises.

“That’s okay. I’ll be equally as nervous when I meet your parents,” he replied. “But then I have something to prove to them, whereas my parents already know you are the one for me.”

Any nerves she had seemed to melt away. His parents had been waiting for this moment since Dougray first shifted. They would never have concerns about how fast their relationship developed.

If he married her tomorrow, they would not bat an eye. Everything was so simple in this world.

Now that she could get used to.

“Ready?” he asked.

“I am,” Uncle Gavin said from behind them, and she chuckled, letting go of her nerves as Dougray opened the door.

“Hello.” Mary came toward them with her arms outstretched and Dougray let go of Tammy as his mom enveloped her in a hug. “It’s so good to meet you, Tammy.”

“You, too.” Tammy hesitated for a split second before she returned the hug.

“Come in, come in,” Mary urged, leading the way to the spacious kitchen with its warm, inviting scents of spices and home-cooked goodness.

“Hi, Tammy.” An older man with a startling similarity to Dougray stepped forward, offering a firm handshake and a welcoming smile.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Thornberg,” she replied, grasping his hand and giving it a shake.

“Waylan, please,” Waylan said. “Even now, after my father is long gone, I still look for him when I hear Mr. Thornberg.”

Tammy nodded, feeling the warmth and sincerity in Waylan’s handshake. “Waylan, then,” she said, her smile growing more confident.

“Now that the formalities are over, shall we eat?” Mary held out her hand, guiding them toward the table.

“Yes, please.” Uncle Gavin’s eyes lit up at the sight of freshly baked bread, and a large pot of steaming stew.

“You know you are always welcome at our table, Gavin,” Mary said, giving him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Doubly so now that you have brought Tammy into Dougray’s life,” Waylan said as he pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Oh, I’m just happy we are going to be family,” Gavin replied as he limped to the chair Mary pulled out for him.

And he was happy, the happiest he’d been since Tammy arrived in Bear Creek.

As Tammy sat down at the table and looked around the kitchen, a sense of belonging washed over her.

One she liked very much.


Chapter Ten – Dougray

“So, how are you finding life here in Bear Creek?” Mary asked as they finished lunch.

Over dinner, the main topic of conversation was how the Thornberg Ranch was tackling soil regeneration in the mountainous terrain. A topic Tammy seemed to find interesting.

Not to mention a relief, Dougray’s bear said with a chuckle.

True, I expect Tammy expected lunch to be awkward, Dougray replied. But thankfully his parents had kept the conversation neutral. Which probably took some effort since his mom must be bursting with questions she’d like to ask Tammy.

There’s still time, his bear said as Tammy placed her knife and fork down on her empty plate.

Dougray sure did like a woman with a good appetite.

His bear chortled. We would love Tammy even if she has the appetite of a tiny bird.

“It’s...different,” Tammy replied, choosing her words carefully. She glanced out the cabin window, taking in the sweeping vista of pine-covered slopes and distant peaks. “Beautiful, but so quiet compared to the city. Whenever I have visited before, it’s always taken me a couple of nights to get used to the silence.”

“And the animals are a whole lot bigger!” Uncle Gavin laughed.

“Which reminds me, we should get going. Old Ma Hinchcliffe is expecting us.” Tammy stood up and started clearing the table.

“Oh, don’t worry, I’ll do that,” Mary said. “You two get going.”

Tammy hesitated for a moment as she placed her plate in the sink. “Are you sure? Since you cooked, I’d like to wash the dishes. It’s the least I can do.”

“I can help with the dishes.” Uncle Gavin stood up, resting his weight on his good leg.

“You aren’t coming with us?” Tammy asked.

“No, I thought I’d stay here and catch up some more with Mary and Waylan. Then I’ll go check on Lucy.” He smiled, but Dougray could see the tension in his face, the lines around his eyes deepening.

“Okay.” Tammy’s voice held a note of concern, but then she turned to Dougray. “Are you ready?”

We were born ready, his bear said, unable to contain his excitement at the idea of them spending time alone with their mate.

“Sure thing,” Dougray replied casually, pushing back his chair and rising to his feet. But inside he was as excited as his bear.

Dougray and Tammy stepped out onto the porch, the crisp mountain air filling their lungs. The sun was high in the sky, and in the distance, an eagle soared over the meadow. It was all so familiar and yet so different with Tammy by his side.

There was no way to explain it.

Except that, he felt complete in a way he never had before.

He was mesmerized as Tammy sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, a smile curving her lips. He could stand here and stare at her all day.

“Do you ever get used to it?” Tammy asked.

“Used to what?” Dougray asked.

Having a mate? his bear interjected.

“This view. The smell of the mountain air, so fresh, so… I don’t know, it’s like it clears your mind,” Tammy finished, her eyes still taking in the panoramic vista before them.

Dougray nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it,” he admitted softly. “Every day, it’s like seeing it for the first time. But then no two days are ever the same. The seasons, the weather, it’s always different, always evolving.”

They stood in companionable silence for a moment, shoulders nearly touching. Dougray could feel the warmth radiating from Tammy, and his bear rumbled contentedly inside him.

“Well,” Tammy said finally, breaking the spell. “We should probably get going. We don’t want to keep Old Ma Hinchcliffe waiting.”

Dougray nodded, reluctantly tearing his gaze away from Tammy. “You’re right. She has never been tolerant of tardy behavior.”

They made their way down the porch steps, heading for Gavin’s truck, which carried all the medical supplies they might need.

“Here, let me get that for you,” Dougray said, reaching for the driver’s door. His fingers brushed against Tammy’s as she reached for the handle at the same time, sending a jolt of electricity through him.

“I can manage the door,” she told him, but a smile hovered over her lips.

“I am in no doubt.” Even so, he pulled the door open for her. In way of explanation, he added, “It’s the way I was raised.”

“In that case, thank you.” She nodded, got into the truck, and started the engine, while he went around to the other side and climbed in.

They drove away from the house in companionable silence. Not that Dougray had anything to say to break the silence if it had been awkward. The nearness of his mate in such a confined space seemed to have turned him to Jello.

We are just basking in her radiance, his bear told him with a contented sigh.

I don’t think our relationship is going to grow if all we do is bask, Dougray told him.

Tammy cleared her throat, finally breaking the silence. “I can’t wait to see the results of the regenerative agriculture you have planned for the ranch,” she began, her eyes flicking briefly to Dougray before returning to the road.

Dougray shifted in his seat, grateful for the neutral topic. “My mom has read extensively about it. She’s the real driving force behind what we are trying to achieve. I have to admit I was surprised at how willing my dad was to go along with it. He’s been working the ranch the same way as my forefathers have for generations.”

“It’s good that he’s open to change. It must be tough leaving behind traditions and making changes.” Tammy checked the directions on the GPS.

“My dad has never been one to stick to tradition for tradition’s sake,” Dougray replied. “His always been open-minded about the ranch and how to improve it. If there’s one thing he’s taught us, it’s not to get bogged down in the past.”

Tammy let out a short laugh. “He is right there. But sometimes it’s hard to let go.”

She is not talking about family traditions, his bear said.

No, she is not, Dougray replied.

“It isn’t easy,” Dougray agreed. “But you have to take it one step at a time.”

“Yeah.” Tammy cast him a small smile as they approached the gate leading from the ranch to the road and slowed the truck to a stop. Without a word, Dougray nimbly jumped out to open it.

As he swung the gate wide open, he gave a theatrical bow, wishing he could take away all Tammy’s pain.

He was rewarded with a playful roll of her eyes, and Dougray closed the gate behind them before hopping back into the passenger seat.

As they continued down the winding mountain road, the landscape opened up before them. Rolling hills dotted with grazing cattle came into view, the animals mere specks against the vast expanse of green.

“Old Ma’s place isn’t far now,” Dougray said as if Tammy’s GPS hadn’t already told her they would soon reach their destination.

Tammy nodded. “Any tips?”

“Tips?” Dougray arched an eyebrow.

“From what I’ve gathered from my uncle, Old Ma Hinchcliffe has some quirks.” Tammy turned off the road and headed along a stony path, the truck dipping from side to side as it coped with some rather large potholes.

“She does have some quirks. Not least of all her affection for that bull we have come to check over,” Dougray replied. “So don’t insult him.”

“I never insult animals,” Tammy replied quickly.

“I know, I’m sorry. What I should have said is don’t criticize his behavior. She thinks of that bull as her kid.”

“Ah, I get it. It would be like criticizing someone’s parenting skills,” Tammy said with a nod.

“You’ve got it.” Dougray cracked a grin. “As for the rest of it… Well, you never know what you are going to get with Old Ma Hinchcliffe.”

“Helpful,” Tammy told him as she slowed the truck to stop next to an old wagon that looked like something from a couple of centuries ago. “That is something else.”

“It’s a hobby of Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s.” Dougray opened the truck door and got out. “She restores them. Just like her father did and his father before him.”

“People are full of surprises.” Tammy slipped out of the truck and rolled her shoulders before she closed the door.

Dougray sauntered around the truck to join her, while he pushed out his shifter senses, trying to determine where Old Ma Hinchcliffe was on the property.

She’s in the orchard with Hercules, his bear said.

“This way.” He placed his hand on Tammy’s elbow and led her toward a well-worn path that wound through a cluster of gnarled apple trees. The sweet scent of ripe fruit hung heavy in the air, mingling with the earthy aroma of fresh soil and sun-warmed grass.

As they walked, Dougray’s hand lingered on Tammy’s elbow, the warmth of her skin seeping through the thin fabric of her shirt. He reluctantly let his hand drop as they rounded a bend in the path, coming upon a small clearing where an elderly woman stood, her weathered hands resting on the fence post as she gazed at a massive bull grazing in the field beyond.

“Well, if it isn’t young Dougray,” the woman called out, her voice carrying a hint of gravel. She turned to face them, her eyes sharp beneath a wide-brimmed hat. “And you must be Tammy. Gavin’s told me all about you.”

Tammy stepped forward, extending her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am. I’ve heard a lot about you as well.”

“Call me Old Ma. Ma’am makes me feel ancient,” she said with a wink as she went to the gate and entered the orchard. “Now, come on over here and take a look at my boy.”

Tammy and Dougray approached the fence, where the massive bull stood placidly chewing his cud. His coat was a rich mahogany color, gleaming in the afternoon sun.

“This is Hercules,” Old Ma Hinchcliffe said proudly as she patted him. She looked so small and frail next to the large bull. “Finest bull in the county, if you ask me. Your uncle said you were coming to check him over. I don’t know what came over him the other day. Most out of character.”

She rubbed the bull’s head, scratching him behind the ears like he was a dog. The bull turned and rubbed his head against Old Ma’s shoulder, nuzzling her affectionately. Tammy watched in amazement at the gentle interaction between the massive animal and the elderly woman.

“He certainly seems calm now,” Tammy noted, her professional attitude taking over. “Can you tell me more about what happened the other day?”

Old Ma Hinchcliffe sighed, her weathered hand still stroking Hercules’ broad forehead. “It was the strangest thing. He’s usually such a gentle giant, but that day, he just went berserk. Started charging at the fence, bellowing like I’d never heard before. Nearly took out a section of the fence before he calmed down. I’ve never seen anything like it in all my years. Like someone flicked a switch.”

Tammy nodded thoughtfully, her eyes scanning the bull for any obvious signs of distress or injury. “And has he shown any other unusual behaviors since then? Changes in appetite, lethargy, anything like that?”

Old Ma Hinchcliffe shook her head. “No, nothing. He’s been his usual self ever since. Eating well, calm as can be. It’s like it never happened.”

Dougray watched as Tammy’s brow furrowed in concentration. He could almost see the gears turning in her mind as she processed the information.

“Would it be all right if I examined him more closely?” Tammy asked, her voice professional but gentle.

Old Ma Hinchcliffe nodded, patting Hercules one last time before stepping back. “Of course, dear. He’s as gentle as a lamb now, but you be careful all the same. He doesn’t know you the way he knows your uncle.”

Tammy smiled reassuringly. “I’m sure we’re going to be friends, aren’t we, Hercules?”

Tammy approached the bull cautiously, her movements slow and deliberate. Hercules lifted his massive head, dark eyes focusing on her with mild curiosity. She whispered to him, her voice a soothing murmur as she reached out a hand.

“That’s it, big guy. I’m just here to help,” she cooed.

Dougray watched her, his admiration for his mate increasing as Tammy made friends with the massive bull.

His bear rumbled approvingly. She sure does have a way with animals.

She does, Dougray replied. But there’s nothing obviously wrong with Hercules. And if his behavior has been normal since that day, what could have caused his sudden destructive outburst?

Let’s hope Tammy can figure it out, his bear replied.

Hercules snorted softly, his nostrils flaring as he caught Tammy’s scent. Then he huffed and his large tongue lolled out, giving Tammy’s outstretched hand a gentle lick.

Tammy gently stroked Hercules’ broad nose. “Well, aren’t you just a big sweetheart?” She turned to Old Ma, a grin on her face. “He seems very well-mannered. Is it okay if I examine him more closely?”

“Of course. That is what you are here for, isn’t it?” Old Ma Hinchcliffe replied as she rubbed the large animal’s neck. “You do what you have to do. I just want to make sure the big fella is okay.”

“That’s my aim,” Tammy assured her.

As Dougray watched the scene before him, he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling in his gut. His bear was restless, too, pacing just beneath the surface of his skin.

But it wasn’t Hercules, or Old Ma Hinchcliffe that was giving him concern. It was something else.

There’s something out there, his bear agreed.

There is, Dougray agreed.

And that something might explain Hercules’ sudden change in behavior. Which meant Tammy might now be in danger, too.


Chapter Eleven – Tammy

The bull was stunning. His coat gleamed as the sun caught the rich mahogany hues, highlighting the ripple of powerful muscles beneath.

Tammy could see why Old Ma was so proud of this animal, who was a docile giant next to the frail elderly woman.

Although Tammy suspected Old Ma was not as frail as she looked. Her eyes held a steeliness born from years of ranching and the hardships that came with it. Tammy admired that resilience, wishing she could borrow some of it for herself.

“He’s magnificent,” Tammy breathed, reaching out a tentative hand to stroke the bull’s broad flank. The animal turned his massive head, regarding her with intelligent brown eyes.

Old Ma Hinchcliffe chuckled, a sound like dry leaves rustling. “That he is. In his younger days, Hercules won every competition he entered.”

“All right, big guy,” Tammy murmured, reaching out a steady hand to pat Hercules’ broad flank. The bull watched her with mild interest, occasionally flicking an ear or swishing his tail. “Let’s see if we can’t figure this out.”

The bull’s hide was warm and rough beneath her palm, as Tammy gave him a visual examination, running her trained eye over his muscular frame. She couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer size and power of the animal. It would not have taken much for him to bowl Uncle Gavin over. But seeing him today, so relaxed and calm, it was hard to imagine Hercules on a rampage.

As she moved around him, she noticed a slight favoring of his left hind leg.

Tammy moved in closer, hunkering down to get a closer look. “There’s some swelling around his hock. Might be a sprain or a minor injury.”

“That’s an old injury. It’s what ended his showing career. Like me, he gets a little stiff when the weather changes,” Old Ma Hinchcliffe said with a wry smile. “But most of the time it causes him no bother. And it does not prevent him from passing on his genes. If you know what I mean.”

“I do.” Tammy nodded, her hand still resting on Hercules’ flank. She could feel the steady rhythm of his breathing, the quiet strength that emanated from him. It was oddly comforting.

As she straightened up, she was acutely aware of Dougray leaning on the fence, watching her with the bull. But despite his outwardly relaxed demeanor, there was visible tension in his shoulders. Like he was coiled and ready to pounce.

Was he worried Hercules might repeat his strange behavior and run amok?

Or was it something else?

“I’ll just get my stethoscope and listen to his heart and lungs.” Tammy went to the gate where she’d dropped her bag when she entered the orchard and opened it up.

As Tammy rummaged through her bag, she felt Dougray’s gaze on her back. She tried to ignore the warmth that spread through her at his attention, focusing instead on the task at hand. Finding her stethoscope, she returned to Hercules’ side.

“Easy now, big guy,” she murmured, placing the cool metal against his chest. The bull’s heartbeat was strong and steady.

She moved the stethoscope, listening intently for any irregularities in Hercules’ lungs and abdomen.

Old Ma Hinchcliffe watched with keen interest, her weathered hands resting on the fence. “How’s he sound, dear?”

Tammy listened for a few more moments before removing the stethoscope. “His heart and lungs sound good. No irregularities that I can detect. His digestive system is working as it should.”

She turned to face Old Ma, a small frown creasing her brow. “I’m not seeing anything that would explain his recent behavior. Physically, he seems to be in excellent health, aside from that old injury. I’d like to take some blood and run some tests. Sometimes there can be an underlying condition that can cause behavioral problems.”

“Anything for this old fella.” Old Ma Hinchcliffe smoothed her hand across the bull’s wide forehead.

“He sure is a credit to you,” Tammy said, her admiration evident in her voice. “You’ve done an amazing job with him.”

Old Ma beamed with pride, her weathered face softening. “He’s been my joy these past years. When my Jim passed, Hercules here kept me going. I know some people think I’m a little…cuckoo. But we were never blessed with children…”

Tammy felt a pang of empathy. She’d often seen how animals could heal a broken heart. How they could be a reason for living when confronted by loss.

“There’s nothing wrong with being a little cuckoo,” Tammy chuckled as she prepared to draw blood from Hercules. “We can all be a little like that sometimes.”

“How about you, Dougray?” Old Ma Hinchcliffe called out as she rubbed Hercules’ neck. “Do you get a little crazy sometimes?”

Dougray cracked a grin. “Oh yeah. You know us Thornberg boys. We’re all a little wild at heart.”

“Oh, I do remember you all in your younger days. You boys and your cousins,” Old Ma replied. “The town never knew what you were going to get up to next. But you were never bad boys. From what I recall.”

“No, ma’am,” Dougray said. “We never set out to hurt anyone.”

Tammy glanced up from her work, catching the sudden darkness in Dougray’s eye as his humor faded.

It seemed Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s comment might have hit a nerve.

Did her mate have a secret, something he was ashamed of?

She wasn’t going to push him for answers. When he was ready, he’d share that part of him with her.

After all, everyone had a skeleton or two in their closet.

Focusing back on Hercules, she carefully drew the blood sample. “There we go, big guy,” she murmured, pressing a cotton swab to the small puncture site. “All done.”

“You have a gift with him,” Old Ma Hinchcliffe complimented.

“I’ve always found animals a lot easier to understand than people,” Tammy admitted with a small smile.

“I know exactly what you mean,” Old Ma Hinchcliffe replied.

She patted Hercules’ flank one last time before stepping back. “I’ll send this sample to the lab, and we should have results in a few days. In the meantime, keep an eye on him and let me know if you notice any changes in his behavior.”

Old Ma Hinchcliffe nodded, her steely eyes now filled with gratitude. “Thank you, Tammy. It’s good to know you are here helping out your uncle. I feel bad about what happened, but maybe it was a blessing in disguise.”

“How so?” Tammy asked, her curiosity piqued.

Old Ma smiled knowingly. “Well, sometimes life has a way of steering us where we need to be, even if it’s not where we thought we wanted to go. You might just find that Bear Creek has more to offer than you expected.”

Old Ma arched her eyebrows and glanced toward Dougray and heat spread across Tammy’s cheeks.

Her gaze inadvertently followed Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s to Dougray before glancing away. She busied herself with packing up her equipment, trying to ignore the flutter in her stomach at Old Ma’s words, which mirrored her uncle’s.

“I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Uncle Gavin would never have admitted he needed help if he hadn’t injured his ankle.”

Old Ma cackled again as she turned Hercules around and removed his halter. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I meant, isn’t it, Hercules?”

Hercules gave a soft snort and then lowered his head to eat the grass beneath an old apple tree.

As Tammy watched Hercules graze peacefully, a sense of contentment washed over her. Old Ma Hinchcliffe was right. This was where she was supposed to be.

She might not like the route she had taken to get here, but she had a feeling her destination might be worth the heartache she had endured.

“Well, I suppose we should head back,” Dougray’s deep voice broke through her reverie. “It’s good to see you and Hercules.”

“And you, too, Dougray.” Old Ma Hinchcliffe paused as she placed her hand on the gate. With a glance toward Tammy, she added, “I’m happy for you. For both of you.”

Tammy’s cheeks flushed a deeper pink as she snapped her bag shut, her mind racing. There was no doubt in her mind what Old Ma Hinchcliffe was referring to.

But how did she know? Was it that obvious?

“Thank you, Old Ma,” Dougray replied smoothly, his voice betraying nothing. “And if ever you need a hand around the place, you know where I am.”

“Thanks, son.” With that, Old Ma Hinchcliffe walked toward the house, leaving Tammy alone with Dougray.

“She knows?” Tammy hissed as soon as Old Ma Hinchcliffe was out of earshot.

“About us being mates?” Dougray asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s not hard to pick up on when you’ve been around as long as Old Ma Hinchcliffe,” Dougray replied.

“Really?” Tammy’s brow creased.

“Really.” Dougray chuckled softly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Are you ashamed of me?”

“No,” she insisted firmly. “It’s just… Well, up to a week ago, I was engaged to another man. And this will look as if…”

“You are on the rebound.” Dougray nodded in understanding. “Don’t worry. Old Ma Hinchcliffe is as discreet as they come. She won’t be spreading any gossip around town.”

Tammy let out a long breath. “I guess I’m just not ready to be the topic of another round of small-town gossip.”

“The thing is…” Dougray began, stepping closer to her. “A whirlwind romance in Bear Creek is so common, it’s hardly gossip-worthy.”

A delicious shiver ran down her spine at his proximity. “Is that so?” she managed to say, her voice a little breathier than she intended.

Dougray nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “It is.”

“And what about you?” Tammy asked, her heart racing. “Are you ready for the town to know about...us?”

“I’ve waited so long to meet you.” Something fierce flickered in his eyes. “Tammy, I’d shout it from the rooftops if you’d let me. But I understand if you need time.”

His words sent a rush of warmth through her. She found herself leaning toward him, drawn by an invisible force. “I appreciate that,” she murmured.

For a moment, they stood there, the air between them charged with unspoken emotions. Tammy felt her breath catch as Dougray’s hand came up to gently cup her cheek. His touch was warm, his hands, calloused from years of ranch work, incredibly tender.

“Tammy,” he whispered, his voice husky. “I know this is all happening fast, but I want you to know that I’m here. For whatever you need, whenever you’re ready.”

She leaned into his touch, her eyes fluttering closed for a brief moment. When she opened them again, his lips were so close, and she wanted nothing more than to kiss him.

Part of her wanted to shout it from the rooftops, too. To tell the world she had found a man, her mate, the one fate had chosen for her. The one who would never leave her, never betray her…

Tammy slipped her arm around his neck and leaned into him. A small smile flickered across Dougray’s lips, and then he kissed her.

Tammy sighed as her lips parted and she melted into the kiss, her body molding against Dougray’s solid frame. His arms encircled her waist, pulling her closer as the kiss deepened. Heat flared across her skin, and her stomach clenched with longing.

Who was she to hide from fate? Maybe she should simply take hold of her destiny firmly in both hands and tell everyone she had fallen in love with a cowboy.

When they finally parted, both slightly breathless, Tammy rested her forehead against Dougray’s chest. His heartbeat was strong and steady beneath her ear, a comforting rhythm that seemed to sync with her own.

“I think,” she murmured, “I might be ready sooner than I thought.”

Dougray’s arms tightened around her, and she felt him press a kiss to the top of her head. “The kiss was that good, huh?”

“Oh, yeah, it made me go weak at the knees.” She put her hand to her forehead and feigned a swoon. “You swept me right off my feet, cowboy.”

Dougray chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. “Well, I aim to please, ma’am.”

Tammy laughed, feeling lighter than she had in weeks. She stepped back, but kept her hand in Dougray’s, not quite ready to break contact completely.

“We should probably head back,” she said, glancing at the setting sun. “Uncle Gavin will be wondering where we’ve gotten to.”

Dougray nodded, giving her hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it. “You’re right. Though I have to admit, I’m not in any hurry to let this moment end.”

“Me neither,” she admitted. “Although it feels as if this might have been a waste of time. Hercules seems just fine. I have no explanation for what happened before.”

“I might have,” Dougray said as they walked back to the truck.

“You do?” Tammy asked. Had she missed something? Her confidence in her ability to treat larger animals was about to take a nosedive.

But then Dougray added, “For a moment, I could sense something out there.”

“Out there.” She turned to look at the distant mountain peaks.

“Yeah.” He nodded and reached to open the tailgate for her. “How do feel about an evening ride?”

“Tonight?” Tammy slid her bag into the truck bed.

“Do you have anything better to do?” Dougray asked, as he shut the tailgate and made sure it was secure.

“Not now, I don’t.” As she went around to the driver’s side, she stared out into the distance once more, not for the first time wishing she had shifter senses.

But she was just going to have to rely on her mate.


Chapter Twelve – Dougray

“What do you think it was?” Henry asked as he led Sunshine, a sorrel gelding, into a stall.

Dougray had chosen Sunshine for Tammy to ride on their evening excursion into the mountains. He was surefooted and gentle but with the heart of a lion.

Perfect for our mate, his bear said.

Yes, Dougray agreed with his bear. Sunshine will look after our mate.

Hey, his bear replied. I don’t intend to let anything happen to her.

But we don’t know exactly what is out there, do we? Dougray asked. Because whatever he sensed was…unusual. That was the only way to describe it.

Dougray shrugged, his brow furrowed as he considered Henry’s question. “Hard to say,” he replied, as he brushed his own mount, Cobra.

Cobra had carried him over all terrain and in all weathers. There was nothing they could not face together. But Cobra also had another talent. He seemed to understand that Dougray’s human form and bear form were one and the same person. If Dougray ever had to dismount and shift, Cobra would follow along like a faithful dog.

“Are you sure it wasn’t the close proximity of your mate addling your brain?” Henry asked as he brushed Sunshine down.

“Give me some credit,” Dougray replied.

“Hey, I know how it feels to find your mate. It fries your brain,” Henry replied. “Remember when I met Samantha? There were times when I couldn’t string two words together.”

“You sometimes had that problem before you met your mate.” Dougray grinned as Henry gave a loud mock laugh. “This was different. It wasn’t just Tammy’s presence. There was something else out there, something...wild.”

“Wild?” Henry straightened up and studied his brother.

Dougray leaned on Cobra’s shoulder, trying to find the right words to describe the sensation he’d felt. “It was like... Ah, I don’t know how to explain it other than different.”

Henry’s expression grew serious. “You think it’s something more exotic than a wolf, or a bear, or a coyote?”

Dougray sucked in a breath. “I’m kind of hoping that it is.”

“And if it isn’t?” Henry asked. “Don’t tell me you suddenly believe that aliens have landed.”

Dougray snorted. “No. But we all know the stories of the Bear Creek Guardians and that creature.” He arched a questioning eyebrow at his brother.

“You’re worried that it’s some kind of portent?” Henry left Sunshine’s stall and came toward his brother. “You’re worried that Tammy is in danger?”

“It’s crazy, I know. And it’s so farfetched…” Dougray shrugged. “You’re maybe right. Finding my mate has addled my brain.”

“Hey.” Henry placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Just remember, you are part of a big family. And Tammy is part of that family, too.”

“I know.” Dougray turned to face Henry. “Maybe I was wrong to ask Tammy to come with me to find out what this thing is.”

“Do you want your brothers to tag along?” Henry asked. “I can gather everyone up and we can follow at a safe distance…so as not to cramp your style.”

“Since when do I have style?” Dougray asked.

Henry held up his hands. “Well, I did not want to be the one to say it…”

Dougray punched his brother lightly on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s get these fellas tacked up. My mate is on her way.”

“You can sense her?” Henry grinned. “There’s no feeling like it, is there?”

“There is not,” Dougray agreed and felt a warm surge of anticipation course through his body. He could indeed sense Tammy approaching, her presence like a beacon calling to him.

She is part of us, his bear said.

She is, Dougray replied. It was as if there was an invisible thread linking them. One that no one and nothing could break.

He clenched his jaw and shuddered as he recalled the sensation he’d felt while they were at Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place.

“Maybe a little company might not be a bad thing,” he told Henry.

“Consider it done,” Henry replied. “I’ll get the others on standby, just in case. We’ll respect your space, but be close enough to help if needed.”

“Thanks, Henry.” The thought of something lurking out there, something beyond the usual predators, gnawed at him, and having his brothers nearby, even if only in the background, gave him some measure of reassurance.

As he finished securing Cobra’s saddle, Tammy appeared at the entrance of the barn. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, while a slightly worn Stetson hat shaded her face, casting her features in shadow. She wore a plaid shirt that highlighted her curves and a pair of well-worn boots.

Dougray’s heart quickened, and he had to force himself not to rush to greet her. Instead, he focused on fastening Cobra’s bridle, his fingers working nimbly despite his distraction.

“Hi, I’m Henry.” Henry stepped out of Sunshine’s stall to greet Tammy.

“Hi. Tammy.” She hesitated in the doorway, but Henry strode toward her and enveloped her in a warm bear hug. “Welcome to the family. Samantha, my wife, can’t wait to meet you. I hope you and Dougray will come over for dinner one day soon.”

“Thank you.” Tammy placed her hands on Henry’s back and relaxed into the hug.

“Well, I will let you two get going.” Henry stepped back and then turned to Dougray. “And I will go and organize that…thing.”

With that, Henry nodded at Tammy and headed out of the barn, leaving Dougray and Tammy alone.

“He’s quite the hugger,” Tammy remarked with a small smile as she still hovered in the doorway.

“Yeah, Henry’s like that,” Dougray replied as he took a step toward her. He sure would like to hold her in his arms right now. But if he did, he’d want to kiss her, and then stroke her skin… And they might never get around to discovering what was in the mountains. “He wants you to feel part of the family.”

“I appreciate that,” Tammy said as she rolled her shoulders and relaxed a little.

“You ready for this?” Dougray asked, his voice edged with the seriousness of their mission.

Tammy met his gaze. “I’m ready,” she said firmly, with a nod of her head that set her ponytail swinging.

“Okay, well this is Sunshine.”

He gestured to the sorrel, who nickered softly and poked his head over the stall door, ears pricked forward with interest. Tammy’s eyes lit up as she approached the horse, reaching out to stroke his velvety nose.

“He’s beautiful,” she murmured, a genuine smile spreading across her face.

“I’m glad you like him,” Dougray said with some relief. “He’s gentle and steady—but he knows his job.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Tammy rubbed the horse’s forehead between his ears.

“And this here is Cobra,” he nodded at his horse, a sturdy bay with a hint of wildness in his eyes.

“Hey there, Cobra.” She left Sunshine for a moment and came to greet Dougray’s horse. “You sure do have some beautiful horses on the ranch.”

“The Thornbergs have been improving their bloodlines for centuries,” Dougray said. “I expect we could trace one of Cobra’s ancestors back to when my family first settled here.”

“Those traditions again,” Tammy said.

“Yep.” Dougray nodded.

You should tell her our family has a long tradition of having perfect mates, his bear told him.

I think every family believes that, Dougray replied.

But not as perfect as ours, his bear swooned.

“Shall we get going?” Tammy asked. “I am intrigued to know what you sensed out there this afternoon.”

“Me, too.” He hesitated, his hand on Cobra’s reins.

“Don’t do that,” she warned.

“Do what?” Dougray asked.

“Don’t hesitate like that,” Tammy said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “It makes me think you’re having second thoughts about taking me along.”

Dougray sighed, running a hand through Cobra’s mane. “I’m not having second thoughts exactly. I just... I want you to be safe.”

Tammy stepped closer to him, her gaze steady. “I appreciate that, Dougray. But I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

“Oh, I can see that.” He inclined his head toward Sunshine. “Need a hand?”

“I’ve got it.” Tammy smiled confidently and approached Sunshine’s side. With practiced ease, she placed her foot in the stirrup and swung herself up into the saddle. Dougray watched, impressed by her fluid movements and natural seat.

“I see you’ve done this before,” he remarked, mounting Cobra in one smooth motion.

“Once or twice.” She adjusted her stirrups and took up her reins. “Ready when you are.”

Dougray tipped his hat and guided Cobra out of the barn, with Tammy and Sunshine following close behind. The evening sun cast long shadows across the ranch, while a cool breeze rustled through the trees.

As they rode side by side up the winding trail into the mountains, Dougray couldn’t help but steal glances at Tammy. She sat easily in the saddle, her body moving in perfect rhythm with Sunshine’s gait. Her eyes were alert, scanning the surrounding landscape.

“So, tell me more about what you felt earlier,” Tammy prompted, breaking the comfortable silence that had settled between them.

Dougray furrowed his brow, trying, once again, to put the sensation into words. “It was...unsettling. Just this feeling of… I don’t know. I wish I could explain it.”

Tammy nodded thoughtfully. “And you’re sure it wasn’t just your imagination?”

“I wish it was,” Dougray replied, his voice low. “But if it made Hercules feel the same way, that would explain his behavior with your uncle.”

“Yeah, I guess it would.” Tammy chewed on her bottom lip, and they rode on in silence for a while, the only sounds were the steady clip-clop of hooves on the rocky trail and the occasional call of a bird.

As they rode, Dougray pushed out his senses to their limit. But whatever he’d felt this afternoon was gone.

Maybe I was imagining it, Dougray said to his bear.

No, his bear said firmly. It was there. And we need to figure out what it was.

His bear was right. Whatever it was might have been responsible for Hercules’ behavior when Gavin got injured. Next time it could be worse.

Next time, it could be their mate who got hurt.

Dougray guided them across a wide mountain meadow and then dipped down toward Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s farm. He planned to start from there and then search in a wide arc for any sign of what he’d sensed.

But as they followed the trail down toward Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place, Cobra tensed and then tossed his head.

Were Cobra’s senses stronger than Dougray’s? Perhaps Henry was right. The nearness of his mate had addled his brain.

Can you smell that? Dougray’s bear asked.

Smell? Dougray wrinkled his brow as he inhaled.

“Do you sense something?” Tammy asked.

“I…” The furrow in his brow deepened. “There’s a strange smell.” He urged Cobra forward, his nostrils flaring as he tried to pinpoint the source of the scent. It was unlike anything he’d encountered before on the mountain. Muskier than a bear or a wolf…

Do you know what it is? he asked his bear.

I think we should be asking a different question, his bear replied.

Tammy pulled Sunshine up alongside him. “What kind of smell?” she asked, her voice hushed.

“It’s hard to describe,” Dougray replied, his eyes scanning the surrounding area as he tried to figure out what was out there.

Suddenly, Cobra snorted and pawed at the ground, his ears flicking back and forth nervously. Sunshine, sensing the tension, shifted restlessly beneath Tammy.

“Whoa, easy boy,” Tammy murmured, patting Sunshine’s neck reassuringly. She looked at Dougray, her eyes wide with concern. “Something’s got them spooked.”

Dougray nodded, his jaw clenched as he scanned the area. But there was nothing there. At least nothing that he could sense.

Is that what you mean? he asked his bear. That what’s out here is something otherworldly?

No, his bear snorted in derision.

So, what is the question we should be asking? Dougray kept his senses stretched to their limit.

If Tammy can tell what kind of animal that large pile of droppings belongs to, his bear answered.

“What?” Dougray said out loud.

“Dougray?” Tammy smoothed her hand along Sunshine’s neck and the horse relaxed.

“There’s something…” He swung his leg behind him and dismounted.

Dougray landed softly on the ground, his eyes scanning the immediate area. He took a few cautious steps forward, following his nose and his instincts. Cobra stuck by his side, despite the nervous flick of his ears.

“Stay here,” he told Tammy, holding up a hand.

But Tammy was already dismounting. “Not a chance,” she said as she followed close behind him. “I told you, I do not need protecting.”

“Just keep close.” He took a few cautious steps forward, following his nose and his instincts. That’s when he saw it—a large pile of droppings, which smelled unlike anything he’d ever encountered before.

“What in the world...” she murmured, crouching down next to Dougray to examine the droppings.

Dougray watched as Tammy’s brow furrowed in concentration. She leaned in closer, her nose wrinkling slightly at the pungent odor.

“What do you think?” Dougray asked as she scanned the area for a stick and then gave the droppings a prod.

“This is...odd,” Tammy said, her voice low. “I don’t understand how this could have gotten here.”

“You know what it belongs to?” Dougray asked in surprise.

Tammy nodded, her eyes still fixed on the pile. “Yes. Back when I was studying to be a vet, I did a rotation at a zoo.”

“A zoo.” Dougray rocked back on his heels.

“Yeah. If I am not mistaken, these droppings belong to a lion.” She dropped the stick and placed her hands on her thighs as she half-turned to face him.

“You mean a mountain lion?” Dougray asked, even though he knew the answer was no.

He’d seen mountain lion droppings. He’d smelled mountain lion droppings.

His bear was right. They had been asking the wrong question.

Yes, his bear said. The question we should be asking is—what is a lion doing in these mountains? And how did it get here?


Chapter Thirteen – Tammy

No wonder Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s bull had gotten spooked and gone on a rampage if he’d sensed a lion up here. Tammy straightened up and scanned the area, stepping lightly through the underbrush, her eyes fixed on the ground. There. She parted the brush and crouched down. “Paw print.”

“A lion’s paw print?” Dougray carefully stepped to her side and hunkered down next to her.

“Yes.” She nodded. The paw print backed up her analysis of the droppings. Not that she’d doubted herself. But, by the surprise on Dougray’s face, others might have.

“Good tracking.” Dougray took out his phone and snapped a few photos of it from different angles, before going back to the lion droppings and doing the same.

“Shall we track it?” Tammy studied the ground as she made her way through the underbrush until she hit a game trail.

“Track it?” Dougray asked.

“Yes.” She came back toward him. “It might have a den up here that we could track it to. I don’t mean confront it, or anything. But with your senses, we should be able to locate it from a safe distance.”

“We should wait…” His eyes went distant.

“What?” Tammy studied his face, certain he was focused on his shifter scenes.

“My brothers are coming this way,” Dougray announced.

“Your brothers.” She folded her arms across her body. “Are they following us?”

He fixed his attention on her once more. “Henry asked if I would like them to help with the search.”

“Dougray.” Her eyes narrowed at him.

“Okay, I was worried about what might be out here,” he confessed. “It felt different…” He shrugged. “And it is different.”

“There are no lion shifters in Bear Creek?” Tammy asked. “Or no lion shifters at all?” She’d always figured that any animal could be a shifter, but she’d jumped to that conclusion.

Dougray hesitated, his brow furrowing. “There are a couple of lion shifters in the area, but they are very cautious. And they would not have been out in broad daylight.”

Tammy nodded, processing this information. She glanced back at the paw print. “So it’s doubtful they would have been out on the mountain the day Hercules got spooked.”

“Highly unlikely,” Dougray replied, his voice low and thoughtful. “Which means it could be a lion shifter passing through…”

“Or it could be an actual lion, one of the non-shifter variety.” She turned and gazed into the distance. “Either way, we need to be cautious.”

“Which is why we should join my brothers,” Dougray said. “There is safety in numbers.”

“You’re right.” Tammy headed back toward Sunshine who was munching on a patch of grass, completely at ease now.

Unlike Tammy. As she walked back to her horse, she kept glancing over her shoulder, scanning the tree line for any sign of movement. How did the lion get all the way out here? There weren’t any local zoos or wildlife parks that kept lions, and even if there were, it would be big news if one escaped.

Which probably meant the droppings, and the paw print belonged to a shifter.

“You okay?” Dougray stuck close to her side, matching her unease.

Tammy nodded, forcing a smile. “How far away are your brothers?”

Dougray cocked his head, listening. “Not far. They should be here in a few minutes.”

They reached Sunshine, who nickered softly at their approach. “You are enjoying your snack.” Tammy stroked Sunshine’s muzzle, the rhythmic sounds of her eating soothing.

She glanced at Dougray, who was scanning the forest with keen eyes. His posture was tense, and alert. “Do you think we should mount up?”

“Yes.” Dougray gathered up Cobra’s reins and swung into his saddle with practiced grace, his eyes never leaving the distant tree line. Tammy followed suit, settling onto Sunshine’s back. The horse shifted restlessly beneath her, sensing the tension in the air. Or the tension in his rider’s body.

Horses were adept at sensing their rider’s mood, and so Tammy forced out a breath and tried to relax. “Easy, boy,” Tammy murmured, patting Sunshine’s neck. She glanced at Dougray. “Which direction are your brothers coming from?”

He pointed to their left. “That way. We should head out and meet them. Once we explain what we’ve found, we can start a search grid.”

“I should alert the local sheriff.” Tammy took her phone from her pocket, but there was no reception.

“Come on. There’s better reception back toward the ranch.” Dougray turned Cobra’s head toward home, and Tammy followed suit with Sunshine. The mountains had never seemed threatening to her before, but she was suddenly aware of how far they were from help if they were attacked.

Dougray is a bear, she reminded herself. But would a bear be any match for a fully grown lion, if that was what they were dealing with?

She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly as she steadied her nerves. She was overreacting. The chances were the lion would not come near them. It would not risk a confrontation with another predator.

At least, that was her theory until Dougray stiffened in his saddle and reined his horse in.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“I can sense it,” Dougray murmured.

“The lion?” Tammy’s eyes darted around them, but her eyes did not cover the same distance as a shifter’s senses. If Dougray had only just sensed the lion, then he was far, far away.

“Yes, he’s over that ridge.” Dougray nodded toward a ridge that must have been at least half a mile away.

“What’s the plan?” Tammy asked. “And do not say you wait here.”

“I was thinking more like you go back to the ranch.” He gave her a wry smile as if he knew what her answer would be.

Tammy shook her head firmly. “Not a chance.”

Dougray sighed, but he hid a smile, that she read as admiration. “I had to try. All right, we’ll approach slowly and quietly. My brothers should be here any minute, which will give us more backup.”

Dougray urged Cobra on toward the ridge and Tammy followed. Sunshine’s ears flicked back and forth nervously as they made their way toward the ridge. Tammy leaned forward, patting his neck reassuringly. But Sunshine’s attention was not on the distant ridge.

His focus was drawn elsewhere and Tammy suspected he could sense Dougray’s brother’s approaching.

And then she saw them, four bears moving as one across the mountain, heading right for them.

Relief and awe hit her in equal measure. Relief that she and Dougray were not about to face down a lion alone. And awe at the sight of such magnificent creatures out here in the wild.

As the bears drew closer, Dougray brought Cobra to a halt and Tammy stopped Sunshine alongside him. “Easy there,” she crooned as her horse fidgeted under her.

Beside her, Dougray raised a hand, and the bears slowed, stopping about twenty feet away, before one by one they shifted into their human forms.

“You sensed it, too?” Henry asked as he strode toward them.

“Yes,” Dougray replied, his voice low and tense. “It’s over that ridge.” He nodded in the direction they had been heading.

“Any idea what it might be?” Henry asked.

“We found tracks and droppings over toward Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place,” Tammy shifted in her saddle, feeling the weight of five pairs of eyes on her. “It’s definitely a lion.”

“But whether it’s a shifter or not, we can’t be sure,” Dougray added.

Henry’s brow furrowed as he glanced at the ridge. “A lion. That explains a few things. And it could be someone passing through. A tourist perhaps.”

“But why hang around near Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place?” Dougray asked. “It was there a few days ago when it spooked Hercules. Then I sensed it this afternoon when we were over there. Now it’s heading back this way.”

“Does that make it more or less likely to be a shifter?” Klein asked.

“Maybe it’s hungry,” Tammy suggested. “And on the hunt.”

“Which would leave me inclined to believe it’s not a shifter,” Henry said thoughtfully. “Most of the more exotic shifters that come to Bear Creek stay under the radar.”

“That’s what I figured,” Dougray replied.

“Okay, since we are so close, let’s go see what we can see.” Henry glanced toward Tammy.

“She’s coming, too,” Dougray said. “If it’s a hurt animal, we might need Tammy’s skills.”

“Sure thing,” Henry said.

“Before we go, I should belatedly introduce you all to my mate,” Dougray said with some pride, which made color flare in Tammy’s cheeks.

“Good to meet you. I’m Ezra.” Ezra raised his hand.

“Tammy.” Another of the brothers nodded. “I’m Klein.”

“And I am Levi,” the fourth brother nodded, his blond hair flopping over one eye before he brushed it back from his face.

“Okay, let’s fan out, Levi, Klein, you go on and flank the lion. We’ll spread out and try to contain him,” Henry said. “But remember, this might be some innocent tourist, so go easy.”

“We’ll go head-on,” Dougray said, as he turned Cobra back toward the ridge.

“Cool heads,” Henry ordered as the surrounding air shimmered and he shifted into his bear. The others did the same and then sprinted away. Two of the bears streaked ahead, Levi and Klein, who were circling around the back of the lion.

“Sometime soon I’ll have to meet them all again in their bear forms so I can learn to differentiate them,” Tammy said as she rode after Dougray. “Though I imagine it might take me a while to tell them apart.”

“I guess we do all look the same at first sight.” Dougray smiled, but his eyes remained focused on the ridge ahead. “But you’ll get there. Each of us has our own unique markings. But it’s all in the eyes.”

“Yeah, that is the striking thing about shifters. Everything changes but the eyes,” Tammy said. “I like that.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes. The only sounds were the soft thud of hooves on earth and the occasional snort from the horses. The bears had all disappeared from view and Tammy could barely breathe as she listened for any signs of a clash between one of the Thornberg bears and the lion.

“What’s happening?” Tammy finally asked as they neared the ridge. Dougray did not need to see or hear to know where everyone was.

“Not much. The lion seems to be staying put.” His brow creased. “We’re closing in on him, but it’s not reacting.”

“I hope it’s okay.” Tammy hated the idea of such a magnificent animal being hurt. But that would explain its strange behavior.

But what if it was a shifter that was hurt? Should she treat them? Or take them to a doctor?

That was a question for later. Right now, she had to focus on what was immediately before them.

“My brothers are closing in,” Dougray said, his voice low and tense. “We’re almost there.”

As they crested the ridge, Tammy’s breath caught in her throat. There, in a small clearing about fifty yards away, lay a massive golden lion. It was sprawled on its side, its chest heaving with labored breaths.

“Oh no,” Tammy whispered, her heart aching at the sight. “It’s hurt.”

Dougray nodded grimly. “Stay here. I’m going to shift and approach with my brothers.”

Before Tammy could protest, Dougray had dismounted and shifted into his bear form. The massive grizzly lumbered forward, joining his brothers as they emerged from the trees surrounding the clearing. Tammy watched in awe as the five bears cautiously approached the prone lion.

The lion’s eyes fluttered open as the bears drew near. It let out a weak roar, more of a groan, really, and tried to lift its head. Tammy’s heart clenched at the obvious pain in the creature’s movements.

“It’s okay,” she murmured, even though she knew the lion couldn’t hear her from this distance. “We’re here to help.”

The bears formed a loose semicircle around the lion, with Dougray at the center. Tammy held her breath as she watched, her fingers gripping Sunshine’s reins tightly. The lion lifted his head, its eyes darted between the bears, a mix of fear and resignation in its gaze before it flopped back down.

After a moment, Henry’s bear turned his massive head toward her and nodded once.

Taking that as her cue, Tammy carefully dismounted from Sunshine. She approached the clearing slowly, her hands held out in a non-threatening gesture. As she drew closer, she could see the lion’s golden eyes tracking her movements.

“Hey there, big guy,” she said, keeping her voice calm and soothing. “We’re here to help you. Can you understand me?”

The lion’s eyes seemed to focus on her more intently, but it made no move to respond. Tammy glanced at Dougray’s bear, uncertainty flickering across her face.

“I’m not sure if it’s a shifter or not,” she murmured. “But either way, it needs help.”

Tammy crouched down about ten feet away from the lion, trying to assess its condition without getting too close. Its breathing was labored, and she could see a deep gash along its flank, crusted with dried blood.

“He’s injured,” she said, her eyes never leaving the lion. “There’s a wound on his side. It looks like it might be infected.”

The lion’s eyes locked onto hers, and for a moment, Tammy felt a flicker of something—recognition, perhaps? Or was it just her imagination?

“Are you a shifter?” she asked.

“He is,” Dougray said as he shifted and joined her by the side of the lion.

“Okay, we need to get him back to the ranch so I can treat him.” She crawled toward the lion, wanting to take a better look at his injury.

“Careful.” Dougray put his hand on her shoulder.

“I know,” she replied. “Injured animals are unpredictable.”

But she was going to have to take a chance and trust that this shifter knew she was trying to help.

The alternative might mean death for the magnificent lion. And she did not want that on her conscience. Because this would not just be the death of a lion, but of a man, too.


Chapter Fourteen – Dougray

“Be careful,” Dougray warned.

What he really wanted to do was pull her back from the lion lying on the ground and put himself between them.

“I’m fine,” Tammy assured him without looking up at him as she worked to check the wound on the lion’s flank. “But the same can’t be said for this guy.”

We need to get him off this mountain. Dougray’s bear was as concerned for the shifter lying on the ground as Tammy. And you should be concerned, too.

Dougray let out a long, slow breath and tried to let go of his need to protect his mate. It didn’t work.

You don’t have to let go of it, his bear said. But you do need to control it.

“He needs fluids and stitches and antibiotics.” Tammy rolled back on her heels. “Now.”

There was no mistaking the urgency in her voice. But getting a lion down off the mountain would not be easy.

“Hey.” Dougray crouched down next to the lion’s massive head and leaned forward. “Can you shift?”

He looks too weak, Dougray’s bear said.

It’s worth a shot, Dougray answered. If he was in his human form, we could put him on Cobra’s back and lead him back to the ranch.

The lion’s eyes flickered open, revealing a glimmer of intelligence despite the pain clouding his gaze. He let out a low, rumbling growl that seemed to vibrate through the earth beneath them.

“I’ll take that as a no,” Dougray muttered, running a hand through his hair.

Tammy’s brow furrowed as she surveyed the prone lion. “We could try to fashion a makeshift stretcher,” she suggested, her eyes darting around the clearing for suitable materials.

“This guy is gonna be heavy.” Dougray stood up and locked eyes with Henry. “What do you think?”

Henry shrugged. “We need to get him down off the ridge. That’s our first obstacle.”

“From there we could head down toward Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place. If one of us rides back to the ranch, we can get the truck and drive and meet you there,” Ezra suggested.

Dougray nodded, his mind racing through the logistics. “All right, that’s a plan. Ezra, you’re the fastest rider. Head back to the ranch and get the truck. We’ll start moving him down.”

“On it.” Ezra didn’t waste a moment, swinging onto Cobra and riding down the ridge, before disappearing into the distance at a gallop.

“Okay, so a stretcher,” Dougray said.

“Let’s gather what we can find and then figure it out.” Henry began gathering sturdy branches, Dougray joined him, while Klein and Levi tore down vines to construct a makeshift stretcher. While they worked, Tammy continued to tend to the wounded lion, monitoring his vitals.

“I don’t think this is going to hold a lion,” Klein said as they finished lashing together the makeshift stretcher.

Dougray frowned, eyeing their handiwork skeptically. “You’re right. We need something sturdier.”

Levi bore down on it, and the branches creaked ominously under his weight. “We don’t have many options.”

“Is there any way he’s going to be able to stand and walk?” Henry asked Tammy.

Tammy shook her head, her eyes filled with concern. “I don’t think so. He’s lost a lot of blood and moving him could make the injury worse.”

Dougray ran a hand over his face, frustration evident in his tense posture. They were running out of time.

You mean the lion is running out of time, his bear said miserably.

“What if...” Klein started, then hesitated. “What if we shifted? Between the four of us bears, we could probably carry him down.”

“On the stretcher?” Tammy asked.

“No, not on the stretcher,” Klein clarified, his eyes lighting up with the idea. “I mean, we could carry him directly. Two of us supporting his front end, two at the back. Our bears are strong enough to manage it.”

Dougray considered this, his gaze shifting between the wounded lion and his brothers. It was risky, but it might be their best option.

“It could work,” he said slowly, nodding. “We’d have to be careful on the descent, but we could probably make better time than trying to drag a makeshift stretcher.”

Henry nodded in agreement. “It’s worth a shot, but it will not be easy. We’ll have to keep in tight together to support him.”

Dougray looked at Tammy, seeking her approval. She bit her lip, considering the option.

“It’s not ideal,” she admitted, “but it might be our best chance to get him down safely and quickly. Just be careful not to jostle him too much.”

“All right,” Dougray said, his voice taking on a commanding tone. “We’re going to need to keep him steady. Tammy, you’ll need to guide us and make sure we keep close enough. One wrong move, one misstep and we’ll drop him.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Tammy replied. “But how are we going to get him onto your backs?”

Dougray considered Tammy’s question for a moment. “We’ll have to do it in stages,” he said finally. “Klein and I will shift first and get into position on either side of him. Then Henry and Levi can help lift him onto our backs.”

“Then Henry and I can shift and slide under his back end. If we keep close together and move as one, we should be able to get him down to Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place.” Klein put his hands on his hips as he looked down at the lion.

The others nodded in agreement, and Dougray turned to Tammy. “We’ll be relying on you to make sure we don’t aggravate his injuries any further.”

Tammy’s eyes widened slightly, but she nodded resolutely. “I can do that,” she said, her voice steady despite the gravity of the situation.

Dougray gave her a reassuring smile before turning to his brothers. “All right, are we ready?”

Without hesitation, Dougray and Klein shifted into their bear forms, their massive bodies covered in thick, dark fur. They carefully positioned themselves on either side of the wounded lion, their powerful muscles tensed and ready.

Henry and Levi approached, their faces etched with concentration. “On three,” Henry said, his hands under the lion’s shoulders. “One, two, three!”

With a collective grunt, Henry and Levi heaved the lion’s massive form onto Dougray’s and Klein’s backs. The bears let out low huffs as they adjusted to the weight, their powerful legs bracing against the ground.

Tammy hovered nearby, her hands outstretched as if to steady the precarious arrangement. “Careful,” she murmured, her eyes darting between the lion’s wound and the bears’ faces.

Once the lion was secure, Henry and Levi quickly shifted into their bears, sliding underneath the big cat’s hindquarters. Then they straightened their legs and took small steps toward each other.

The four bear brothers stood together, the wounded lion balanced precariously across their broad backs. Tammy circled them, her hands hovering anxiously as she checked the lion’s position.

“Okay, you need to shuffle closer together,” she said, her voice tight with worry as the bears maneuvered themselves closer together while keeping the lion steady. “Let’s move, but slowly. We need to keep him as stable as possible.”

Dougray let out a low rumble of acknowledgment, and the bears began to move as one. Their massive paws dug into the earth, creating a steady rhythm as they navigated the uneven terrain. Tammy walked alongside them, constantly monitoring the lion and the path ahead as she guided the bears around obstacles, ensuring the injured shifter remained as stable as possible.

The descent was slow and arduous. Sweat beaded on Tammy’s brow as she kept pace with the bears, her muscles tense with the effort of staying alert to every movement.

This lion is in the safest hands, Dougray said as he and his brothers made their way toward the bottom of the ridge.

It’ll get easier once we are on more level ground. His bear grunted, his powerful body straining under the weight of their burden.

As they made their way down the mountain, the terrain gradually became less steep, but the weight of the lion was taking its toll on the bear brothers. Their muscles trembled with exertion, and their breaths came in heavy pants.

“You’re doing great,” Tammy encouraged. “We’re almost to level ground. Just a little farther.”

The bears rumbled in acknowledgment, their massive paws continuing their steady rhythm.

“Klein, steady there,” Tammy called out, noticing Klein’s slight wobble. The bear grunted in response, readjusting his stance as he kept moving forward with his brothers.

As they finally reached more level ground, Tammy let out a sigh of relief. “Okay, shall we take a quick break here?” she asked as she leaned in to take a closer look at the lion.

The bears stopped walking and then carefully lowered themselves, allowing the lion to rest on the ground. Tammy immediately kneeled beside the injured shifter, checking his vitals and wound.

“How’s he doing?” Dougray asked, having shifted back to his human form. He crouched beside Tammy, his eyes filled with concern.

Tammy’s fingers gently probed the lion’s flank. “He’s holding on, but we need to hurry. The bleeding has slowed, but he’s still in critical condition.”

Dougray nodded and then stared into the distance. “We’re making good time. Ezra should be meeting us with the truck soon.”

“I never would have guessed we’d be carrying a lion down a mountain when I woke up this morning,” Klein said, stretching his arms after shifting back to human form.

“Life’s full of surprises,” Henry added with a wry smile, rolling his shoulders.

Levi, the last to shift back, looked at Tammy with admiration. “You’re handling this like a pro.”

Tammy shook her head, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “Thanks. I’ve dealt with emergencies before, but never quite like this,” she admitted. “I just hope we can get him the help he needs in time.”

Dougray placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “You’re doing great, Tammy. We couldn’t have made it this far without you.”

“I’m not the one doing the heavy lifting,” Tammy said. “You guys are awesome. The way you move as one.”

“We know each other inside and out,” Henry said, casting a proud glance at his brothers.

Dougray nodded in agreement. “Blame it on years of working together on the ranch and shifting together. It becomes second nature after a while.”

“I think I hear the truck,” Klein turned to his left and stared into the distance.

“You do?” Tammy’s head snapped up and she followed his gaze. “I don’t hear anything yet.”

“Shifter hearing,” Klein explained. “It’s coming from the east.”

“Okay then,” Dougray said, relief evident in his voice. He turned to his brothers. “Let’s get ready to move again.”

The brothers nodded in unison, their faces set with determination. Without further prompting, they shifted back into their bear forms, their massive bodies rippling with fur as they once again took their positions around the injured lion.

Tammy supervised as they carefully lifted the big cat onto their backs once more. “Easy does it,” she murmured. “That’s it, nice and steady.”

They continued on, picking their way carefully down the mountain, drawing closer to Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s place.

I don’t know how she’s going to react when she knows a lion was responsible for scaring Hercules. Dougray’s bear strained as he took another step while focusing on keeping close to his brothers.

Maybe she’s tucked up in bed and won’t know a thing about it, Dougray replied. He’d be glad when they were down off the mountain and the lion was safely stowed in the back of the truck.

So will I, his bear replied, as he took another careful step forward. The weight of the lion seemed to get heavier with every step, but Dougray would not stop until the shifter was safe.

I just hope that he makes it, Dougray said. For his sake and Tammy’s.

His bear glanced up at their mate. Yeah, she will not take it well if we lose him.

“I hear it,” Tammy called out with relief. “I hear the truck.” She patted the lion gently. “It’s going to be okay. You are going to be all right.”

As one, the bears quickened their pace slightly, their muscles straining with renewed effort.

They might be nearly off the mountain, but this night was nowhere near over.


Chapter Fifteen – Tammy

He was going to be okay.

At least if she had anything to do with it.

But life was not that simple. Just because she wanted the injured lion to make a full recovery didn’t mean that would be the outcome.

Tammy glanced at the four bears, who had valiantly carried the lion down from the ridge. She only hoped moving him hadn’t been the wrong decision.

If he died… No, she was not even going to let that idea sneak into her head.

He was going to make it. All they had to do was take things one step at a time. And that next step was to get him safely into the back of Ezra’s truck.

Easy. After all, they had gotten this far.

“Who’s there?” Old Ma’s voice called out from the direction of the house.

Things were about to get even more interesting.

But they didn’t have time to explain. Every second counted.

“I’ll handle it,” Ezra said as he dropped the tailgate of the truck. “I brought your bag, too, Tammy.”

“And your uncle.” The passenger door opened, and Uncle Gavin climbed out.

“What are you doing here?” Tammy did not hide her relief as she left the lion’s side and went to her uncle.

“I figured you might need a hand,” Uncle Gavin said. “Not that I thought you couldn’t handle things on your own. But this is…” He shook his head. “A lion.”

“It’s a what?!” Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s voice pierced the air.

“Does she have the hearing of a shifter?” Tammy asked.

“What are you Thornberg boys all doing here?” Old Ma stormed toward them.

“Old Ma, we’ll be out of here in a few minutes,” Ezra hurried after Old Ma as she strode toward them.

“But what I want to know is why you are all here in the first place. And what was that about a lion?” Old Ma barked. “Gavin! Is that you? What are you doing here? I wouldn’t have expected you to be involved in some Thornberg shenanigans.”

“Thornberg shenanigans?” Ezra asked as he finally caught up with Old Ma.

“Oh my goodness, it is a lion.” Old Ma stumbled backward and trod on Ezra’s foot.

As she flailed her arms to keep her balance, Ezra reached out and helped steady her. “I got you.”

Old Ma clung to him as she leaned forward, peering at the injured lion. Her eyes widened with a mix of fear and fascination. “Where on earth did you find this creature? And what in heaven’s name are you planning to do with it?”

Tammy stepped forward, her voice calm as she tried to explain, “We found him injured on the ridge.”

“On the ridge?” Old Ma asked. “Is this the creature that spooked Hercules?”

“We think so.” Dougray came to stand next to Tammy.

“You think he was after my animals?” Old Ma asked.

“He’s in no fit state to hunt,” Tammy replied. “Maybe he was looking for help.”

At this suggestion, Old Ma relaxed a little. “He looks near dead.”

“Which is why we need to get him in the back of the truck and back to the clinic.” Uncle Gavin limped over to them. “We’ll take care of it.”

Old Ma pressed her lips together and then gave a nod. “Go on with you, then. He won’t last long if you all stand around talking.”

Tammy let out a long breath and smothered a smile. “We’ll take good care of him.”

“Do you want me to see you back inside the house?” Ezra asked.

“Why? Don’t you think I can find my own way back?” Old Ma had already turned around, walking away. “I’ve lived here long enough. I know every inch of the place. I only tripped because your foot was where it wasn’t supposed to be.”

“How could you try to trip up Old Ma?” Dougray asked Ezra with a teasing tone. Ezra rolled his eyes but didn’t dignify the jibe with a response.

Instead, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. “All right, let’s get this big guy loaded up.”

“It’s gonna take some effort,” Henry said, gesturing to the lion. “We’re going to have to do this with manpower, not bear power.”

“We had an idea,” Uncle Gavin said as they all headed back to the truck where the lion shifter was lying on the ground.

“Yeah, when I told Gavin about the lion, he suggested we bring this.” Ezra opened the tailgate and dragged out a strong tarp.

“I figured if four of you take hold of a corner, and one of you grab one side, and Tammy and I on the other,” Uncle Gavin explained. “Not that Tammy and I are as strong as one of you boys.” He shrugged. “But as long as we keep the tarp steady and don’t let the lion roll off, we should be fine.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Henry nodded as he gnawed at his bottom lip. “We’ve used a similar setup when carrying people out of collapsed buildings.”

“Henry is a firefighter,” Dougray told Tammy.

“Ah, that’s why you have such a calm control over situations like these,” Tammy said, her admiration evident in her voice. Henry ducked his head, a faint blush coloring his cheeks.

“All right, let’s do this,” Ezra commanded, taking charge of the situation. “Henry, you take the front right corner. Dougray, you’re on front left. I’ll take back right, and...”

“I’ve got back left.” Levi held up his hand.

“And I’ll get the side,” Klein said.

The group worked together seamlessly, positioning themselves around the tarp. With a synchronized effort, they carefully rolled the lion onto the makeshift stretcher. Tammy winced as she heard a low groan escape from the creature’s muzzle.

“Easy now,” Uncle Gavin instructed as they lifted the tarp. “Steady...steady...”

The lion’s massive form sagged in the center of the tarp, its golden fur matted with blood and dirt. Tammy’s heart raced as they inched toward the truck, each step careful and measured.

“Almost there,” Dougray encouraged, his muscles straining under the weight.

As they neared the tailgate, Tammy glimpsed the lion’s face. Its eyes, barely open, met hers for a brief moment. She saw pain there, but also a flicker of something else—intelligence, awareness. It sent a shiver down her spine.

With a final heave, they managed to slide the tarp onto the truck bed. Tammy immediately climbed in and checked his vitals and his wound.

“Hang in there, big guy,” she murmured. “We’re going to take good care of you.”

“How’s he looking?” Dougray asked, his voice laced with concern.

“No better, no worse,” Tammy replied.

“Okay, Tammy and I will travel in the back with him…” Uncle Gavin began.

“No,” Tammy said quickly. “You should ride in the front. You don’t want to aggravate that ankle of yours.”

Uncle Gavin looked down at his ankle and cursed under his breath.

“Hey.” Dougray placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be better help to this lion when we get him back to the clinic if you are not in any pain.”

Uncle Gavin sighed and then gave a resigned nod. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”

Tammy nodded. “I’ll keep him stable and try to assess him on the way.”

“Dougray, why don’t you ride in the back with Tammy?” Henry suggested.

“We’ll meet you back at the clinic,” Klein said as he and Levi backed away.

“What about Sunshine?” Tammy asked. The horse had followed behind them as they carried the lion down the mountain and was now standing eating grass near the truck.

“I’ll take care of Sunshine,” Ezra offered, already moving toward the horse. “I’ll take her back to the ranch and then meet you all at the clinic.”

Tammy nodded gratefully, her attention already returning to the injured lion. As Dougray climbed into the truck bed beside her, Ezra started the engine.

“Hold on tight,” Ezra called back to them. “I’ll try to take it easy, but we need to get there fast.”

The truck lurched forward, and Tammy braced herself against the side, one hand resting on the lion’s flank. She could feel the shallow rise and fall of his breathing, each inhale a struggle.

As they bounced down the dirt road, Tammy stared at the lion. She’d treated plenty of injured animals before, but never anything like this. A lion shifter was a whole different ballgame.

“How’s he doing? The wound sure looks nasty,” Dougray asked.

“He’s hanging in there. Once we get back to the clinic and get him on antibiotics and fluids, he should make a full recovery,” Tammy replied, trying to keep her voice steady. “As long as there are no further complications.”

Dougray scooted closer, his presence comforting as they made their way slowly along the mountain roads. “No further complications?”

She glanced up at Dougray, his brow furrowed with concern. “Well, there’s always a risk of infection with wounds like this. And we don’t know how long he’s been out here, so dehydration and exposure are concerns, too. Plus, he’s a shifter. There might be...unique complications.”

Dougray nodded solemnly. “You’re worried about him not being able to shift interfering with healing?”

“Exactly,” Tammy confirmed, her fingers gently probing the lion’s wound. “Do you have any idea why he can’t shift?”

“Not really. The only other person I have ever met who could not shift was an ex-soldier, and he was suffering from PTSD, if I recall.”

The truck hit a particularly rough patch of road, jostling them. The lion let out a low growl of pain, and Tammy quickly placed a calming hand on his shoulder.

“Shh, it’s okay,” she murmured. “We’re almost there.”

Dougray watched her work with admiration. “You’re fantastic at this, you know. Henry isn’t the only one who is good at keeping calm under pressure.”

Tammy gave a small, wry smile. “Well, after everything that’s happened lately, I suppose I’ve had plenty of practice staying calm in stressful situations.”

Dougray’s expression softened with understanding. “Right, the wedding... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up painful memories.”

“It’s okay,” Tammy said, her focus still on the lion. “In a way, it’s almost a relief to have something else to worry about. At least this is a problem I might actually be able to solve.”

The truck lurched again, and Tammy steadied herself against Dougray’s shoulder. For a moment, she was acutely aware of his warmth, the solid strength of him beside her.

“We’re almost there,” Dougray said.

“How do you know…” She nodded. “Your shifter senses strike again.”

“They do.”

“And your brothers, are they close?” Tammy asked.

“They’ll be here in a couple of minutes,” Dougray confirmed.

“They must run fast,” Tammy said.

“They took a more direct route over the mountains, while we drove the long way around.” Dougray glanced at the lion once more. “And he went slow to keep this guy from rolling around in the back here.”

Tammy shifted her attention from the lion to Dougray and leaned on his shoulder for a moment. “You Thornbergs are a force to be reckoned with, aren’t you?”

He slid his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “We do what we can for whoever needs our help. But it’s no more than most people in this town would do for those in need.”

“I want to be a part of that,” she murmured.

“You already are,” Dougray assured her. “I hope tonight proved that to you…because the rest of us already knew.”


Chapter Sixteen – Dougray

“Well, there’s nothing more we can do tonight.” Uncle Gavin straightened up and put his hand on the small of his back. He and Tammy had been assessing and treating the lion shifter for the past couple of hours. Thankfully, their dedicated care seemed to already have made the lion more comfortable, and he was responding well to the fluids and antibiotics. Plus some pain relief.

“Why don’t you go on to bed?” Tammy asked. “I’ll sit up and watch him.”

“No.” Gavin shook his head. “I’ll take the first shift. You go and get a few hours’ sleep.”

“I don’t mind,” Tammy insisted.

“I know you don’t,” Gavin replied. “But I’ll put a pot of coffee on and sit here and read my book.” He put his hand up as she opened her mouth to protest. “Please.”

“Come on.” Dougray put his arm around his mate’s shoulders and guided her toward the door that led out of the barn that had been converted into a clinic for when Gavin had animals that needed intensive care.

I bet he never thought he would have a lion in here, Dougray’s bear said.

No, I don’t suppose he did, Dougray replied, his gaze resting on the lion for a moment.

He’ll be okay, Dougray’s bear assured him.

Yeah, I’m sure he will, Dougray said. I just wish we knew more about him.

When he’s stronger, he’ll shift, and then we can get those questions answered.

I just hope he isn’t dangerous, Dougray voiced his fears. Fears he had not shared with Tammy and Gavin.

For now, he is in no fit state to be a danger to anyone, his bear replied.

Even so, Dougray had no plans to go home tonight.

Not that he expected to share Tammy’s bed. He’d either sleep on Gavin’s couch or else find somewhere close by where he could keep a close watch on things.

You might be overreacting, his bear said. But until we know more about this lion…

We can’t be too careful, Dougray finished the thought.

“Call me if you need me,” Tammy told her uncle as she went to him and hugged him. “I mean it.”

“I will,” Uncle Gavin assured her.

As Dougray and Tammy stepped out into the cool night air, the moon hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the yard. Tammy shivered, and Dougray instinctively slid his arm around her and pulled her closer.

“You okay?” he asked as she shivered and leaned into him.

Tammy nodded, but Dougray could feel the tension in her shoulders. “I just... I can’t help but wonder where he came from. Who he is.”

“That’s a question that can wait until tomorrow,” he said. “For now, you need sleep.”

“I don’t know if I can sleep,” she replied. “My head is filled with a million thoughts and my body is still running on adrenaline.”

Dougray paused, considering her words. The moonlight cast a soft glow on Tammy’s face, highlighting the worry lines etched around her eyes. He felt a surge of protectiveness wash over him.

“How about we take a short walk?” he suggested, gesturing toward the path that led to the creek. “Might help clear your head a bit.”

Tammy hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “That sounds nice.”

They set off down the well-worn trail, their footsteps crunching softly on the gravel. The night air was cool on his skin, filled with the scents from Gavin’s yard.

In any other circumstances, with his mate by his side, the evening would have been magical. But the events of the evening weighed heavily on both of them as they walked in companionable silence.

The shallow stream that bordered Gavin’s home came into view, its gentle babbling a soothing counterpoint to the chirping of crickets and the occasional hoot of an owl. Dougray led Tammy to a large, flat rock near the water’s edge, and they sat down together, their shoulders touching.

“Want to sit for a bit?” Dougray asked softly.

Tammy nodded, and they settled onto the cool surface of the rock. The moonlight danced on the rippling water, creating a mesmerizing display of light and shadow. For a long moment, neither of them spoke as the gentle sounds of the night enveloped them.

“I can’t help but feel responsible for him,” Tammy said softly, her gaze fixed on the rippling surface of the creek. “I know it’s silly, but...”

Dougray squeezed her hand gently. “It’s not silly at all. You have a big heart, Tammy. It’s why you do the job you do. I could see it this afternoon when you were with Old Ma Hinchliffe and then when we found the lion. It could have been a dangerous situation, but you were fearless.”

She turned to look at him, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You’re pretty fearless yourself, you know. You and your brothers, the way you all helped him without hesitation...”

“We’ve always found strength in our numbers. I doubt even a fully healed lion shifter would be a match for the six…five of us.” His throat constricted as he corrected himself.

We should be six. His bear dropped his head, his mood suddenly melancholy.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Tammy rested her hand on his thigh and a rush of warmth chased away his melancholy.

Jay will be okay, his bear told him.

“Not tonight,” Dougray told her. “Not because I don’t want to share with you, but because tonight isn’t the time. We have enough on our minds with our mysterious lion visitor.”

One problem at a time, his bear added. And anyway, Jay was not a problem they could solve.

Tammy nodded, understanding in her eyes. She leaned her head against his shoulder, and Dougray felt a wave of contentment wash over him. Despite the uncertainty surrounding the lion shifter, having Tammy by his side felt right.

The gentle sounds of the creek and the night creatures slowly worked their magic, easing the tension from Tammy’s body. Dougray could feel her relaxing against him, her breathing becoming deeper and more even.

“We should head back,” he said softly, not wanting to disturb the peaceful moment but knowing she needed proper rest. “You need to sleep in a real bed, not on a rock by the creek.”

Tammy sighed and straightened up. “I suppose you’re right. Although sitting here with you, it’s easy to forget everything. It’s just you, me, and the night sky.” She paused, gazing up at the stars twinkling above them. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Dougray followed her gaze, taking in the vast expanse of the night sky. “It is,” he agreed softly. “Almost as beautiful as you.”

Tammy turned to him, her eyes widening slightly at his words. In the moonlight, Dougray could see a blush creeping across her cheeks. He hadn’t meant to be so forward, but the words had slipped out before he could stop them.

“Dougray, I...” she began, but then she leaned forward and cupped his face in her hand.

Their eyes locked for a moment, and then she licked her lips, inching closer to him. Dougray held his breath, not wanting to break the spell as she brushed her lips against his.

It was the lightest of kisses. But it stirred something deep within Dougray, a primal need that his bear recognized instantly. He returned the kiss gently, savoring the softness of her lips and the sweet scent of her skin.

After a moment, Tammy pulled back slightly, her eyes searching his face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t apologize,” Dougray murmured, his hand coming up to cup her cheek. “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I saw you. But I know you’ve been through a lot, and I don’t want to rush you or—”

Tammy silenced him with another kiss, this one deeper and more certain. Dougray’s arms instinctively wrapped around her, pulling her closer. Her hands went to the buttons of his plaid shirt, her fingers fumbling as they tried to undo the first one.

It seemed the night was not done with its surprises yet.

And out of all of them, this promised to be the most incredible.

But was it too soon? Tammy had spoken about things moving too fast between them.

What if her actions now were because of the shock of finding the lion shifter and bringing him back to the clinic?

Dougray never wanted his mate to regret anything about their relationship.

“Tammy…” He closed his hands over hers as their lips parted.

“I know what you are thinking,” she said. “At least, I know what you think I am thinking.”

“That this is too fast…” Dougray murmured.

“After tonight, I don’t care,” she whispered. “This is where I belong. And I don’t mean in Bear Creek, or at the clinic. I mean here, with you.”

“You do,” he replied.

“Then make love to me. Here.” She looked up at the night sky with its millions of stars. “Because right here, right now, I believe in magic.”

Dougray tangled his fingers in her hair as he drew her to him and kissed her lips. This shifter did not need telling twice. She wanted him. It was as if something had clicked in her head, and she believed in him. In the mating bond.

In the love they shared.

And as she unbuttoned his shirt, her fingers trailing across his bare skin, the love he felt for her filled his heart. Filled his body and his soul.

When their lips parted, she ducked her head and placed soft butterfly kisses across his chest, her warm breath sending shivers down his spine. Dougray’s hands roamed her back, tracing the curves of her body as he savored every touch, every sensation. The night air was cool against their skin, but the heat between them was building rapidly.

Damn, he needed her naked.

He fought for control, the temptation to tear her clothes from her body almost too much.

Tammy seemed to sense his urgency, her fingers working more quickly to unbutton his shirt fully. As she pushed it off his shoulders, Dougray’s hands found the hem of her shirt, lifting it slowly. He paused, giving her a questioning look, seeking permission.

Tammy nodded, and as if in answer, raised her arms to allow him to pull the garment over her head. The moonlight bathed her skin in a soft glow, and Dougray’s breath caught in his throat at the sight of her.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered, his voice husky with desire.

Tammy’s cheeks flushed, but she held his gaze, her eyes dark with want. She reached behind her back, unhooking her bra and letting it fall away. Dougray’s hands cupped her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her nipples. Tammy arched into his touch, a soft moan escaping her lips.

But touching wasn’t enough. He wanted to taste her.

Dougray lowered his head, capturing one of Tammy’s nipples in his mouth. She gasped, her fingers threading through his hair as he swirled his tongue around the sensitive peak. His hand kneaded her other breast, thumb circling her nipple in time with his mouth.

Tammy’s soft moans filled the night air, mingling with the gentle babbling of the creek. Her hips rocked against him, seeking friction, and Dougray groaned at the sensation. He switched his attention to her other breast, lavishing it with the same care.

The taste of her skin was intoxicating, and Dougray felt his control slipping away with each passing moment. As he tortured her breasts, his hands roamed lower, finding the button of her jeans. He popped it open and slowly lowered the zipper, giving her time to stop him if she wanted. But Tammy only pressed closer, her hips rocking against his hand.

He grazed his teeth across her nipple before kissing their taut peaks, then he lifted her off the stone and slid her jeans and panties down over her thighs.

As he set her down once more, he adjusted his position and kneeled before her, easing her thighs wider apart. She turned her face away as he lowered himself, his lips on her inner thighs.

Dougray’s lips trailed a path of soft kisses along Tammy’s inner thighs, savoring the silky smoothness of her skin. He could smell her arousal, a heady scent that made his mouth water. As he neared her center, he felt her thighs tremble slightly.

“Dougray,” Tammy whispered, her voice breathy with need.

He looked up at her, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were dark with desire, her cheeks flushed. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

Tammy threaded her fingers through his hair and gently guided his mouth to where she wanted him most. Dougray needed no further encouragement.

His tongue darted out, tasting her for the first time. Tammy gasped, her hips bucking against his face. Dougray groaned at her responsiveness, his hands gripping her thighs to hold her steady as he explored her with his mouth.

He licked and sucked, alternating between long, slow strokes and quick flicks of his tongue against her sensitive bud. Tammy’s moans grew louder, her fingers tightening in his hair as she rocked against him.

Dougray reveled in Tammy’s reactions, her soft moans and gasps spurring him on. He could feel her thighs trembling against his hands as he took her closer to the edge. His tongue circled her sensitive bud before dipping lower, teasing her entrance.

“Oh,” Tammy whimpered, her back arching.

He slid one hand up her body, cupping her breast and rolling her nipple between his fingers as his mouth continued its sweet torture. Tammy’s hips rocked more insistently against his face, chasing her release.

Dougray could sense how close she was. He focused his attention on her most sensitive spot, sucking gently as he slipped two fingers inside her. Tammy cried out, her inner walls clenching around his fingers as her orgasm washed over her.

He teased her through the aftershocks with gentle licks and strokes, only pulling away when she tugged lightly at his hair.

He kissed his way up her body, stroking, teasing. As her breathing slowed, she slipped her hand between them and curled her hand around his hard length, stroking him through the fabric of his jeans. He closed his eyes as he moved his hips up and down, wanting more. Wanting her.

Tammy released him and unbuckled his belt before unbuttoning his jeans. In one fluid movement, he discarded them and picked her up, laying her down on the springy grass that grew beside the stream.

She whimpered as she guided him into her, and he filled her slowly, savoring the feel of her slick heat around him. Her inner walls gripped him, the friction between their bodies exquisite.

And almost too much. It took all his self-control not to instantly explode inside her. Dougray paused, fully sheathed inside Tammy, as he regained control.

“You okay?” he murmured, searching her eyes.

Tammy nodded, her lips parted as she breathed heavily. “More than okay,” she whispered, rolling her hips against him.

That small movement was all it took to break Dougray’s control. He began to move, setting a slow, deep rhythm that had Tammy gasping with each thrust. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer, deeper.

Dougray needed to taste her skin, and cupped her breast in his hand, massaging the plump flesh before he lowered his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth. She gasped and arched her back, pressing her breast farther into Dougray’s mouth as he lavished attention on her sensitive nipple.

Dougray’s tongue swirled around Tammy’s sensitive peak as he continued to thrust into her, his pace increasing with each passing moment. Tammy’s fingers dug into his shoulders, her soft moans growing louder as the pleasure built within her.

She rocked her hips in time with his thrusts, meeting him stroke for stroke, the tension building in her body. Dougray slid a hand between them, his fingers finding her sensitive bud and circling it in time with his thrusts.

Tammy threw her head back, a cry of pleasure escaping her lips as her second orgasm crashed over her. The sight of her coming beneath him, combined with the exquisite sensation of her inner walls clenching around him, pushed Dougray over the edge. With a deep groan, he buried himself deep inside her, his release pulsing through him in waves of intense pleasure.

A primal growl escaped him as his release overtook him. His hips jerked erratically as he spilled himself deep inside Tammy, waves of pleasure coursing through his body.

For a long moment, they remained entwined, their breathing ragged as they came down from their shared high. Dougray pressed his forehead against Tammy’s, their noses brushing as he gazed into her eyes.

“That was...” Tammy whispered, her voice trailing off as she searched for the right word.

“Perfect,” Dougray finished for her, placing a soft kiss on her lips.

She nodded, a contented smile spreading across her face. “Perfect,” she agreed.

Yes. A perfect end to a not-so-perfect day.


Chapter Seventeen – Tammy

“Where are you going?” Dougray’s hand circled her wrist as she slid out of bed, his thumb stroking her pulse point and sending a shiver of desire through her body.

Tammy paused, her bare feet sinking into the plush rug beside the bed. The pre-dawn light filtered through the curtains, casting a soft glow on Dougray’s tousled hair and sleep-heavy eyes.

“I’m going to take over for Uncle Gavin,” she murmured, leaning down to brush a kiss against his forehead. “Go back to sleep.”

But Dougray’s grip tightened slightly, his eyes sharpening as he gazed up at her. “I’ll come with you.”

“I’ll be fine on my own,” she promised, leaning down to brush a kiss against his stubbled cheek.

“I won’t be able to sleep if you are not by my side,” Dougray told her as he lifted her hand to his lips. Then he let her go and swung out of bed. He was on his feet and getting dressed in seconds.

“Maybe you could go and put some coffee on while I go and speak to Uncle Gavin,” Tammy suggested as she stifled a yawn. The warm bed was so inviting. She longed to pull Dougray back under the covers and make love to him again.

And again.

She sighed as her eyes drifted to the window. She’d already slept later than the four hours she’d planned on. Now it was time for her uncle to come and get some rest.

“I can make coffee,” Dougray told her. “And some breakfast.”

“I’d like that.” She got up from the bed and padded across the room to the closet. She took out a pair of well-worn jeans and a soft flannel shirt, quickly dressing in the cool morning air. As she pulled on her socks, she caught Dougray watching her, a tender smile playing on his lips.

“What?” she asked, feeling a blush creep up her cheeks.

“Nothing,” he replied, his voice husky. “Just admiring the view.”

Tammy rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress the heat that he ignited inside her. It still amazed her how Dougray could make her feel so cherished, so desired, with just a look.

“The view from here is pretty good, too,” she replied, keeping her voice light.

“Only pretty good?” he asked in mock offense.

“I’m sure it will improve when you bring me a cup of fresh coffee.” With that, she left the bedroom, stifling a laugh as she made her way downstairs, the old wooden steps creaking beneath her feet.

By the time she reached the bottom, he was behind her, his arms circling her waist as he pulled her into his arms. “Wait until you have tasted my pancakes.”

She turned around in his arms and cupped his face in her hand. “I can’t wait.” She stood on tiptoes and kissed his lips. Then with a groan, she pulled away from him and went outside into the chill dawn air.

Hugging herself, missing the warmth of her bed, and the man she’d shared it with last night, Tammy made her way across the yard area to the barn which Gavin had converted into a clinic. As she walked, her mood shifted.

Was the lion all right? Was Uncle Gavin all right?

She should have insisted on taking the first shift. But she’d accepted his offer because now he could sleep away the rest of the night and the morning. Once she had checked on the lion, Tammy planned to reschedule any appointments that were not urgent. Uncle Gavin needed his rest.

Tammy pushed open the heavy barn door, wincing at the loud creak that echoed through the still morning air. The scent of antiseptic mingled with the musky scent of the lion hit her as she stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the dim interior.

“How is he?” Tammy asked as she made her way over to where her uncle was sitting in a well-worn recliner chair that he’d often slept in while nursing his patients.

Gavin rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn. “Better than when we brought him in. The fever’s down, and he seems to be resting more comfortably now.”

Tammy approached the lion, resting on a thick bed of clean straw, and crouched down beside the majestic creature. “He does look better. His breathing is not as ragged.”

“And the wound looks less angry, don’t you think?” Uncle Gavin got up stiffly from his chair and came to join her. “I know it’s too soon to tell for sure, but he seems to be responding to the fluids and the antibiotics.”

“Will he heal faster since he is a shifter?” Tammy half turned to look at her uncle.

“I hope so.” He nodded. “But this is an unknown for me. I have never treated a shifter animal like this.”

Tammy nodded, her eyes drawn back to the lion’s massive form. Even in his weakened state, he exuded power and grace. His golden fur shimmered faintly in the dim light, and his chest rose and fell with steady breaths.

“You should go get some rest,” Tammy said, placing a gentle hand on her uncle’s shoulder. “I can take over from here.”

Gavin hesitated, his eyes still fixed on the lion. “Are you sure? He’s not just any ordinary patient, Tammy...”

“I know, Uncle Gavin,” Tammy reassured him. “I’ll be careful. And Dougray’s in the house if I need any help. You’ve been up all night. Go get some sleep.”

With a reluctant nod, Gavin shuffled toward the door. “All right. But call me if anything changes. Anything at all.”

As the barn door closed behind him, Tammy settled into the recliner, her eyes never leaving the lion. The quiet of the early morning settled around her, broken only by the occasional snuffle from her patient and the distant sounds of the ranch coming to life.

She found herself wondering about the shifter. Who was he? Where had he come from? And what had happened to leave him so grievously injured? The questions swirled in her mind as she watched the steady rise and fall of his chest.

“Knock, knock.”

Tammy started. She must have been dozing when the barn door opened, and Dougray came in carrying a tray filled with coffee and pancakes. Her mouth was watering and her stomach growling by the time he set the tray down on the small table next to the recliner.

“This looks wonderful,” she said.

“So do you.” Dougray leaned down and kissed her cheek before he glanced toward the lion. “Gavin said he is looking better and responding to the meds.”

“He is.” Tammy reached for the steaming mug of coffee, inhaling deeply before taking a sip. The rich, bitter taste was exactly what she needed to shake off the last remnants of sleep.

“That’s good news.” Dougray perched on an upturned wooden crate beside her.

“Thank you for this,” she said, gesturing to the tray. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

“We did work up an appetite last night.” He grinned at her over the rim of his coffee cup.

“We did.” Tammy hid her blushes as she reached for a pancake, savoring the warm, buttery sweetness as she took a bite. As she chewed, her gaze drifted back to the lion. His massive paw twitched slightly in his sleep, and she wondered what he might be dreaming about.

She knew what she would be dreaming about every night from now on. He was sitting right next to her.

“Do you think he has a mate?” Tammy asked as the thought suddenly hit her.

“I don’t know.” His expression grew troubled. “I’ll call Brad the sheriff and tell him what’s happened in case there was an accident of some kind. There might be people worried about him, looking for him.”

Tammy nodded, swallowing her mouthful of pancakes. “You’re right. I just hope he’s not in any kind of trouble. Or that trouble is not looking for him.”

Dougray’s brow furrowed in thought. “Yeah, that wound is nasty. I wonder if someone hurt him. Or if he got himself into trouble on the mountain.”

As they talked, the lion let out a low groan. Tammy was on her feet in an instant, moving cautiously toward him. His eyes fluttered open.

The lion’s amber eyes locked onto Tammy, a flicker of intelligence and confusion visible in their depths.

“Easy now,” Dougray’s voice came from behind her, low and soothing. “We’re here to help you.”

The lion’s ears twitched at the sound, but his eyes remained fixed on Tammy. Slowly, carefully, she crouched down beside him, maintaining eye contact.

“You’re safe here,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “We found you injured and brought you here to heal. Can you understand me?”

The lion blinked slowly, then gave a slight nod of his massive head. Tammy felt a rush of relief flood through her. He was conscious and aware enough to communicate.

“That’s good,” she said, keeping her tone calm and reassuring. “You’ve been given medication to help with the pain and to fight infection. Do you think you could shift back to your human form? It might help us treat you better.”

The lion’s eyes clouded with what looked like pain and uncertainty. He let out a low rumble, almost like a whimper, and Tammy’s heart ached at the sound, wishing there was more she could do to help him.

“It’s okay,” she soothed, fighting the urge to reach out and stroke his fur. “You don’t have to if you’re not ready. We’ll take care of you either way.”

Dougray moved closer, his presence warm and reassuring at Tammy’s back. “Is there anyone we can contact for you? Family or friends who might be worried?”

The lion’s eyes darted between them, and for a moment, Tammy thought she saw a flicker of fear. “Just rest,” she crooned, and the lion lowered his head to the straw and closed his eyes.

“I guess that’s a start,” Dougray said, but there was an edge to his voice.

“It’s going to take time,” she agreed and settled back into her chair.

Dougray stood for a long while, his thumbs hooked into his belt as he stared at the creature. He was worried. Tammy didn’t need to see his face to know it.

But whatever was on his mind, he kept it to himself. Perhaps because it was not a conversation he wanted to have in front of their shifter patient.

She picked up a pancake and chewed it as she mulled over their next step.

Telling the sheriff was their only option. But what then?

Would Brad want to take the lion in for questioning?

Not that questioning a lion who could not talk was going to be easy.

Might that be the reason the lion hadn’t shifted to his human form? It would be much easier to evade questions as a lion.

As she finished her pancake and took a sip of her coffee, Dougray stiffened.

“What is it?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

“Klein is coming.” Dougray finished his coffee and then stood up. “I’ll go see what he wants.” He glanced at the lion, not moving toward the door.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him.

Dougray’s jaw tensed and then he sighed heavily and went to the door. With a last backward glance at her, he slid it open and went outside.

Left alone, Tammy turned her attention back to the lion, who had stirred at the sound. Or maybe he too could sense Klein approaching. His amber eyes were open again, a mix of wariness and pain evident in their depths.

“It’s all right,” she soothed, keeping her voice low and calm. “You’re safe here.”

The lion’s ears twitched, and he let out a soft rumble that sounded almost like a sigh. Then he closed his eyes again.

Tammy sat still, watching him. Klein had probably come over to check on the patient. But when the barn door opened once more, she could tell by Dougray’s expression it was more than that.

And as his eyes rested on the sleeping lion, she instinctively knew Klein was the bearer of bad news.


Chapter Eighteen – Dougray

“What is it?” Tammy hissed as she got up from the recliner and came to him.

Dougray didn’t speak as he slid outside and beckoned for her to follow. Tammy half turned to check on the lion shifter, who looked to be sleeping, and then slid out of the barn.

I don’t think he is sleeping, Dougray’s bear said, his focus on the lion’s breathing. It was too even, too controlled.

Dougray nodded in agreement, his own suspicions confirmed by his bear’s instincts. I expect he wants to listen to what we have to say.

Which meant leading Tammy away from the barn and, hopefully, out of earshot of the lion.

“Dougray?” Tammy’s voice held a note of concern as he placed his hand on her elbow and led her across the yard area away from the barn.

“Klein is just beyond the edge of the backyard,” Dougray told her.

Tammy glanced at him as if trying to read his expression, but then she nodded and let him guide her toward the edge of the property. Dawn was rapidly approaching, and soon the mountain would be bathed in the early morning rays. It was always one of his favorite times to be out here.

He just wished the circumstances were better and he could enjoy the scene with his mate.

But Klein’s arrival had thrown everything into chaos.

We’ll figure it out, his bear assured him. We always do.

But this was different. Something was about to be unleashed on Bear Creek that had the potential to get out of control.

And his mate was caught up in the middle of it.

His mood and his expression were grim as they approached the edge of the property, where his brother’s silhouette was barely visible in the pre-dawn light.

“Klein,” Tammy whispered. “Is everything all right? Do you have news about where he came from?”

As they drew closer, Klein’s features came into focus. His usually cheerful face was etched with worry, his brow furrowed deep. “Tammy,” he greeted her, but there was an urgency to his voice. “Has Dougray told you?”

“Told me what?” Tammy asked.

Dougray’s hand tightened on Tammy’s elbow, his jaw clenching as he met his brother’s eyes. “I haven’t had the chance yet, Klein.”

Klein nodded, his gaze darting between them before settling on Tammy. “There have been reports of a lion on the mountains.”

Tammy’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes widening. “He’s been seen?”

“Yes, and no,” Klein replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “There is a reported sighting, but thankfully no photos.”

“Okay, that’s not too bad, is it?” Tammy glanced at Dougray. “It is?”

“Unfortunately, there are photos of lion paw prints,” Klein said with a sigh. He pulled out his phone and unlocked it, quickly scrolling through until he found the photo he was looking for. He turned the screen toward Tammy so she could see it clearly.

Tammy leaned forward to peer at the screen, her breath catching as she saw the clear imprint of a massive paw in the soft earth. “Oh no,” she whispered.

“I didn’t want to tell you in the barn,” Dougray explained.

“Because you didn’t want him to hear.” Tammy nodded, her face pale. “So what do we do?”

Klein pocketed his phone. “Brad is trying to play things down. But trying to convince people this is a hoax is not working so far.”

“The post went viral,” Dougray added.

“So people are going to descend on Bear Creek looking for a lion?” Tammy chewed on her lower lip as she wrapped her arms around her body and turned to look back toward the clinic. “Does Brad know he’s here?”

“Dad called him and explained the situation,” Klein said. “It’s best if the local sheriff’s department is aware of all the details.”

“He’s on our side,” Dougray assured her. “His role as sheriff is always first and foremost about protecting the people of this town.”

“You mean shifters?” Tammy asked.

“No, everyone. But yes, shifters. We can usually squash any rumors quickly,” Dougray explained.

“So, that’s what we need to do,” Tammy said.

“We’re already on it,” Klein said. “We’re heading out into the mountains and trying to get rid of any tracks.”

“Will Old Ma Hinchcliffe keep the secret?” Tammy asked.

“Yes,” Dougray said with utmost conviction. “She would never betray a shifter.”

“Even one who spooked Hercules,” Klein said with a grin.

“Okay, that’s good,” Tammy said. “As long as he can’t be traced back here, he should be safe.”

“As long as he stays hidden,” Dougray said.

“When do you think he’ll be able to shift?” Klein asked.

Yes, Dougray’s bear said. If he shifted into his human form, there would be no lion to see.

We still don’t know if there is some other reason he can’t shift, Dougray replied.

“I should get back,” Klein said, backing away. “I’ve checked the route between the ranch and here for any sign of the lion. As far as I can tell, there is no scent, no tracks. Nothing to lead anyone here.”

“That’s a lot of mountain to cover,” Tammy said, looking at the distant peaks.

“And we’re running out of time,” Klein said. “When the sun is fully up, we won’t be able to run around as bears without drawing too much attention to anyone who might be on a lion hunt.”

“You should go, too,” Tammy told Dougray, her hand threading through his.

“I don’t want to leave you,” Dougray insisted.

“I’ll be just fine,” she assured him. “This is more important. We need to protect him until we can figure out who he is, where he came from, and why he can’t shift back to his human form.”

We don’t know if he’s dangerous, Dougray’s bear said, not wanting to leave their mate on her own with the lion shifter.

No, we don’t, Dougray replied. But I got the sense he was more scared than anything.

His bear grumbled in agreement, still uneasy about leaving Tammy alone.

“Are you sure?” Dougray asked, his eyes searching Tammy’s face.

She nodded, her face set firm. “I’m sure. Go. I’ll keep an eye on our guest and Uncle Gavin can assist me if there’s a problem.”

Dougray hesitated for a moment longer before pulling Tammy into a tight embrace. He breathed in her scent, committing it to memory. “Be careful,” he whispered against her hair.

“I will,” she promised, squeezing him back.

As Dougray reluctantly released Tammy, the first rays of sunlight peeked over the mountains, casting a golden glow across the landscape. The brothers exchanged a knowing glance before shifting into their bear forms.

Seconds later, they were sprinting away from Tammy, heading into the mountains.

As he ran, he could sense her. Their connection was unbreakable.

The need to turn around and go back to their mate was intense, but Tammy was right. They were of more use out here, trying to cover the lion’s tracks, to wipe his existence from the mountains.

If they succeeded, the furor would soon die down, and they could focus on helping their mysterious visitor. As Dougray and Klein loped through the forest, their massive bear forms moving with surprising agility, Dougray’s mind was fit to burst with so many unanswered questions.

Who was this lion shifter? Why couldn’t he change back to human form? And most importantly, why was he here in Bear Creek?

But he’d drive himself insane asking those same questions over and over again since there would be no answers until the lion shifted into a human.

If he ever does, Dougray’s bear said.

Once we’re done with our chores at the ranch, we should head back to the clinic and see if we can get the lion to shift, Dougray said.

Is that an excuse to check in on Tammy? his bear asked.

You know me so well, Dougray replied, before he redoubled his focus on finding any signs of the lion shifter out here. This was the best way to protect his mate for now.

However, as they covered more ground, Dougray’s mind kept drifting back to Tammy. He couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that had settled in his chest.

And not just for Tammy, but for the town, too. An influx of people searching for a lion would make it hard on all shifters.

But there was nothing they could do to stop the curious from coming. All they could do was minimize the evidence and hope the excitement would die down quickly.

As they loped through the forest, Dougray’s keen shifter senses picked up on every detail—the crunch of leaves beneath their paws, the scurrying of small animals retreating from their path, the early morning birdsong filling the air. But there was no trace of lion scent or prints.

That’s good, Dougray said. It means that no one should track the lion to the clinic.

As they neared the ranch, Klein came to join Dougray’s bear, their pace increasing as the familiar scents of home—hay, horses, and the smell of bacon cooking—called to them.

You’ve already had breakfast, Dougray’s bear reminded him.

There’s nothing wrong with a second breakfast, Dougray said with a chuckle. Especially since I get the feeling we have a long day ahead of us.

A very long day, Dougray’s bear grumbled. Let’s just hope most of that is spent with Tammy.

When they reached the ranch house, they both shifted and headed inside, where their mom was just dishing up breakfast.

“I’m sure you have a sixth sense all of your own,” Dougray told his mom as he went to her and gave her a quick hug. “This smells delicious.”

“Morning, boys,” Mary said. “Sit yourselves down and dig in. I’m sure your brothers will be here soon.”

Klein lifted his head and stared into the distance. “They must have smelled the bacon, too.”

Mary chuckled and shook her head fondly. “I swear, sometimes I think your noses rule your heads.”

“Only where your cooking is concerned,” Dougray told his mom.

As if on cue, the back door swung open, and Ezra strode in, followed closely by Levi.

“How did it go?” Dougray asked as he dug into his breakfast.

“We covered a lot of ground. He certainly seemed to spend most of his time over by Old Ma’s place. Thanks, Mom.” Ezra sat down as Mary set a plate down in front of him.

Levi nodded in agreement as he took a seat. “We obscured most of the tracks, but there’s no telling how many people might have already seen them.”

Mary’s brow furrowed with concern as she served the last plate. “And what about Old Ma? Did you go check in on her?”

“She’s fine,” Ezra assured her between bites. “More excited than anything. Said it was the most interesting thing to happen around here in years.”

“Although she says if anyone goes snooping around her place, she’ll set her geese on them,” Levi said as he bit into a piece of crispy bacon.

“So, all we can do now is hope we’ve done all we can to cover his tracks,” Klein said.

“Yeah, but since we don’t know where he came from, it’s impossible to know if we have done enough.” Dougray picked up his coffee cup and took a sip.

“What have I always told you?” Mary asked.

“Not to eat too fast,” Ezra said, glancing at Dougray as he shoveled his breakfast into his mouth.

“Not to brag that you are the fastest on four feet when you know your brother is faster,” Klein said, glancing at Levi.

“Not to worry about things we can’t control,” Dougray finished with a roll of his eyes at his brothers.

“Exactly,” Mary said, patting Dougray’s shoulder. “Now, eat up. You’ll need your strength for whatever comes next.”

“Whatever comes next is about to walk through the door,” Klein said as Henry approached.

“He must have smelled Mom’s cooking, too,” Levi teased.

“Hey, I thought I’d check in on you all before I headed home,” Henry said as he entered the kitchen.

“Has anyone checked for updates on the internet?” Levi asked.

“Klein?” Dougray glanced at his brother.

“On it.” Klein pulled his phone out of his pocket and tapped the screen. “Here’s something. Some journalist has flown in to track the story.”

“Flown in?” Dougray asked. “He must be desperate for a story if he flew in. It’s not as if there is any actual proof that there’s a lion on the loose.”

Levi was silent as he scanned his screen. “Yeah, Peter Millan. He’s been working on…”

“Mom?” Henry was at Mary’s side as she nearly spilled her coffee. “Are you okay?”

“Peter Millan?” Mary asked.

“Yeah, do you know him?” Levi asked.

Mary glanced at Dougray, her face ashen. “It might be just a coincidence.”

“What might be?” Dougray asked, his stomach hollow.

“Gavin showed me Tammy’s wedding invitation when he received it,” Mary began.

Oh no, this is not good, his bear said.

No, it’s not, Dougray said as they waited for their mom to finish.

“Peter Millan is Tammy’s fiancé.”

“Was,” Dougray said as he abruptly stood up and ran for the door.

Because now she was his. And no man would come between them.


Chapter Nineteen – Tammy

Tammy carefully checked the lion’s vitals before examining the wound on his flank. Uncle Gavin was right, it was looking better already. The edges were less angry-looking, and the stitches were holding well. But then it wasn’t as if the lion had moved around enough to strain them.

In fact, he’d barely moved at all.

She rested her hand to his ribcage and counted the rise and fall of his breath as she assessed his temperature. It all looked good.

“You should soon make a full recovery,” she told the lion.

Even though the lion had his eyes closed, she wasn’t certain that he was asleep. She also wasn’t certain whether he’d heard her conversation with Klein and Dougray.

Had they moved far enough away from the clinic when they spoke about the lion sighting and the paw prints?

Tammy gnawed on her bottom lip, afraid that if he had, he might decide to go on the run. But that would be dangerous. Not only because it increased the chance of him being seen but also because he needed a course of antibiotics to fend off infection.

“You’re safe here,” she crooned as she stroked his soft fur, but the lion did not respond.

He probably figured it was better that way. If he pretended to be asleep, he would not be expected to answer any questions about who he was and what he was doing there.

She slipped away from the lion and sat back in the recliner, a smile on her lips. She recalled as a teenager doing the exact same thing after she’d gotten in after her curfew. Deep down she knew she was avoiding the inevitable, but she’d kept her eyes shut when her mom came into her room the next morning to wake her up, hoping to delay the lecture she knew was coming.

Tammy chuckled to herself at the memory, her eyes drifting back to the lion. She wondered what his story was, how he’d ended up injured and alone in these parts.

She stared at the prone creature, wishing he would wake up. But then her attention was drawn to the sound of a vehicle approaching.

Tammy stood up, her heart fluttering like a lovesick fool. Had Dougray driven back over here now that it was too light for his bear to be seen on the mountains?

She smoothed her hands over her hair. Damn, she needed a shower. Perhaps when Uncle Gavin woke up, he could watch over the lion while she had a quick shower.

Tammy took one last glance at the lion and then tiptoed over to the door, pulling it open slowly, trying not to make any noise in case he really was sleeping. But he didn’t move, not even a twitch of his ear.

Stepping outside, she sucked in a breath of fresh air to help calm the nervous excitement building within. Dougray made her pulse race, and her knees go weak. Especially when he kissed her skin and licked her…

Heat flushed her face. This was no time to think about how they had made love beneath the stars last night. No, she had to focus on the predicament they were all in because of the lion sighting.

That was probably why he’d driven over here, to keep her updated on the news…

But as the vehicle came into view, her stomach clenched. The driver was familiar, but it was not Dougray. Or one of his brothers.

“Oh no,” she murmured to herself as she swallowed down the panic that bloomed in her chest.

This was not good. Not good at all.

The truck came to a stop, and the door opened. And there he stood, a wide grin on his face as if he were expecting Tammy to be happy to see him.

“Hello there.” He strode toward her, his arms outstretched, and before she had a chance to react, he pulled her into a hug, holding her close. “I knew you would be happy to see me.”

“Peter.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and pushed him away. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I came to see you.” He nodded toward the clinic and shook his head. “And rescue you, by the looks of things. I could not believe it when your mom told me that you had come here to work.” He looked around, his nose wrinkled. “You don’t belong in a place like this, Tammy.”

“I…” As she opened her mouth to speak, movement caught her eye. There, striding toward them, was Dougray, his expression predatory, possessive.

“I know. You always said you don’t need rescuing,” Peter was saying. “But I think we both know that isn’t true.”

“Dougray.” She sidestepped Peter and went to meet her mate, unsure sure of how this was going to play out.

Dougray stalked toward them. His jaw was clenched, eyes narrowed as he assessed the newcomer. Tammy could feel the tension radiating off him, his protective instincts in full force.

“Everything all right here?” Dougray’s deep voice rumbled as he came to stand beside Tammy, his hand settling possessively on the small of her back.

Peter’s smile faltered, his gaze darting between Tammy and Dougray. “I’m sorry. Who are you?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Dougray growled.

“I’m Peter. Peter Millan.” Peter thrust out his hand, a smile on his lips that did not reach his eyes. “I’m Tammy’s fiancé.”

“You mean the man who broke off the engagement a week before the wedding and left Tammy to pick up the pieces?” Dougray asked, his eyes boring into Peter.

“Oh, I see.” Peter chuckled. “Wow, you rebounded hard and fast, didn’t you, Tammy?”

“It’s not like that,” Tammy insisted, as Dougray tensed by her side, his attention drawn away from Peter, toward the clinic door.

Damn it! If the lion appeared now, they would never keep a lid on this story. She had to get Peter out of there and as far away from the lion shifter as possible.

“Listen.” She stepped away from Dougray and linked arms with Peter. There was no spark of recognition, no warmth at his touch. Just…nothingness.

No, that was not true.

She did feel something. Anger about the way he’d treated her, the way he’d spoken to her on his arrival, and the way he had the gall to call her his fiancé after everything he’d done.

But she had to put those feelings aside.

“Why don’t we drive into town and talk over coffee?” Tammy asked.

“We could talk here.” Peter nodded toward the house.

“My uncle was up all night with a sick bull,” Tammy quickly explained. “I don’t want to wake him.”

Peter hesitated, his gaze flicking between Tammy and Dougray. “All right, I suppose we could go into town. But I’d rather we talk alone.”

Tammy felt Dougray stiffen beside her, but she gave him a reassuring nod. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

Dougray’s jaw clenched, but he nodded curtly. “Call me if you need anything,” he said, his eyes never leaving Peter.

As Tammy climbed into Peter’s truck, she cast one last glance at the clinic before nodding at Dougray, hoping that he could read her mind. That he would keep the lion safe.

That he would understand why she was leaving with Peter.

But as their eyes met, his expression softened, and she knew that he trusted her. He knew she belonged to him, heart, body, and soul.

They were mates. The bond between them was unbreakable.

And that a man like Peter could never come between them.

All she had to do was figure out how to get rid of Peter. If he thought there was a story here, he would not leave until he uncovered it.

Not because he thought he owed it to people to expose the truth.

No, it went deeper than that. He needed a story. A big story.

His career had been in the doldrums for the last couple of years. After he left her, she’d heard talk that he’d ditched her so callously because he wanted to prove the rumors that his career was based on his family’s social status and money, rather than talent.

In short, the gossip mill branded him a talentless hack who’d only gotten ahead because of his family connections. Tammy knew this had stung Peter’s ego deeply. He was desperate to prove himself, to land that big scoop that would silence his critics once and for all.

But she was going to make sure he did not find that big scoop here.

“So, Peter,” she began, keeping her tone casual, “what brings you all the way out here? I thought your new assignment was for six months.”

“I missed you,” he said, flashing her a too-white smile.

“Don’t,” she said bluntly.

“Okay.” Peter’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I heard rumors about strange animal sightings in these parts. Thought there might be a story here. One we might break together. We always made a great team.”

Tammy bit back the words she wanted to say. If she told Peter part of his problem was that he had no idea what teamwork was, she would antagonize him. Which would make it harder to make him believe her when she tried to convince him that the whole lion sightings thing was a hoax.

No, she needed to keep him calm, keep him thinking straight. And thinking logically.

Logic was not usually one of Peter’s strong suits, but she had to try. She took a deep breath and turned to face him.

“Peter, I appreciate you coming all this way, but there’s no story here. Those rumors about strange animal sightings? They’re just that—rumors. You know what it’s like. Someone posts something on social media and suddenly there’s a media frenzy.”

Peter glanced at her skeptically. “Come on, Tammy. We both know there’s rarely smoke without fire. Multiple people have reported seeing a lion in the area. That’s not normal for these parts.”

“Multiple?” Tammy forced herself to keep her voice steady and hide her panic.

“Yes.” He nodded as he steered the truck down the steep mountain road toward town.

“I thought there was one report of a sighting and then a photo of a paw print, which we both know could be from anywhere,” Tammy replied.

“That’s multiple,” he said.

“But the photo…” she began.

“Has been verified.”

“Verified.” She half closed her eyes, cursing under her breath.

“Yes, you know how photos can be doctored these days. But this one checks out. It’s genuine.” He glanced at her and cracked a grin. “I bet you never expected to have a lion prowling around this sleepy town.”

Tammy’s heart sank. This was worse than she’d feared. “I see. Even so, one photo and one sighting doesn’t make for much of a story, does it?”

Peter chuckled. “Oh, Tammy. Always so quick to downplay things. That’s why we made such a great team. I’d find the story, and you’d keep me grounded.”

She bristled at his patronizing tone but forced herself to remain calm. “I’m just being realistic, Peter. You came all this way for what could turn out to be nothing more than an escaped zoo animal or someone’s exotic pet. Is that really worth jeopardizing your new assignment?”

Peter’s jaw tightened. “This could be big, Tammy. I can feel it. There’s something more going on here, and I’m going to find out what it is.”

Tammy’s stomach churned. She needed to think fast. “Look, if there was anything unusual going on, don’t you think I would have noticed?”

“Maybe you’re too close to see it,” Peter said. “Just like you are too close to that cowboy.”

“That cowboy.” Tammy hated his derisive tone.

“Yeah, he sure looked shifty. I bet he knows something.” Peter turned onto the main road leading toward Bear Creek. “How could he not? I mean, if there was a lion up here, he’d have to hunt, right?”

“Theoretically,” Tammy agreed. If she protested too much, would he presume she knew more, too?

Peter’s suspicions were dangerously close to the truth. She had to steer him away from Dougray and the ranch at all costs without being too obvious.

“So, a rancher like Dougray would know. And since I expect the ranches around here scrape out a poor living, he’s likely trying to capture the lion and charge people to look at him.”

“Peter, I think you are straying into fantasy land here.”

Peter’s eyes narrowed. “You seem awfully defensive of him.”

Tammy forced a casual laugh. “I’m not being defensive. I just don’t know how you think Dougray would catch a lion.”

“Well, a man like that probably doesn’t have enough brain cells to think of the danger,” Peter snorted.

“Stop the truck.” She banged her hand down on the dashboard. She’d had enough of this man.

“What?” Peter slammed on the brakes. “Did you see it?”

Tammy yanked the door handle and climbed out. “The only thing I see is a man who’s so desperate for a story that he’s willing to insult good people and make wild accusations.”

Peter scrambled out after her. “Tammy, wait! I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did,” she cut him off, whirling to face him. “You meant every word. You always do.”

He had the grace to look sheepish. “I’m sorry. I just need this story.”

“And I need you to go home, Peter. This is my home now. I am building a new life here. And I don’t want you to spoil it for me.” Her eyes blazed as she wished she’d never met him. Never wasted so many years of her life believing she was in love with him.

“Get back in the truck, Tammy,” he said as if she were a headstrong child.

Tammy stood her ground, crossing her arms over her chest. “No, Peter. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

His expression darkened. “Don’t be difficult, Tammy. You know I always get what I want in the end.”

“Not this time,” she said firmly. “Go home. There’s no story here.”

Peter’s eyes narrowed. “You know something, don’t you? That’s why you’re so adamant about me leaving.”

Tammy shook her head, but she kept her face neutral. “The only thing I know is that you’re chasing shadows, Peter. There’s nothing here but hardworking people and a tight-knit community. No conspiracies, no hidden lions, nothing.”

Peter stepped closer, his eyes searching her face. “I don’t believe you. We were together for years, Tammy. I know when you’re hiding something.”

She stood her ground, refusing to be intimidated. “The only thing I’m hiding is my disappointment in you. I thought you were better than this…”

“Oh, I get it now,” he said, with a roll of his eyes. “This is your way of punishing me?”

“Punishing you?” She let out a short, incredulous laugh.

“Yes, you think I sabotaged our wedding and now you want to sabotage my career.” He turned and stalked away from her. “Well, I don’t need you, Tammy. My mother was right. I can do a hell of a lot better than a veterinarian.”

“Please do!” she called after him as he got in his truck and drove away.

But would he keep on driving, or was he here to stay until he’d found his story?


Chapter Twenty – Dougray

We just let our mate drive away with another man. Dougray’s bear moaned.

Worse, Dougray said. We just let our mate drive away with her ex-fiancé.

Dougray took a step forward, the air around him shimmering as he fought not to shift and run after the truck that was taking their mate away from them.

Then he sucked in a deep breath and let it go slowly, letting go of the tension in his body. He trusted her. Tammy was his. She knew it. He knew it.

She’s only left with Peter to get him away from here, Dougray’s bear said. Now the red fog that had filled his mind had begun to disperse.

Yes, she wants to put some distance between Peter and the lion. Dougray locked his senses on Tammy as she drove away. But he could not afford to stand here and wallow in the misery of watching her leave with Peter.

No, she had gone with Peter to buy the lion sometime. And now Dougray had to act. Fast.

He rushed to the clinic door and slid it open. The lion was still there; he looked as if he hadn’t moved. However, Dougray knew better.

When Peter had been outside, talking to Tammy, the lion shifter had stirred, listening to the conversation. And, if Dougray’s senses were right, and they usually were, the lion was coiled, ready to make a run for it if there was a risk he would be discovered.

Well, running past Peter would have been one way to be discovered, his bear said.

Yeah, I don’t think this guy is thinking rationally, Dougray replied.

He closed the door behind him and stepped closer to the lion. “Hey there.” Dougray did not want to startle the injured shifter. “I know you’re awake. And I know you’re scared. But I’m here to help you.”

The lion’s ears twitched, and his eyes slowly opened, revealing a mixture of fear and wariness. Dougray could sense the tension radiating from the big cat’s body, muscles coiled and ready to spring despite his injuries.

“Easy now,” Dougray said, his voice low and soothing. He took another careful step forward, hands held out in a non-threatening gesture. “My name’s Dougray. I’m a bear shifter, so I know what it’s like to shift.”

The lion’s eyes widened slightly at Dougray’s words, a flicker of recognition passing through them. He let out a low rumble, not quite a growl but not a purr either.

Dougray nodded, understanding the unspoken communication. “That’s right. We’re not so different, you and me. Now, I know you’re hurting, and I want to help. But first, I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

The lion’s gaze darted around the clinic, assessing his surroundings, before settling back on Dougray. For a long moment, neither moved. Then, ever so slightly, the lion’s massive head dipped in a small nod.

“Good. That’s good,” he murmured, taking another careful step forward. The scent of fear and pain emanating from the lion was almost overwhelming, but beneath it, Dougray could detect something else—a hint of hope.

“I’m going to need you to help me out here,” Dougray began. “You were seen on the mountain, and it’s drawn attention. But if we can get you to shift back to your human form, then there won’t be a lion to find. Do you understand?”

The lion let out a low moan and lowered his head to the ground.

That does not sound good, his bear said.

“Can you shift?” Dougray asked.

The lion shook his head and moaned again.

“Because you are hurt?” Dougray asked.

Did he shrug? Dougray’s bear asked as the lion hunched his shoulders.

I don’t think he knows why he can’t shift, Dougray replied, which made things a whole lot harder.

Someone is coming. Dougray tensed, and the lion tried to get to his feet but slumped back down.

“Relax.” Dougray put his hand on the lion’s shoulder. “You don’t want to pull out that IV. It’s only Gavin, the other veterinarian, who treated you last night. He sat and watched over you for a few hours to make sure you were okay. He’s a good man.”

“Dougray?” Uncle Gavin slid the door open and peered inside. “I thought I heard a truck, but it’s not out front.”

“It wasn’t my truck.” Dougray stood up and went to Gavin.

He doesn’t know anything about the lion sightings or Tammy’s ex-fiancé coming to town, his bear reminded him.

“Where’s Tammy?” Gavin looked past Dougray to the lion, who was sitting up, his weight resting on his elbows. “He’s looking better.”

“Gavin,” Dougray didn’t want to worry the older man. “A lot has happened since you went to bed.”

“Is Tammy all right?” Gavin asked quickly.

“She is fine,” Dougray said, although the same could not be said about Peter if he hurt one hair on her head. “But Peter is in town.”

Gavin’s expression clouded, and his usual jovial demeanor vanished. “That good-for-nothing scoundrel? What’s he doing here?”

Dougray sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Well, that’s the other part of the story.”

“Go on,” Gavin ground out.

“There was a sighting of a lion.”

Gavin’s eyes widened, darting to the injured lion on the clinic floor. “Oh, hell’s bells. This complicates things.”

“You’re telling me,” Dougray said. “And a photo of a lion paw print is circulating online.”

“And Peter is here for the story,” Gavin finished.

“That’s about it,” Dougray said. “Although he did try to make out like he was here to see Tammy.”

“Ah, she’ll see right through him.” Gavin placed a reassuring hand on Dougray’s shoulder.

“I hope so.” Dougray pressed his lips together and looked down at his feet.

“She left with him?” Gavin asked.

“She…” He glanced toward the lion.

“She went to protect our guest.” Gavin rolled his shoulders and stepped away. “Well, I think it’s time someone gave that man a piece of their mind.”

“Gavin…” Dougray followed Gavin outside.

“It looks like you have everything under control here,” Gavin said. “So, I am going to drive into town and make sure Peter leaves.”

“What about your ankle?” Dougray asked.

“I don’t plan to kick him,” Gavin said as he got in his truck. “I plan to punch him in the nose.”

Let him go, Dougray’s bear said. He’ll be able to handle Peter while I handle things here.

Dougray nodded, watching as Gavin’s truck kicked up dust as he drove away. His bear was right. Tammy and Gavin had done all they could for the lion. Now it was his turn to help.

One shifter to another, his bear said.

Dougray turned back toward the clinic. He had to act fast, but also carefully. The lion’s inability to shift was a major concern and time was not on their side. The longer the big cat remained in his animal state, the more danger they all faced.

If the lion was discovered and captured, and somehow, he shifted in front of…

Don’t think about it, his bear said.

Dougray re-entered the clinic, his voice low and soothing. “All right, big guy. We’ve got to figure this out.” He knelt beside the lion, close enough to offer comfort but far enough to give the injured shifter space. “I know you’re scared and hurting, but we need to get you shifted back. Can you tell me why you’re having trouble?”

The lion’s eyes, filled with a mixture of pain and frustration, met Dougray’s. He let out a soft whine, his tail twitching nervously.

“Okay, let’s approach this differently,” Dougray said, his mind racing. “Can you remember the last time you were in your human form? Focus on that memory.”

After a moment, the lion’s eyes refocused on Dougray, a flicker of recognition passing through them. He let out a low rumble and nodded his massive head.

“Good, that’s good,” Dougray encouraged. “Now, I want you to concentrate on that memory. Feel what it was like to be in your human skin. Remember the sensation of your fingers, your toes, the way your lungs expanded with each breath.”

The lion closed his eyes, his breathing becoming slow and deliberate. Dougray could sense the intense concentration emanating from the big cat. For several tense moments, nothing happened. Then, ever so slowly, the air around the lion began to shimmer. Dougray held his breath, not daring to move or speak for fear of breaking the lion’s concentration.

The shimmering intensified, and the lion’s form blurred. It felt like the longest minute of Dougray’s life as he waited for the lion to disappear.

But when he finally did, it seemed like an eternity until finally, where the lion had been, a teen, no more than fourteen lay curled on the clinic floor, his body trembling with exhaustion. Dougray quickly grabbed a blanket from a nearby shelf and draped it over him.

“You did it,” Dougray said with relief. “You did it.”

The kid’s eyes fluttered open, revealing a deep amber color that still held a hint of his lion’s wild nature. He opened his mouth to speak, but only a hoarse croak emerged.

“Easy now,” Dougray soothed, reaching for a bottle of water. “Here, drink this.”

Do you think that was his first shift? Dougray’s bear asked.

That would be the most plausible explanation, Dougray agreed.

“Steady,” Dougray warned as the teen gulped down the water. “Why don’t we get you inside?” He wrapped his arm around the teen’s body and helped him to his feet. “Are you okay?”

The boy nodded and leaned heavily on Dougray as they made their way slowly toward the house. But with each step, he seemed to regain a little strength, and his ragged breathing eased.

“Almost there,” Dougray encouraged, supporting most of the boy’s weight. “Just a few more steps.”

The boy grasped the door frame as they reached the door and straightened up, taking a couple of steps on his own.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” Dougray guided the boy toward the table in Gavin’s kitchen and then went to the fridge. “You will feel better once you have eaten. And had a drink.”

He’s probably dehydrated, Dougray’s bear said with concern. He’s so young. Why isn’t someone looking for him? Why hasn’t someone missed him?

I’ll call Brad and give the sheriff’s office an update and a description, Dougray said as he took out a carton of orange juice and reached for a glass. For all we know, someone is looking for him.

Let’s hope it’s for the right reasons, his bear said.

“Here.” He set the glass of orange juice in front of the boy. “Drink this slowly. It’ll help with your energy levels.”

The teen reached for the glass with shaky hands, bringing it to his lips and taking small sips. His eyes, still wild and wary, darted around the room, taking in his surroundings.

“I’m going to make you an omelet,” he said, moving to the stove. “You need protein after a shift like that.”

The boy nodded, his eyes following Dougray’s every move. As Dougray cracked eggs into a bowl, he heard a soft, raspy voice behind him.

“Thank you.”

Dougray turned to face him. “You’re welcome. What’s your name, son?”

The boy hesitated, his fingers tightening around the glass. “Finlay,” he finally whispered. “Finlay Easton.”

Dougray nodded, turning back to the stove to give Finlay a moment of privacy. “Well, Finlay, you’re safe here. No one’s going to hurt you.”

As he whisked the eggs, Dougray could hear Finlay shifting in his seat, the chair creaking slightly. “I...I didn’t mean to cause trouble. I didn’t know what was happening to me. One minute I was…like this and the next minute I was a lion.”

Dougray turned back to face the boy, his expression softening. “It’s okay, Finlay. Your first shift can be scary and confusing. It’s not something you can control or predict.”

Finlay’s eyes widened. “You...you know how to control it?”

Dougray nodded, pouring the eggs into the pan. “I do. I’m a shifter, too. A bear.”

“I thought I was a freak. That if anyone found me, I would be locked up and experimented on.” Finlay’s voice cracked.

“You did the right thing keeping yourself hidden.” Dougray turned from the stove, his eyes filled with compassion. “You’re not a freak, Finlay. You’re part of a community, a heritage that’s as old as time itself. There are more of us out there than you might think.”

Finlay’s shoulders sagged with relief, and he took another sip of orange juice. “I...I didn’t know.”

Dougray’s brow furrowed as he plated the omelet and set it in front of the boy. “Your parents didn’t tell you?”

“I…” Finlay glanced toward the door. “I don’t have any parents.”

That explains a lot, Dougray’s bear said, his heart aching for the teen.

It sure does, Dougray agreed. Shifting for the first time is scary enough when you know what to expect. I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like to shift for the first time with no knowledge of what is happening.

Dougray’s family was everything to him. They were there for him, no matter what. To be alone in the world with no one to depend on must be incredibly scary.

And lonely, his bear said, miserably.

“Someone’s coming!” Finlay was half out of his seat.

“It’s okay,” Dougray soothed. “It’s Gavin and Tammy. They’re the ones who treated you. This is Gavin’s home.”

Finlay still looked as if he were about to bolt for the door, but then Dougray placed the omelet in front of him. The aroma of eggs and cheese filled the air, and Finlay’s stomach growled audibly.

“Eat,” Dougray encouraged gently. “You need your strength.”

As Finlay hesitantly picked up the fork, the front door opened. Tammy entered first, her face flushed and her eyes bright with worry. Gavin followed close behind, looking equally concerned.

“Dougray, we—” Relief covered her face as she saw Finlay sitting at the table. “He’s here.”

“This is Finlay,” Dougray introduced the teen with an arched eyebrow.

“Hi, Finlay, it’s good to finally meet you.” Tammy stepped into the kitchen and Gavin followed close behind.

“This is a relief.” Gavin pulled out a chair and sat down heavily.

He looks tired, Dougray’s bear said.

It’s been a long couple of days, Dougray said.

Now that Finlay was human, it was time to dispel the rumors of a lion roaming the mountains.

And Dougray might just have an idea of how to do just that.


Chapter Twenty-One – Tammy

“Finlay,” Tammy said gently, pulling up a chair next to the boy. “We’re here to help you. Can you tell us how you ended up in the mountains?”

Finlay’s eyes darted between the three adults, his fork pausing midway to his mouth. He swallowed hard, then set the utensil down. “I...I ran away from the group home when I…shifted.”

“Finlay is an orphan,” Dougray quickly explained. “He did not know about shifters. He certainly didn’t know he was one.”

“Wow.” Gavin shook his head. “That must have been scary.”

“Terrifying,” Tammy murmured as Finlay wolfed down his omelet.

“So, you ran away and headed for the mountains?” Gavin asked.

Finlay nodded as he chewed.

“Why hang out around Old Ma Hinchliffe’s?” Dougray asked as he poured three cups of fresh coffee and placed them on the table.

“The old lady?” Finlay asked.

“The old lady.” Dougray smothered a smile and added, “But I would not let her hear you call her that.”

“I heard her talking to that bull of hers.” He shrugged. “She sounded nice. But then I frightened the bull…”

“And the cut on your lion’s flank?” Tammy asked. “How did that happen?”

“I slipped climbing away from some hikers and a sharp rock sliced it open.” Finlay finished his omelet and looked around as if searching for more food.

“How about some pancakes?” Tammy offered, noticing Finlay’s searching gaze. The boy’s eyes lit up, and she couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll whip up a batch.”

As Tammy busied herself at the stove, Dougray leaned forward, his elbows resting on the worn wooden table. “Finlay, you’re safe here. But we do need more information from you.”

The boy’s shoulders relaxed slightly, but wariness still lingered in his eyes. “What do you need to know?”

“Being a shifter means you have enhanced senses. Do you know if anyone saw your lion?” Dougray asked.

“I think, when I slipped on the ridge, I…” He paused and then said, “I roared.”

“And the hikers, they saw you?” Gavin asked.

“A glimpse, maybe,” Finlay said. “After that, I kept away from people.”

“And you stayed close to Old Ma’s place?” Dougray asked. “We covered the area, trying to cover your tracks.”

“Is that what you were talking about earlier?” Finlay asked. “Someone saw me?”

“There has been a reported sighting of a lion on the mountain,” Dougray explained. “And someone found some lion paw prints.”

“So, we need to throw all the people that are coming to look for a lion off the scent,” Gavin said.

“How?” Finlay asked.

“I have an idea,” Dougray told them.

“You do?” Tammy flipped the last pancake onto a plate and set the stack in front of Finlay, who eyed it with eager anticipation. She returned to her seat, pouring syrup generously over the golden pancakes.

Dougray took a sip of his coffee. “I do.”

“Care to share?” Tammy asked.

“It’s going to need some planning and perfect timing,” Dougray began, his eyes narrowing as he formulated the plan in his mind. “We need to create a distraction that will make people believe the lion sighting was a hoax.”

Gavin leaned closer, intrigued. “And you have an idea for how we do that?”

Dougray set his coffee cup down gently, its contents barely rippling. “We’ll stage another sighting, but this time we’ll have a journalist there to witness it.”

“Peter?” Tammy did not want to ever see her ex-fiancé again. But if it would help Finlay, then she would do whatever it took.

“Yes. Peter.” Dougray’s jaw clenched as he said the name.

“And does involving Peter end up with him making a fool of himself?” Gavin asked hopefully.

“I think if we can pull this off, he’ll regret the day he ever came to Bear Creek,” Dougray said.

“That is good enough for me.” Gavin drained his coffee cup and set it down on the table. “So, what is the plan?”

Dougray chuckled to himself. “It’s a good one. But we’re going to need some help.” He glanced at Finlay. “And I’m also going to need you to shift so we can leave a trail of lion paw prints.”

“I thought you and your brothers had spent time erasing those,” Gavin said.

“We did,” Dougray replied.

“I don’t think I’m ready to shift again,” Finlay said solemnly. “Ever.”

“Sure you are,” Dougray told him. “Now that you’ve done it once, you’ll never get stuck again.”

Finlay shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Dougray,” Tammy began. “If Finlay doesn’t think he can…”

“Listen.” Dougray went to Finlay and placed his hand on his shoulder. “I know how scary it is. But you’ve got to trust me. The first shift is always the hardest, but it gets easier. And we need you for this plan to work.”

Finlay looked down at his half-eaten pancakes, wrestling with the fear inside him. Tammy’s heart ached to see the boy struggle, but she trusted Dougray.

If he said Finlay could do it, she believed him.

“It would give me a chance to check on the wound, too,” Tammy encouraged.

“Okay,” Finlay whispered finally, his voice barely audible. “I’ll try.”

“Good man,” Dougray said, giving his shoulder a reassuring squeeze before stepping back.

Tammy reached across the table and took Finlay’s hand in hers. “Dougray will talk you through it,” she promised.

Finlay took a deep breath and gave a small nod. “All right,” he mumbled, glancing at Dougray. “What do I have to do?”

“First things first,” Gavin interjected. “Finish eating. You’re going to need your strength.”

“Are you going to share the rest of your plan?” Tammy asked her mate.

“I could,” Dougray replied. “But you’re going to think it’s stupid.”

“Okay.” She stared at him for a long moment. “If you think it’ll work, then I’ll go along with it.”

“Great.” He grinned as he leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“I’m finished.” Finlay pushed his chair back and stood, the wooden legs scraping gently against the floor.

“Okay, let’s go outside where there is more room.” Dougray headed for the door, while Uncle Gavin got up and started clearing the table.

“Aren’t you worried someone might see me?” Finlay asked as Dougray stopped in the middle of the yard area next to the clinic.

“No.” Dougray’s eyes went a little out of focus as he scanned the area. “There’s no one for a mile or more.”

“How do you know?” Finlay asked.

“Use your shifter senses,” Dougray told him. “Just relax and focus your attention on a distant object. Like the tree line over there. With practice, you’ll be able to push your senses farther and farther.”

Finlay screwed up his face, his brow furrowed. “It’s hard.”

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Dougray assured him. “But for now, we have to focus on shifting. Ready to give it a go?”

Finlay nodded, although he still looked uncertain and nervous.

“Can you feel your lion inside of you?” Dougray asked.

“Yeah,” Finlay whispered.

“Now you have to picture him in your mind, and then let go of this world, and let him come forth,” Dougray explained.

“Let go of the world?” Finlay asked.

“Yes, relax your mind. Relax your hold on the world around you.” Dougray nodded in encouragement. “The air around you will shimmer. You’ll feel the static electricity across your skin.”

Finlay closed his eyes, and for a moment nothing happened. But then a heat haze seemed to envelop him, and the hairs on Tammy’s arms stood on end as the air crackled and popped.

And then Finlay was gone.

“Is he okay?” Tammy asked. “Can he get stuck wherever he has gone?”

“He’ll be fine,” Dougray said, coming to stand next to her.

She reached for his hand and threaded her fingers through his as she held her breath, waiting for Finlay to return. Human or lion, she did not care as long as he came back.

“There.” She let out a long breath as a large shadowy shape loomed in front of them.

Slowly, the lion’s features solidified, the tawny fur shimmering in the sunlight. Finlay’s lion appeared stronger than when she had last seen him. His wound looked much better, and he held his head with confidence, a stark contrast to the boy’s previous uncertainty.

Dougray stepped closer, his eyes filled with pride. “You did it, Finlay,” he said, his voice filled with relief. The lion blinked, its amber eyes meeting Dougray’s for a fleeting moment before shifting to Tammy.

“Good job,” Tammy whispered as she moved forward to lay a gentle hand on the lion’s head. Then she moved her hand over his body, assessing his physical condition, before she inspected the stitches.

“He okay?” Dougray asked.

“If you mean do I give you permission to use my patient in this ruse of yours…” She turned to face Dougray. “Then the answer is yes.”

“Hear that, Finlay? Operation Bogus Lion is a go.”

“Operation Bogus Lion?” Tammy asked.

“The plan has to have a name,” Dougray insisted as the air shimmered again, and Finlay stood before them in his human form once more.

“Okay, what next?” Tammy asked.

“I have to go talk to Gavin,” Dougray replied and headed back to the house.

“About?” she asked, not wanting to leave Finlay out here alone as he practiced shifting from man to lion and back again.

“You’ll see!”

***

“Are you sure this is going to work?” Tammy whispered to Dougray as they hid behind a fallen tree trunk on the edge of Old Ma Hinchcliffe’s orchard. He was right, she did think it was a stupid plan.

But that did not mean it wouldn’t work.

“People see what they want to see,” Dougray murmured, his eyes a little out of focus as he scanned the area. “And anyway, he’s already primed to see a lion.”

“If he takes the bait.” Tammy shifted her position, her legs stiff from lying in wait for Peter for too long. But she wouldn’t miss this for anything.

If it worked.

It had to work.

“Oh, he’s taken the bait,” Dougray’s eyes came into focus as he turned his head and cracked a grin. “I can sense Peter following the trail Finlay laid.”

“You are enjoying this far too much,” she told him with a roll of her eyes.

“I would be lying if I didn’t admit to wanting Peter to get his comeuppance.” Dougray’s grin widened, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Don’t you think?”

“I would be lying if I didn’t agree,” Tammy admitted. “But this is about more than revenge.”

“It is.” Dougray’s expression grew solemn. “What are we going to do with Finlay when this is over?”

“Do with him?” Tammy asked, her tone puzzled. She glanced at Dougray, searching his face for clues to his meaning.

“Yeah, do with him.” Dougray turned to look back at the orchard. “He can’t go back to a group home.”

“No,” Tammy agreed. “He can’t.”

“Listen.” He shifted his weight and turned to face her. “I know it’s a lot to…”

“He should come and live with us,” Tammy stated firmly.

Dougray let out a long sigh. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” She shrugged. “I mean, if that’s what you want.”

“It is,” he admitted, as he turned his gaze back to the orchard. “He deserves a family.”

“Then it’s settled,” she whispered, more to herself than to Dougray.

“Peter’s close,” Dougray hissed.

“Can you see him?” Tammy lifted her head, peering over the tree.

“No, I can sense him. And I can sense Old Ma.” Dougray’s voice trailed off as he focused intently on the events unfolding beyond her senses.

“I can’t believe Old Ma agreed to go along with this,” Tammy whispered.

“Oh, she was more than willing,” Dougray said. “Especially when your uncle told her who we were trying to fool.”

“Ah.” Tammy ducked her head.

“She likes you,” Dougray said. “And she has no time for people who are cruel. Either to people or animals.”

“Then we have a lot in common,” Tammy replied.

“Here we go.” Dougray closed his hand over hers. “Old Ma will come into view any moment now. And Peter is hot on her tail.”

Tammy raised her head and stared at the trail, where any moment now Old Ma and the lion were about to emerge. But as she waited, her phone buzzed.

She quickly pulled it from her pocket, afraid that Peter might hear. As she tapped the screen, she scanned the message from Uncle Gavin and tapped the link he’d sent.

“Oh.” Tammy nudged Dougray. “Peter is livestreaming his lion hunt.”

Dougray leaned closer, his arm pressed against hers, and she shivered at the closeness of him. “Perfect,” Dougray whispered, his breath tickling her ear. “The more people he broadcasts this to, the better.”

Tammy nodded, excitement mixed with nervousness threading through her veins. They couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong now.

Her eyes darted back to the trail just in time to see Old Ma Hinchcliffe come into view, clad in her usual coveralls and wide-brimmed hat. She moved with surprising agility for someone of her age, her eyes sharp and alert.

And following her…was the lion.

Tammy glanced down at her phone, as the scene before her was shown from another point of view. Peter’s. “It does look real.”

“Doesn’t it?” Dougray asked, the grin back on his face.

As Old Ma reached the orchard gate, she spun around to confront Peter, who was about thirty feet away. “Why are you following me?”

Peter stalled and stumbled backward as the lion leaped around, too, a low growl emanating from his throat. “What the…”

Tammy watched as the lion ran toward Peter and pounced on him, knocking him to the ground before licking his face.

“Get off me,” Peter screamed.

“Bollinger!” Old Ma called out.

“Ah, lion attack!” Peter called out as he kicked his heels and scooted away.

“What’s wrong with you, you silly man!” Old Ma shouted at Peter. “Can’t you see it’s not a lion? It’s a dog!”

“A dog.” Peter pushed himself to stand as Bollinger barked, running around in circles with his tail wagging. “But it’s got a mane!”

“So, he likes to dress up,” Old Ma cackled as Bollinger ran up to her. She leaned down and petted him. “Good boy.”

“Is this some kind of a joke?” Peter asked.

“Did you really think he was a lion?” Old Ma threw her head back and laughed. “You silly goose.”

“But what about the tracks?” Peter was not ready to let this go.

“Oh, I saw some kids from town making those yesterday after someone saw Bollinger and thought he was a lion.” She put her hands on her hips. “Probably someone put them up to it to give the town a boost.”

“A boost?” Peter asked.

“Yes, I hear there’s been an influx of tourists, all on a lion hunt, and with money to spend.” Old Ma chuckled and shook her head. “Fools.”

With that, Old Ma called to Bollinger, who shook his mane and ran after her as she headed back to her house, leaving Peter staring after her, his mouth wide open.

“I think your plan worked,” Tammy told Dougray.

“Did you doubt it would?” Dougray asked, turning over and lying on his back, staring up at the cloudless sky. “It’s just a good thing that Gavin knew just where to find a dog like Bollinger who is a giant among his kind. He sure is tall enough to be a lion.”

“And the lion mane?” Tammy asked.

“Oh, it was a prop in a play the local theater group did last summer,” Dougray replied.

Tammy couldn’t suppress a smile as she watched Peter retreat down the trail, still shaking his head in disbelief. He must have forgotten he was livestreaming, and she could hear him muttering to himself about how he’d been fooled by a dog in a mane. The absurdity of the situation had worked perfectly.

“Well, let’s hope Peter’s video goes viral and everyone believes that there was never a lion.” She reached out for his hand. “And we can move on with our lives.”

“Together.” He lifted her hand and kissed it.

“Together.” She rolled closer to him and cupped his face in her hand. “I love you.”

He lifted his head and drew her to him. “And I love you, too.”

She loved the life she would build here with him. With her uncle, and the Thornberg family.

And Finlay.

“Do you know what I’m going to do now?” Tammy murmured.

“I have a few ideas,” he said as he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

“I bet you’ll never guess.”

“Won’t I?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.

“I’m going to phone my mom and tell her I’ve met the love of my life.” And she had.

He lifted his head, his eyes locking onto hers, filled with sincerity. And love. So much love. “You have no idea how happy that makes me,” he whispered.

“Oh, I think I do.” Then she lowered her head and kissed him.


Epilogue

“I can’t believe today is the day.” Tammy snuggled up to Dougray and kissed his broad back, inhaling his scent.

“Today is the day,” Dougray agreed as he sighed and took hold of her hand, bringing it to his lips. He kissed her palm, and she shivered, desire unfurling in her belly. “And I can think of no better way to start it than with you in my arms.” Dougray rolled over to face Tammy, his eyes drinking in her features.

“We should get up,” she murmured, though she made no effort to move. Her fingers traced lazy patterns across his chest, reveling in the solid feel of him beneath her touch.

“Mmm, eventually,” Dougray said, his deep voice vibrating through her. “But not just yet.”

“Eventually?” she asked. “Hmm. What shall we do to fill the time?”

“I suppose we could catch a couple more minutes of sleep,” Dougray suggested.

“If that’s what you want to do.” Tammy slid her hand down between their bodies and curled her fingers around his hardness.

“Well, I suppose I could read a book instead.” But then he bit down on her earlobe, teasingly, making her gasp. The warmth of his breath sent a shiver down her spine, and she melted further into him.

“I don’t think either of us would be able to focus on a book right now,” Tammy whispered, her voice filled with longing. She nuzzled her face into the crook of his neck, placing soft kisses along his skin.

“You’re probably right,” Dougray said huskily. He moved swiftly, reversing their positions so that Tammy was beneath him. His eyes were intense, filled with such love it made her heart ache.

She’d never expected to feel like this about anyone.

Damn, she never knew it was possible to feel like this about anyone.

But she did. The love they shared was real. So very real.

“So what are we to do?” she murmured as he cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed his thumb over her nipple.

“I believe it’s your turn to make some suggestions.” He lowered his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth, eliciting a soft moan from her lips. Tammy arched into him, her body eagerly responding to his touch as heat pooled between her thighs.

“Oh, I think you have it all figured out.” Tammy gasped as he rolled his tongue along the taut bud.

He slipped his hand between her thighs and parted them gently. His fingers brushed against her mound, and Tammy let out a soft whimper, her hips instinctively lifting to meet his touch.

Oh, yeah, he definitely had it all figured out.

Dougray slipped a finger inside of her, then another, while his thumb moved in small circles over her sensitive flesh. Tammy’s breath hitched as Dougray’s fingers stroked her inner walls, while his mouth still worked its magic on her breasts.

He knew exactly how to touch her, where to caress, and how to build intense pressure in her body until she came. And right now she was so close to coming…

Tammy’s fingers tangled in Dougray’s hair as she surrendered to the sensations coursing through her body.

He lifted his head, his eyes meeting hers with an intensity that made her shiver. Without a word, he shifted, positioning himself between her thighs. Tammy wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him closer.

As Dougray entered her, slowly and deliberately, Tammy gasped at the exquisite fullness. Her eyes fluttered closed as she savored the sensation of him filling her completely. Dougray stilled for a moment, his body tense as he fought for control.

Then he rocked his hips back and forth, small movements that sent waves of pleasure through Tammy’s body. She matched his rhythm, lifting her hips to meet each thrust. Their bodies moved in perfect harmony, a dance they had practiced and refined over the past few weeks.

A dance she would love to practice every day for the rest of her life.

Tammy opened her eyes, meeting Dougray’s intense gaze. The love and desire she saw there made her heart swell. She cupped his face in her hands, drawing him down for a deep, passionate kiss. Their tongues entwined as their bodies continued to move, the tension building between them.

Dougray’s pace quickened, his thrusts becoming more urgent as Tammy’s body trembled beneath him. She was approaching the edge, waves of pleasure building with each movement.

All she wanted to do was throw herself into the abyss and take her mate with her.

Dougray’s breath came in ragged gasps against her neck, his muscles taut with exertion and restraint. Then he came, his seed spilling into her as he let out a deep, guttural groan.

The sensation pushed Tammy over the edge, and she cried out, her body shuddering as waves of ecstasy washed over her. Her inner walls clenched around him, and he slipped his hand beneath her, holding her close as he jerked into her.

When they were both fully sated, he rolled onto his side and drew her into his arms, as their breathing slowly returned to normal. Dougray pressed gentle kisses along Tammy’s collarbone and neck, and she ran her fingers through his hair, savoring the warmth of his body against hers.

“I love you,” Tammy whispered.

“I love you, too,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion.

“When my uncle asked me to come and stay for a while, I never expected this,” she told him, her eyes misted with tears as she recalled her emotional state when she’d first arrived. “I thought I’d lost everything. But I was wrong.”

He lifted his head and locked eyes with hers. “I’m glad fate had a plan for us.”

She smiled and blinked away her tears. “Whoever would believe that plan included a lion?”

He chuckled. “That was an unexpected twist. And today Finlay becomes our son. A part of the Thornberg family.”

Because today was the day they would officially adopt him. Not that Finlay had ever returned to his group foster home. No, things had moved fast once Peter’s video went viral online, and the lion sighting was revealed as a hoax.

Brad had contacted Fiona, who dealt with shifter children in need of foster homes. She’d quickly, but thoroughly, vetted Tammy and Dougray for fostering. When they passed, Finlay came to live with them at Uncle Gavin’s house.

And their lives together had begun.

Tammy held up her hand and stared at the diamond ring on her finger. It was a symbol of their love, their commitment, and their future together.

She smiled, remembering the night Dougray had proposed. It had been under a canopy of stars, on the crest of a ridge overlooking the Thornberg Ranch, while Cobra and Sunshine grazed nearby. Tammy could not wait to be his wife.

But she was already more than that. She was his mate. Their bond was unbreakable.

As was their commitment to giving Finlay the best life possible. One filled with love and security.

I hope you enjoyed meeting the Thornberg family. Klein’s story is next. If you join my author newsletter, I’ll let you know when it’s out!
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If you love second chance shifter stories,

why not try -

Silverbacks and Second Chances

Cursed Bear

Twenty-five years ago, Cath’s husband walked out of her life, leaving her to raise two sons alone. She threw herself into raising her boys and showered them with love.

Her sense of betrayal ran deep. After all, Hector had told her they were true mates, fated to be together forever. Now, another man is telling her the same thing.

Can she believe in fate again? Can she risk opening her heart once more?

She’s here. Catherine. His Catherine, the woman who Julius recognized as his mate on the exact same day she married another man.

Lucky Bear

Ruth is new in town. After spending years raising her siblings, she is now fulfilling her own ambitions. Training to be a teacher was the best thing she ever did, right alongside moving to Bear Creek. Sure, she’d like a man to share her life with, but if that doesn’t pan out, she is content to be alone.

Michael lives a simple life. He might be a lottery winner, which earned him the name, lucky bear, but he knows money doesn’t buy you happiness. It does, however, buy you a large parcel of forest to call home.

If only he had a mate to share it with, he’d be the happiest bear alive.

Or cubs.

And two cubs just walked into his life. Fostered by his best friend, Dean, Jason and Jenny are in need of a permanent home. Could he take them in and give them the life, and love, they deserve?

Fated Bear

Frankie’s heart isn’t her own. Literally. So how is she supposed to know if the man she’s met is her fated mate, or that of her borrowed heart? Can she trust in fate?

Adam always though his fated true mate was dead. He’d built a life on the knowledge that he would be alone forever. Frankie turns all his plans upside down. Yet both of them have inner ghosts. Ghosts from the past that might destroy their future together.

Song Bear

Elise has known loss. Now she’s ready to love.

Moving to Bear Creek was a big decision for bear shifter, Elise. She left behind a life, a career, and a mountain of memories. However, the thought of watching Frankie’s children grow up, and the chance to open a new organ transplant coordination department at the hospital in Bear Bluff, persuaded Elise it was the right decision.

Then, on a morning run in the mountains, she hears a song. Not just any song. And not just any singer.

Elise lost her heart to Hank Rivera when she was fourteen. He was hers. And she was his. It didn’t matter that every other girl on the planet thought the exact same thing.

Then he disappeared. Until now.

Could it be that the Hank Rivera truly is hers?

Blind Date Bear

Tiana is resigned to her life as a single woman after her husband left her years ago. Who has time for a relationship when you have a child to raise and elderly parents to care for? Not to mention her ex-husband who lives in a trailer at the end of the garden.

Then she's set up on a blind date by her best friends and her world changes forever. Because her date is a bear shifter and she's his mate.

His mate for life and he doesn't intend to ever let her go.

When Mason agrees to go on a blind date, he never expects to meet his true mate. But here she is in front of him. Now all he has to do is convince Tiana she has room in her life, and her heart, for a bear shifter in love.

Builder Bear

After a disastrous first marriage to an abusive husband, Haley is just about getting by. She has built a new life for herself and her two wonderful daughters with the help of her amazingly supportive friends, Tiana and Sorcha.

Bear shifter, Buck, has worked construction his whole life. Building is what he does. And when he meets Haley and her daughters he wants to build a new life, and a new future, with them. If only Haley can let him in and see that he’s the one for her.
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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

[image: ]


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)
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