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For my Nina



                                    


MEET THE ALASKAN DEN MEN
Four Alaskan Werebear Dens, Twelve Shifter Happily Ever Afters…
THE ALASKAN DEN MEN are some of the hottest werebears you’ve ever encountered. These gruff and growling shifters live and hunt in four different dens throughout the backwoods of Alaska.
And the Alaskan outback has never been so wild! Because these rugged alpha males are about to meet their mates—some seriously sexy and sassy heroines who live to bring out the beast in their men.
Get ready for four best selling, award winning, and rising star authors to bring you eighteen brand-new, sizzling paranormal romances that are sure to keep you up all night!



                                    


CHAPTER 1
Juliet
“YOU’RE PREGNANT.”
I tipped my head to the side and narrowed my eyes on Kendra, my best friend and a med student who was always more than happy to offer me free medical advice.
Most of the time her diagnoses were spot on. There were, however, a few occasions when she’d spent too much time studying a disease or rare condition and saw symptoms of it everywhere she looked. Like the time she told my boss at Ink This he had the plague.
Or like now. When she told me I was pregnant.
“That’s not possible, Kendra.” I shook my head. “You of all people should know how lacking my love life has been. It’s been so long, I can’t even remember the last time I had a social orgasm.”
That last part was a flat out lie. I knew exactly when I’d had my last orgasm that involved another person. Seven months.
Seven months since I got dumped by Danny the Jerk. Or not so much dumped as got front row tickets to him involved in nearly acrobatic sexual acts with two women. Neither of them being me.
Technically I was the dumper, but I’d have to say, finding out he scheduled regular playtime with several of his co-workers, I felt more like the dumpee.
My mind rushed over the events that followed—the bar, the overconsumption of alcohol, the sexy soldier who teased me out of my melancholy and right into bed with him.
A tiny smile tugged the corner of my lips up.
“Oh goodness, you’re thinking about him again.”
I blinked and focused back on my bff. “Sorry. Drifted off there for a second.”
She rolled her eyes but then her lips tightened and concern came through clear in her gaze. “Is there something you’re not telling me? I promise I won’t judge.”
She held up one hand and placed another over her heart.
“Like what? That I’ve taken to trolling bars and picking up strange men in the hopes they’d give me the tingles the way Mason did?”
Her eyes grew wide. “Have you?” Her question came out on an almost breathless whisper.
It was my turn to roll my eyes. “No. What is wrong with you? You know me better than that.”
And she did. She was the only person in the world I shared every secret with. After everything we’d been through together—two horrific foster homes, getting spit out of the system the second we turned eighteen, rotten jobs, living in dive apartments through four years of college, breakups, breakdowns, and all the usual messes life brought—she was the one person I trusted.
“Sorry. But maybe…”
The door to the exam room opened and the doctor who ran the small clinic where Kendra volunteered stuck her head in. “Oops. Sorry, I didn’t know you had a patient in here.” Her eyes skimmed over me where I sat on the end of the exam table and then came back and rested more fully on me. “Oh, hi, Juliet.”
“Hi, Dr. Walker.” I smiled.
“Everything okay?” Dr. Walker’s gaze darted between the two of us.
“Actually…” Kendra started while bugging her eyes out at me.
I knew what she wanted—permission to talk to Dr. Walker about my “condition.” I shrugged.
“Juliet has been having some symptoms so I had her come in today. I hope that’s okay?”
“Of course. That’s what we’re here for,” Dr. Walker said. “Do you need help?”
Kendra opened her mouth, but before she could speak, I jumped in.
“Yes. Please.” I shot an apologetic smile toward Kendra. I didn’t want to step on her toes, but in this particular case, I really wouldn’t mind a second opinion. “I was telling Kendra I’ve been having weird joint and muscle aches, nausea on and off throughout the day for the last few weeks, and I feel like I can never get enough sleep. I’ve only had very spotty periods, but that’s not totally out of the ordinary for me. I’ve always been irregular.”
“And I did all the standard stuff. Blood pressure, weight, medical history, and,” Kendra shot me a look loaded with meaning, “a pregnancy test. I wouldn’t normally do that based on what I know about Juliet’s history, but I figured it couldn’t hurt.”
Dr. Walker stepped more fully inside the little exam room and closed the door. “Sounds like you did all the right things.”
“Except for the fact she gave me the wrong diagnosis,” I said. “Kendra thinks I’m pregnant. But it’s impossible.”
“I don’t think you’re pregnant, Juliet. This isn’t my opinion. Your pregnancy test came out positive. And I ran it twice to be sure.”
I shrugged. “Faulty tests?”
“Can I ask why you think it’s impossible, Juliet?” Dr. Walker asked.
Mild embarrassment sent a tingle of heat across my cheeks. “I haven’t had sex in, well, seven months.”
She nodded. “I see. That does make it seem unlikely, doesn’t it?”
“But how would we get two positive results?” Kendra asked.
Dr. Walker looked at me and an odd expression flashed in her eyes. “Juliet, do you know if your last sexual partner was a shifter?”
I stared at her for several long beats. A shifter? I mean, I knew they existed. They’d been public for almost my whole life. But I’d never met one in person before. At least not that I knew of.
I opened my mouth to tell her it wasn’t possible. And immediately thought better of it. Images of my night with Captain Mason Hunter flashed through my mind. There had been something primal about the way we were together. Wild.
I’d chalked it up to the combination of alcohol, the abundance of unruly emotions, and pure and simple sexual chemistry. But, now that Dr. Walker brought it up…
“I guess he could be a shifter.” My words were pulled from me like molasses pouring from a bottle. I could feel my cheeks burn before I made my next confession. “I never, ever, ever have one-night stands, but well, I might have just that one time. But we were safe. I swear I asked about his sexual history. And we used a condom.”
Actually, we’d used condoms. Plural. Which is one of the reasons the night was so memorable. I might not have been my usual self when it came to hooking up with a guy I just met. But I absolutely, positively did not let go of my number one rule when it came to sexual partners—no glove, no love.
Dr. Walker gave me a kind smile. “No judgments here. I just had a thought that might shed some light on what’s going on with you. Do you mind if I do an ultrasound?”
I glanced at Kendra and she gave me a nod. I turned back to the doctor with a shrug. “I guess that’s okay.”
She pressed her lips together for a second, her expression delivering an apology. “I’m sorry, but I think our best bet is to do a transvaginal ultrasound. I’ll need you to change into a gown. You can leave your bra and socks on.”
I had no clue what a transvaginal ultrasound was and I’m pretty sure I’d be happy to get through the rest of my life without that knowledge. I opened my mouth to share that with Dr. Walker, but Kendra jumped in ahead of me.
“I’ll get her set up, Dr. Walker. No worries.”
I glared at Kendra while the doctor hurried from the room. “I think this is totally unnecessary.”
“Mmhmm. I’m sure you do.” Kendra ignored my spluttering and moved around the room, pulling a screen out from the wall and placing a paper gown on a stool behind it. “Get changed.”
Her set expression told me two things. One, she wasn’t about to let me get out of here without a full work up to figure out what was wrong with me. And two, she’d tackle me if she had to.
I’d known Kendra long enough. I wasn’t about to put her to the test. I grumbled while I did it, but I jumped down and stepped behind the screen and stripped off my black sleeveless T-shirt. I adjusted my bra with a sigh. My already abundant curves had begun to spill over the tops of the cups in recent months.
I pushed my jeans over my hips, pausing to run my fingers over the red welts left behind on the curve of my waist. I wiggled them the rest of the way down, and kicked off my black Converse as I went.
The extra snug fit of my clothing lately hadn’t escaped my notice. I’d just attributed it to my addiction to Caramel Macchiatos with extra whip cream, White Russians, and late night trips to the café next to my apartment for day old beignets.
A shot of cold fear raced through me at the thought that it was none of those things that turned my figure from curvy to downright voluptuous.
“I’m not pregnant,” I called over the screen, though I’m not sure if I was trying to convince Kendra or myself.
“Okay,” was her only response.
I tied the strings around my waist and stepped out from behind the screen, the paper gown sticking out from my body at odd angles and rustling with every step I took.
Kendra’s lips pressed together and she scanned my face. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I promise.” I stretched my lips into what I hoped would pass for a smile and stopped in front of the waist high counter that ran along one side of the small exam room.
I straightened a folder so it sat at a right angle to the counter’s edge, and lined two pens up in straight lines beside it. I eyeballed the jars containing cotton balls, tongue depressors and cotton swabs. Pushing one back against the wall so it was even with the others, I twisted another so the sign on the front faced out.
“You are definitely not okay,” Kendra said.
Before I could respond, the door opened and Dr. Walker came in pulling a small cart with a monitor behind her. “Want to hop up on the table, Juliet?”
I couldn’t think of anything I rather do less, but I was pretty sure she didn’t actually expect an answer to that question.
Kendra helped me to get up on the table and lie back. My eyes must have popped open wide when I saw the wand Dr. Walker held and she explained where it would go.
“Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as it looks,” she reassured me.
All I could do was blink and turn my attention to the ceiling tiles. If I was a praying kind of person, I might be asking for a little help here. But I wasn’t sure what I’d ask for.
I gripped the sides of the table tightly until Kendra slid her hand under mine. I squeezed it and she squeezed right back.
“You’ll be fine, no matter what,” she whispered. “And I’ll be right here by your side.
I looked up into her face and nodded. She was right. Everything would be okay. She and I had gotten through so much together. This wouldn’t be any different, no matter what the doctor found.
“Okay, here we go,” Dr. Walker said.
I turned my head to the side and found myself staring at a black and white mishmash on the ultrasound screen. I squinted, trying to decipher something that might tell me what was going on.
Dr. Walker pressed a button on the machine and the image froze. She leaned in and put a finger on the screen. “This is your baby.”
Thank goodness I was lying down. My head got light and for a moment I had the sensation I floated right out of my body. The words echoed over and over again my head.
My baby.
“Juliet, are you okay?” Kendra asked.
I turned my head toward her and blinked. Having the image of the tiny blip on the screen out of my line of sight helped me to clear my mind a bit.
“It’s not possible,” I whispered.
“I can probably clear that up,” Dr. Walker said.
I turned toward her, tilting my chin down so I could see her and the ultrasound image was only a speck in my peripheral vision. “I swear, I haven’t had sex in seven months.”
She nodded. “I believe you. And I’ll preface what I’m telling you with the fact that I don’t see many shifters in my practice, so I’m not an expert.” She held my eyes until I nodded my understanding. “My best guess is that the father of the baby is a bear shifter. They have been known to share a unique genetic characteristic with their wild bear ancestors.”
I drew my brows together. “Okay.”
“Bears in the wild experience a delayed implantation. What that means is that when they mate, an embryo is formed, but it doesn’t actually implant in the uterus for about five months. The female bear isn’t technically pregnant until implantation takes place.”
“So you think that this happens to shifters?” Kendra asked. A glance at her showed her eager med student face had replaced her concerned friend expression.
Dr. Walker nodded, her eyes never leaving my face. “From the looks of things, you’re just about two months along. The timeline you gave me fits with this being a case of delayed implantation, except…”
“Except?” I asked after several beats of silence.
She sighed. “I haven’t really seen it happen before. From what I’ve read, delayed implantation in shifters has gotten exceedingly rare. And not much research has been done on shifter and human reproduction.”
My eyes flew to the screen and my hand flew to cover my belly. Protective instincts I never knew I possessed surged to the forefront. “Does that mean something could be wrong with the baby?”
“No,” Dr. Walker quickly assured me. “Everything looks good. Your symptoms and the ultrasound show nothing but a very normal, typical pregnancy outside of the delayed implantation. Honestly, I imagine he’s a tough little bugger if he survived five months before implanting.”
My mind raced over the last five months. “Oh my goodness. Is he all right? I’m not supposed to have alcohol or caffeine and I work in a tattoo shop with dyes and chemicals. Is he okay?”
Dr. Walker removed the wand from my body, pushing the stool she sat on backward. “Relax, Juliet. You have no reason to worry. You’re only in the first trimester, but right now everything looks great.”
I sat up, shifting the gown over my legs. No reason to worry? Was she crazy? I had a million reasons to worry. Starting with the fact that I was pregnant with a shifter’s baby and ending with the fact I had no experience with good parents. My own placed me in foster care before I turned two and the foster parents I had in the years between then and now were not exactly models to base my own parenting on.
“I can’t do this.”
Kendra transformed back into concerned friend and draped her arm across my shoulders. “You’ll be fine, Juliet. We’ll figure it all out. We always do.”
“I know this is a lot to take in.” Dr. Walker moved the ultrasound machine aside and came to stand on my other side. “And there’s a bit more for you to consider.”
Oh, garbage. What more could there possibly be? I stared at her, and I could feel my eyes widen. I must look like a crazy person, but I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.
“Like I said, this is not my area of expertise, but from what I’ve read, all shifter and human pregnancies result in a baby with most of the shifter abilities.”
I thought of the little peanut shaped image on the sonogram. Shifter abilities. That little peanut growing inside me was a shifter. I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea.
“And,” Dr. Walker went on, “there have also been documented cases where the human mother…well, turned.”
“Turned?” Kendra asked.
“I guess….shifted is the correct terminology.”
“Juliet’s going to become a bear shifter?” Kendra shrieked in a pitch so high I was sure dogs and wolves in a fifty mile radius must be cringing. For myself, all I could do was sit there, speechless.
“It’s a possibility. And it could explain some of the extra symptoms you’ve been having, Juliet. Like the muscle and joint pains.”
I blinked. Once. And then again. “I can’t do this. I can’t…I can’t do this.”
Dr. Walker nodded slowly. “We can discuss other options if that’s what you choose.”
“Yes. Options. That sounds good. Can I choose not to become a shifter?”
An odd look passed over the doctor’s face and she tipped her head to the side. “I honestly don’t know what would happen if you started making the transition and then terminated the pregnancy.”
“Terminated the pregnancy?” Once again my hands flew to the gentle curve of my belly. “I don’t want to terminate the pregnancy.”
And as I said the words, the truth of them hit me with the power of a freight train. I would do anything in my power to take care of the child growing in my womb. Anything.
The little peanut was my family. A surge of longing shot through me at the thought and protectiveness followed hot on its heels with a violence that almost knocked me off the table.
I fought the urge to bare my teeth at the kind doctor, and clenching my jaw was the only thing that held back a snarl.
Dr. Walker held up her hands, palms out. “My apologies. I misunderstood. When you said you couldn’t do this, I assumed you meant…” She waved a hand toward my stomach.
I shook my head and blew out a breath slowly as I felt my blood pressure climb down a notch. “No. I thought you meant you had a way I could keep from turning into a werebear. Not…the other.” I couldn’t even bring myself to say the word. “It’s probably not fair. I’ll probably make a terrible mother. But I’m not giving up on him.”
Dr. Walker offered me a soft smile. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Juliet. From what I just saw, you already have the most important part of motherhood down pat—you’re obviously willing to do anything to protect your baby. I have no doubt you’ll be a wonderful mother.”
I prayed she was right.
“I do think we need to consult with someone who specializes in shifter pregnancies. Let me talk to some of my colleagues, and I’ll get in touch with you about possibilities.”
I nodded, but my mind started to speed ahead, trusting Kendra to get all the info about prenatal vitamins and follow up appointments.
My baby was a shifter. I might be a shifter. How did that all work? I was clueless enough just thinking about how to change a diaper or deal with midnight feedings.
And just the thought of leaving that little peanut on the ultrasound screen alone with a stranger while I worked made my hackles rise.
“So, I think that’s everything. Do you have any questions?”
Kendra nudged me and I made an effort to tune back in. “I’m sorry?”
“Do you have any more questions for me?” Dr. Walker asked.
Was she kidding? I had so many questions they were caught in a bottleneck as they tried to wedge their way through my brain. I opened my mouth and closed it again and just shook my head.
“Not right now,” I finally managed to get out. “But I’m sure once this all sinks in, I’ll have a million for you.”
She smiled and patted my arm. “You can feel free to call me any time. I know all this must be overwhelming.”
“Thanks for everything, Dr. Walker.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll see you soon.” She stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.
I let out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding and turned to Kendra. “I am awake, right?”
Kendra gathered me tight in her arms and rocked me for a second. “You are, sweetie. But I promise, it’ll all be fine.”
I nodded my head against her shoulder, waiting for panic or fear or elation or…anything to move through me. But at that point I was more than a little shell-shocked.
Kendra pulled back a little bit and looked down into my face. “What do you want to do now?”
I think she meant right that second. Like did I want to go home or go somewhere I could stuff myself with hot beignets and Caramel Macchiatos until the whole world faded into one giant sugar-coated blur.
But instead I answered her with a sureness that surprised even me.
“I want to find the baby’s father. I need Mason.”



                                    


CHAPTER 2
Mason
I STEPPED into the brand new Ursus Security Solutions offices and couldn’t fight back a grin. Kaden’s mate had worked wonders. When she found the warehouse space a couple of months ago, it was dank and musty. I’d thought Kaden was being led around by his toe when she convinced him to put an offer in on it.
But Alyssa, who made it clear she didn’t appreciate the implication that she led Kaden around by his toe, was happy to make me eat my words. Almost single-handedly she’d transformed the space, hiring contractors to clean, put up walls, and upgrade the plumbing and electrical.
We now had a reception area, more than enough offices for each of us, a bathroom and a conference space. She’d also added a gym, a kitchen, a locker room with two showers, a small armory, and an intelligence center, all in an employees only section in the back half of the building. I was beginning to see the reason for Kaden’s devotion.
As I stepped into the reception area, another obvious reason presented itself. Alyssa bent at the waist, rear in the air, as she sorted through a stack of files piled on the floor in front of a low filing cabinet.
Scanning the rest of the room, I found I wasn’t the only one appreciating the view. Kaden stood in the open doorway of his office, his eyes glued to his mate. His need for her was clear as day.
I shook my head and couldn’t help but smirk at him. “Soldier, lock it down.”
Kaden’s gaze shot to me and he scowled. His obvious annoyance only made me grin more.
Alyssa stood and turned to us, her movement drawing our attention. “Hey, Mason. Can you believe this is the last bit of organizing? We’re actually going to be open for business in three more days.”
“Looks good in here, Alyssa. You did an amazing job.”
She beamed at me, and I smiled. Hard not to in the face of her pleasure at my words.
I’d always liked her, though our interactions growing up were few and far between. But seeing her transform under Kaden’s devotion the last few months was something else.
A sharp pain stung me in the middle of my chest. I put my hand there, as if that would alleviate the ache.
But I knew it wasn’t an ache that would go away. It was one that hit me at odd moments lately. One that made my bear start pacing inside me, as if he was impatient to get to something, but he didn’t know what.
But I knew what he wanted—our mate. One of the reasons I’d been so easily convinced to leave the military, aside from being sick and tired of some of the trash we’d seen and done, was that my bear got more restless with each passing year.
Standing in the reception area watching Kaden prowl toward his woman, seeing her stepping forward like some force I couldn’t see was driving them together, a wave of jealousy hit me so hard, I’m surprised I stayed on my feet.
At the same moment, a vision assaulted me—a curvy girl with wild blonde curls sitting astride me, both of us naked in a bed with rumpled sheets. Her husky voice had called out my name in her sweet southern accent as her body bowed with her pleasure. Juliet.
Her image had come to me more and more the last few months. And each time it came, my bear’s restlessness grew. The idea I’d met my mate already kept teasing the back of my mind. But wouldn’t I have recognized her when I met her?
Even as I had the thought, I knew my head had been so messed up then, I might not have recognized my own mother standing in front of me.
“Yo, Mason!”
Kaden’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. I tried to shake off the image of Juliet that seemed to be haunting me, but that was easier said than done.
“What’s wrong with you?” Kaden asked, and for the first time I realized he’d moved back to his office door. He stood there now holding his phone.
Way to be aware of your surroundings, soldier.
I ran a hand over my hair. “Nothing, man. Why?”
Kaden gave me a long hard stare, but I gave him nothing. As much trash as I’ve given him about Alyssa, no way would I share that a woman I’d spent one night with months ago had literally driven me to distraction.
Kaden stared at me a few long beats before he responded to my question. “Call from the PD. Chief said she has an interesting situation she could use some help with. She asked for you specifically.”
I drew my brows together. Most of the time the police department in Kodiak kept busy with tourist trash. I could see why they’d ask us for help from time to time once we were up and running, but not sure why the Chief would ask for me by name.
“She give you any clues?” I asked.
Kaden shrugged. “Just that the sooner you could stop by, the better.”
“Our meeting isn’t for a few more hours, right?” I’d stopped in early to check out my office space, but I should have some time before the Mason, Nash, Gage and I sat down to talk shop.
Kaden checked his watch. “Two hours.”
I nodded in return and headed toward the door. “I’ll be back before then.”
As soon as I stepped into the drizzly, overcast day, I inhaled deeply. The scent of the sea and pine hit my nostrils and I couldn’t help but compare it to the scent of New Orleans, the city where I spent two weeks on leave eight months ago. The sea air there had a different tang to it.
My mind drifted back to the woman I’d spent one night with there. Juliet’s scent came to me as clearly as the scent of the Alaskan seaside town where I stood now—caramel and powdered sugar and coffee mixed with a fragrance that was all her. The combination of strong and sweet burst into my memory and left me with a craving so powerful, it forced a decision from me before I even knew there was a question.
As soon as I could manage it, I was going to find Juliet Bellamy. Something told me I’d made a mistake in leaving her after only one night. My bear roared his approval as I made the turn down the road leading to the Kodiak PD.

JULIET
I SAT in the chair next to a cluttered desk and fought the urge to toss out the empty coffee cup and straighten the files piled over the top of it. The only way I managed to control the compulsion was to clasp my hands together in my lap.
My gaze scanned the busy room for what felt like the millionth time. Several desks were pushed together in the area where I sat. The messy desktops triggered my cleaning compulsion even harder than the one next to me. A couple of plainclothes police officers sat at those desks. As I looked, one of them caught my eye. I offered him a smile and he turned away quickly to examine a file.
I was beginning to feel like a bug under a microscope that had only a small hint he was being studied. I was also beginning to think maybe the instincts that led me here had steered me completely wrong.
I sighed as I could almost hear Kendra's voice in my ear telling me she told me so. But it was the only lead I had to find Mason. My first thought had been to hire a private investigator. But after a little research, I found the cost of hiring one was not in my budget.
So I decided to play detective myself. I started with a phone call to the Kodiak, Alaska police department. I said I was looking for someone who lived in the area. The officer I spoke to told me a new security firm was opening in Kodiak that would be offering some private investigation services. He seemed to think that was my best bet.
But I couldn't wait too long. I didn't know what to expect over the coming months. No What to Expect When You’re Expecting book I could find seemed to cover having a shifter baby or turning into a shifter myself.
And as every day passed, I was more and more convinced that was just what was happening to me. In the month since I discovered my pregnancy, I’d noticed changes that seemed like more than just typical pregnancy symptoms. My joints and muscles had continued to ache. My sense of smell had become incredibly powerful. And a strange need had grown inside me to find my baby’s father.
After the call to the Kodiak PD, the frustration had grown to such heights, I felt like something was caged inside me, fighting to get out. The feeling was scary enough to push me to come up with my craziest plan yet. In less than a week, I’d quit my job as a tattoo artist at Ink This, packed up my meager belongings, and despite Kendra’s warnings, and my own misgivings, I’d gotten on a bus and started the journey to Alaska.
And let me tell you, traveling from New Orleans to Alaska by bus would have been harrowing enough. Add morning sickness that struck at all times of the day and night and a super sonic sense of smell, and I’d be happy to never, ever, ever see the inside of a bus again.
I huffed out a breath and scanned the room one more time. The woman I spoke to had introduced herself as Chief Martin. She’d listened as I explained I wanted to reconnect with an old friend from the area. The minute I’d shared that the person I was looking for was Captain Mason Hunter, her eyes had changed from slight suspicion to flat out distrust.
I could understand the feeling. Trust wasn’t something I gave out easily myself. But since talking to the local police was the only idea I’d come up with, I had to hope her sense of duty would move her to help me despite her suspicion.
She’d told me she might be able to help. But that was a good twenty minutes ago when she’d found this seat for me and told me she’d be back as soon as she could. She’d stepped into an office and closed the door and hadn’t shown her face since.
Maybe she hoped if she left me long enough, I’d wander off. I sighed and pressed my clasped hands into my belly. Under any other circumstances, I’d do just that.
Heck, I didn't want to count on strangers any more than she wanted to help one. And that included counting on Mason. He might be the father of my unborn baby, but that didn’t mean I was ready to place all my trust in him.
Which is why I concocted a story in all those hours I spent with my cheek pressed against the cold glass windows of one bus after another and finally sitting on the ferry for the very last leg of the journey. I’d made the decision to keep the news of my pregnancy to myself. I’d come up with an excuse for looking him up, and hopefully I’d get the chance to spend some time with him or at least talk to some people who knew him better than I did, before I shared my secret.
He'd seemed like a good guy when I met him. Troubled, but decent. He'd been protective of me when we walked from the club where we met to his hotel room. He'd given me the option of walking me to my own front door instead of the hotel. But the bulk of the night had been spent with the two of us naked and entwined in the sheets on his hotel bed.
And I’d be darned if I’d make a decision to include him in not just my life, but the life of my unborn baby, based on what I learned about him in one night where very little talking had taken place.
Instead, I made up my mind to find him, get to know him, and then make a decision on how much I shared with him. If he was a decent guy, I could tell him the truth. If he was a jerk, well, I didn’t want to keep the baby a secret from his father, but I’d do it if it meant protecting the little peanut growing inside me.
Thank goodness I wasn’t showing yet.
“Miss Bellamy?”
I shot up from my seat at the sound of my name. Apparently, I’d gotten so lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t seen Chief Martin finally leave her office.
“Yes? Do you think you’ll be able to help me?”
Chief Martin’s only response was a nod toward the front of the room. I glanced to the spot she indicated and my breath left my lungs on one big whoosh of air.
As if conjured by my thoughts, Captain Mason Hunter stood there.



                                    


CHAPTER 3
Juliet
MASON LOOKED EVEN BETTER than I remembered. His dark hair was slightly longer than the close-cropped, Army issue haircut he’d had when I met him. The chiseled jaw and strong, bulky build were the same.
But his eyes and his mouth had changed. Before, his dark eyes were stony, they didn’t give away even a tiny flicker of emotion. His mouth had been a sharp slash. When I’d managed to tease a small smile out of him, I’d felt like I’d been given a gift.
Now, his eyes crinkled in the corners. His mouth tipped up a tiny bit, as if he was just waiting for an excuse to smile. There was an ease about him here that had been missing when I met him in New Orleans.
And as impossible as it seemed, that ease, that smile waiting to break the surface and share a joke, made him even more attractive than he’d been eight months ago.
I couldn’t move. But that didn’t seem to matter. Mason scanned the room and as his gaze landed on Chief Martin, he stepped forward. Mid-step, his gaze found me. He paused for less than an instant before his long legs ate of the distance between us.
He reached us and didn’t bother acknowledging Chief Martin. His hands came out and slid over my arms, pulling me closer until only inches remained between us.
“Juliet, what are you doing here? Are you looking for me?”
I jolted at his touch, every nerve-ending coming to life as if I’d been waiting forever for this contact. I couldn’t find the words to describe the look on his face. If I had to give it a label, I’d say it was wonder. I braced my hands on his forearms and stared up into his too-handsome-to-be-real face.
I managed a nod, but had trouble finding the words I’d painstakingly planned the entire time I was riding across the continent.
“Are you okay? Is everything all right?” His big, warm hands, hands that were well acquainted with every inch of my body, moved up and down my arms as he spoke. I shivered and goose bumps rose along my skin.
I nodded again, and then realized I must look like an idiot. “I’m sorry for just showing up here like this. I know it’s not what you…um, signed up for.” I slid my eyes to the side, very conscious of Chief Martin standing there. Spitting out a string of lies to explain my presence would be hard enough without the overly suspicious police chief listening in.
Mason followed my gaze and grinned. “Sorry, Chief. I didn’t mean to ignore you. I was just taken by surprise.”
“So I see,” Chief Martin said drily. “I didn’t want to send Miss Bellamy to you in case you wouldn’t be pleased with her unexpected visit.” The chief’s eyes travelled to his hands on my arms and she pursed her lips. “But I can see that’s not an issue.”
Mason laughed and maneuvered me even closer to his body. “No. Not an issue at all.” He shook his head and returned his attention to me. “More like a surprise. A very welcome surprise.”
Warmth shot through me at his words, and without conscious thought, my body melted into his. I moved my hands up to rest on his chest and he pulled me tighter to him, linking his arms around my back.
“Apparently.” Chief Martin’s dry tone caught my attention and I couldn’t miss the smirk and the raised eyebrow she sent Mason’s way. “I’ll leave you two to get reacquainted. Somewhere not in the middle of my department,” she said pointedly.
A glance around showed me we were the center of attention. I could feel my cheeks heat, and something down deep inside me felt restless and snarly.
Mason just laughed it off. “Don’t worry. We’ll clear out.” He turned back to me. “Where are you staying?”
I shrugged and nodded at the suitcase I left next to the chair I’d been sitting in while I waited. “I hadn’t exactly gotten that far. Is there a hotel nearby?”
I sank my teeth into my lower lip and silently cursed my own stupidity. Why hadn’t I planned this part? I’d spent so much time thinking about what I was going to say to him and how I’d break the news of my pregnancy if I decided to tell him, and not one thought on the logistics involved in taking off across the country. Not like me. Not like me at all.
Mason released me only to grab my hand. He snatched the suitcase and tugged me toward the door. “No worries, gorgeous. You can stay with me.”
I stood stock still, yanking at Mason’s hand when he kept moving. He turned to face me. “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t stay with you, Mason. I don’t even know you.”
He grinned a grin that made my panties more than a little damp and closed the distance between us. He towered over me, smiling down into my face.
“Beautiful girl, I’d say we know each other pretty well. Biblically, you might say.” His voice was low and growly, inviting me to join his joke, teasing me at the same time he turned me on.
My breath left me on a huff, and I didn’t want to smile, but I could feel my lips twitching. “You know what I mean! How do I know you’re not a mass murderer or a psycho or some kind of perv? I can’t go home with you.”
His grin only grew. “There are lots of things I can imagine doing with you, beautiful. Murdering you definitely isn’t one of them.” His head tipped to the side. “Perverted might be up for debate. But I promise, you’ll like it.”
I blinked up at him, my eyes going wide and my lips parting. My head was spinning and all I could think about was what it felt like when his hands were on me, his mouth was on me, he was in me. And he was right. I liked all of it.
“This is not going at all how I expected,” I whispered.
“No? ‘Cause I think I had a few fantasies about you that went just like this. You showing up, me taking you home with me…” His words trailed off leaving me to fill in the blanks with tantalizing images.
I shook my head, a sad attempt to shake away the mental pictures. I pulled in a deep, not quite steady breath. “As tempting as your fantasies are…” and oh my, they were tempting beyond belief and under any other circumstances, I’d take him up on them in a heartbeat. But right now the little peanut came first, “…I need to slow this down. This isn’t why I came here.”
“Why did you come here?”
“To…to…” Oh, shoot, what was I going to tell him? “To take a vacation,” I finally blurted out. “You made everything sound so great here, I thought it would be a nice place to spend a week or two.”
Yup. That’s the brilliant story I managed to come up with in the days I spent on buses and a ferry and in cheap motel rooms.
“You’re here on vacation?” His eyes narrowed on me.
I nodded emphatically. It might not be a great story, but it was the one I had and now that I blurted it out, I needed to stick to it.
“You came here on vacation without making any hotel reservations?”
“Um…” I shrugged. “Yes?”
He eased away from me slightly and my body instantly missed the heat of his body next to mine in the air-conditioned room. And that restless something deep inside me growled her displeasure. I sensed it rippling through me.
“I mean, I guess, I just thought it would be fun to do something a little spontaneous. Take off somewhere new and let the vacation sort of unfold.” I lifted a shoulder, going for nonchalance, but probably looking more awkward than anything. “I guess I got a little nervous as I got closer. I came up with the idea of looking you up and…” I gestured around the police station. “…here I am.”
And that’s the story I’d be sticking to. No matter how stilted and practiced it came out. Because spontaneous trips across two countries and a continent were so like me. Not.
Mason wouldn’t know that, though. He knew me as the girl from the bar who went back to his hotel with him a couple hours after she met him. So for him, my spontaneous vacation might seem in line with what he’d expect from me.
And I wasn’t going to spend too much time examining just why I acted so out of character every time he was around.
He looked at me for several long seconds, his expression inscrutable. He looked more like the soldier I’d met the night at the club, and I found myself mourning the loss of his easy grin.
I tilted my head to the side. “I don’t want to put you out,” I said softly. “I just…you seemed like a nice guy when I met you. I’ve thought about you since then. And when I got nervous about traveling on my own, I felt safer when I thought of getting in touch with you.”
I might have left out a bunch of the story, like the teeny, tiny fact I was pregnant with his baby, but I realized as soon as the words left my mouth, they were true. Since the moment I found out I was going to have a baby, I’d been scared out of my head. The one thing helping me keep it together was the thought of getting to Mason.
His expression cleared and he smiled at me. “Then come home with me. I have a meeting in a little bit, but after that, we can have lunch and I can show you around town.” He moved in close to me again. “I’ve thought about you, too, since that night.”
My toes curled inside my black Converse and I shot my gaze to his mouth. I think I might have had a little mini orgasm just from his words.
“Ready?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He snatched my hand and the handle of the suitcase and herded us out the door.
Before I knew it, I sat next to him in the passenger seat of his truck. I twisted my head to catch the sights we passed—the boats bobbing in the bay, the busy downtown area, a meadow of wildflowers, the green mountains acting as a backdrop to it all.
“Do you live in town?”
“No, but not too far from here. I live in my family compound.”
I turned my head toward him. The words “family compound” set off an alarm in my brain. On one hand, I knew some wealthy families referred to their estates as compounds. But out in the wilds of Alaska, I was picturing something more like a commune out in the wilderness where you’d find groups of people waiting to suck down some Kool-Aid.
He glanced at me and grinned as if he could read my mind. “Don’t worry, beautiful. It’s kind of normal around here. People from the local…families…often build their homes close together. My family owns some acreage out near the park. Enough so we can live close, but not right on top of each other.”
I narrowed my eyes on him when he stumbled over the word “families.” Nothing else he said raised any red flags, but that one word made me suspicious.
Then I remembered something I read in one of the nine million online searches I did to find more info about shifters. “By family, do you mean den?”
He glanced at me again before turning his attention back to the road. “You know I’m a shifter.”
“I kind of guessed. When I researched the area, it mentioned the large shifter community.” And that was true. There weren’t too many places in the United States where shifters lived so openly the way they did in the Alaskan Dens. “The way you just referred to your family made me put two and two together.”
Yeah, that and the fact I was turning into a shifter and had one growing inside me.
He gave me a hard look and I offered him a close-mouthed smile, hoping he’d buy it.
The rest of the ride was pretty quiet. I spent it looking at the breathtaking scenery and praying I hadn’t given myself away.
“We’re here,” he said quietly as we turned off the main road onto a long paved track only wide enough for a single car.
I peered out the windshield. There were several houses dotting spots along the tree line. But he had been honest. They weren’t right on top of each other.
He drove us for about a mile, past several homes—a couple of large log cabins, some low ranches painted in bright colors. He finally pulled into a driveway that led up to a sort of nondescript two-story home. The siding was beige and the shape was decidedly boxy. The back half of the house was lost to the forest behind it.
“Let me show you inside.” His voice was quiet, and I knew he was regretting his offer to bring me here.
But he hopped down from the truck and hefted my suitcase out before coming around to help me down. I glanced up at him and noticed his smile was gone. The laugh lines beside his eyes were gone.
I sighed as we took the steps up to his front door. Obviously my story hadn’t been as believable as I’d hoped.
I closed my eyes for a brief moment before I opened them again and followed him inside. How stupid could I be? The man was a trained Special Forces soldier and claimed ancestry with bears. His natural instincts had been honed and harnessed in ways I probably couldn’t even imagine. And I’d hoped to tell my stupid, stupid story and get away with it.
“I’m an idiot,” I shared as we stepped into his entryway.
“What?” He dropped my suitcase near the door and gestured me to walk in front of him into the house.
I stepped through the entryway…and straight into something from a storybook.



                                    


CHAPTER 4
Juliet
I STOPPED dead and held my breath. I felt like I’d walked into some magical kingdom. The entryway opened to a great room that took up the entire first floor of the house. The ceilings were high and the house comfortably furnished with oversized everything—big brown couches and plaid chairs, massive dining room table, extra large coffee table fronting the ginormous stone fireplace. And a few things that screamed bachelor—newspapers and an empty coffee mug on the table, dishes in the sink, a few flannel shirts tossed over the back of one of the chairs.
I absorbed all those details as my eyes skimmed over the room. They weren’t what held my attention, though. What grabbed me was the floor to ceiling windows that made up the entire back half of the house.
The home had been built into the forest that surrounded it. From the front outside it looked like a boring old house. From inside, it was pure magic. The forest had continued to grow around the house what looked to be long after the house was built. On three sides the forest grew thick—green trees, lush plants, a carpet of pine needles.
Light barely penetrated the canopy of branches so I couldn’t see too deeply into the forest. But I could feel it. It was palpable, like my beating heart or the blood thrumming through my veins.
I stepped forward, one step and then another, until I touched the cool glass. That something deep inside of me stirred. I could sense her in a way I hadn’t sensed her before. She lifted her head and inhaled as if she could pull the lush forest right into her lungs.
I inhaled along with her. Disappointment welled when the glass barrier and the scents of the home—wood fire and bacon and a scent that belonged purely to Mason—kept me from pulling the forest into me.
“Juliet?”
I whipped around at the sound of my name, almost surprised to find I wasn’t alone. Mason stood a few feet away.
“You okay?”
I nodded and turned back to the glass, placing a palm against it, longing to brush my fingertips over the wispy fronds of plants and to feel the softness of the pine needles under my feet.
“I’m fine.” I kept my voice quiet. Anything louder felt disrespectful, like screaming in church. “I just didn’t expect this. It’s…beautiful.”
The word was inadequate, but it was the best I can do.
Mason moved until he stood beside me at the window. “Juliet, are you a shifter?”
His voice sounded perplexed, like he was trying to figure something out but couldn’t quite get the last piece of the puzzle to fit.
I turned my head to look at him. “I think so.”
His eyebrows pulled together. “You think so?”
I nodded and turned to stare out the window, wishing I could be out there, running through the forest. Or really, anywhere that wasn’t here, about to deliver some life-changing news to a man I barely knew.
I pulled in a shuddering breath and turned to face him. He stared down at me, concern and confusion clear in his expression.
“My doctor told me she thinks I could be changing. Or shifting. I’m not sure the right way to say it.” I shook my head. “Whatever the correct terminology is…I was born human, but in the last few months I’ve noticed changes. And they all seem to stem from when I met you.”
He held his hands out in front of him. “Beautiful, I swear, I have nothing to do with your changes.” He dropped his hands and stepped towards me, his face relaxing, leaving only the concern there. “It takes more than one night to change a human into a shifter. And it only happens between shifters and true mates. There are several steps involved.”
I bit down hard on my lower lip and held his stare.
“Well, unless a woman gets pregnant by her mate. That can bring on the shift faster.” He grinned like he was sharing a joke with me.
I just continued to stare, holding his eyes and not saying a word. His grin slowly disappeared as understanding dawned.
His gaze darted to my belly. “Are you…do you think you’re pregnant?”
I nodded slowly.
“But how did you…we used condoms. Are you sure?”
“I saw a doctor. I didn’t believe her at first either. Especially since I hadn’t been with anyone since the night you and I were together. Finding out five months later that I’m carrying your baby came as a shock to me, believe me.”
“Five months?” His eyes dipped to the curve of my stomach. The slightly rounded middle was just me, no baby bump to give proof to my words. I hadn’t started showing yet.
I could almost see the thoughts tumbling through his head, going round and round like clothes in the dryer. His gaze moved over the room, but I don’t think he saw anything.
Then his brown eyes shot to me with laser focus. “Delayed implantation. Is that what she thinks happened?”
I nodded. “That’s what she said. I swear, I haven’t been with anyone else. You were the only one since my last boyfriend. And she did an ultrasound that showed I was about two months along. Three now.” I shrugged and folded my hands protectively over my stomach. “I would have tried to contact you to let you know no matter what. But when she said my baby was most definitely a shifter and there was a good chance of me…transitioning, too…I didn’t know what to do. I don’t know any shifters in New Orleans. There’s not much information about shifter and human reproduction on the internet.” My voice trailed off and I hugged my arms around my middle, protecting my baby and myself before I stated in a voice so small I almost didn’t recognize it as my own, “I didn’t know what else to do.”
Most of the time I spoke, I kept my gaze in the vicinity of Mason’s neck. When I finished my explanation, I called on all my courage and finally managed to raise my eyes to meet his.
And the emotion in his dark eyes stole my breath. His look was so fierce and a molten amber color glowed around the edges. He reached out and gripped the back of a chair. Following the movement of his hand, I watched as his knuckles turned white and the upholstery bunched in his fist.
I returned my gaze to his face and waited for him to say something. Anything. A lump formed in my throat and I could feel the hot prickle of tears stinging behind my eyes. I clenched my jaw, determined not to let them fall, not to give away even one more hint of the vulnerability I felt right this moment.
“I have to get to my meeting.”
I blinked. Of all the things I expected to hear when I made my little announcement, that he had a meeting to attend was not high on my list. Heck, it didn’t even make my list, especially in the clipped monotone he delivered it in.
I searched his face, but in the moment I’d looked away, he’d managed to shove all signs of emotion behind a blank face. This was the face I remembered from the first night I met him. All tough, emotionless soldier.
That night I’d reveled in being able to bring out a smile or coax a chuckle from him. I could only imagine what he’d been through that left him so hard to reach.
It was obvious when he picked me up at the police station that he’d stopped hiding behind the blank-faced soldier. His easy smile and the way he’d moved right into me, his emotions plain to see, made it clear he’d at least started recovering from whatever he’d dealt with during his deployment.
And now it was me, my words, my news, that brought the blank-faced soldier back. A fist grabbed my stomach and squeezed. I swallowed hard and pulled in a shaking, shuddery breath.
“Do you want to drop me at a hotel on your way to your meeting? Maybe I should get out of your way while you, um…process all this. Believe me, I know it’s a lot to take in all at once.”
“No!”
I jumped in my spot, the fierceness of the single world startling me.
“I mean, I don’t want you to go,” he said, his voice quieter now. “I guess I do need a chance for the news to sink in.”
He paused and shook his head, lifting a hand to rake it through his unruly dark hair. He looked down at his feet for several long beats. I did my best to stand there quietly and let him try to absorb what I’d told him.
Finally, he raised his head and looked at me.
I gasped when I saw the amber tinting his dark eyes once more, making them glow in a way that I found both fearsome and fascinating. His smile returned. Not the wide, welcoming grin he’d given me when he first spotted me at the station. This one was small, just a twitch of the corners of his lips, more rueful than amused.
“It’s a lot to take in,” I offered softly.
He stepped closer to me, his eyes searching mine. “It is a lot to take in. I guess it was a lot harder for you to take in. Did you even know I was a shifter that night?”
I shook my head, staring into his eyes. “I don’t know if I’ve ever even met a shifter before you. I guess maybe I have, but down south, shifters don’t live as openly as it seems you do here.”
He nodded and closed a little more of the distance between us. “I can only imagine what you went through when you found out you were pregnant.”
A short laugh escaped me. “Yeah, that was an interesting day. But I’ve had a month to get used to the idea.”
I bit my lip and fought against making myself even more vulnerable to him by sharing the rest. But the gentle way he looked at me, coupled with the primal urge driving me from the inside, left me with no choice. “I have to admit, the thought of turning into a bear scares me out of my mind. I couldn’t find a whole lot of information about what was happening to me. Being pregnant is terrifying all by itself. Being pregnant with a little bear shifter and figuring out I was turning into one too, has been a lot to try to wrap my head around.”
I hugged my arms more tightly around myself and whispered something I hated to admit to anyone, “I’m scared, Mason.”
In an instant he closed the distance between us. He tugged my arms open and replaced them with his own, pulling me to him in a fierce hug. He rocked me gently in his arms and pressed his mouth to the top of my head. “It’s going to be okay. I promise. We’ll figure this out, and I’ll make sure you have no reason to be afraid.”
A warmth stole over me, starting as a tiny flicker in my belly and radiating out until my whole body was consumed by it. I melted into him, reveling in the way my soft curves fit so perfectly against the hard planes of his body. For one tiny moment I allowed myself to do the one thing I never allowed myself to do.
I placed all my trust and all my hopes right in the hands of Mason Hunter. And prayed he wouldn’t disappoint me the way every other person in my life, with the exception of Kendra, had done.



                                    


CHAPTER 5
Mason
"SO THAT'S EVERYTHING. Nash and Gage you'll get in touch with some of our government contacts to let them know we're open for business. I'll start talking to some of the shifter dens around the country, and Mason, you're in charge of letting the locals know we're here and what services we're offering."
I jolted when Kaden said my name. Incredible, I'd tuned out of more than half of the very first official company meeting. I ran my hands over my face. I'd tried to pay attention to what was going on around me. But my mind kept going back to the tiny, voluptuous, curly-haired blonde I'd left back at my house.
"Mason, you with us man?" Nash's voice broke through my thoughts once more.
Phoo. The three men in this room knew me better than I knew myself. And Alyssa was Kaden's mate so I'm sure he'd share anything on his mind with her. That's just the way it was with true mates.
"I'm going to be a father," I announced. My gaze took a tour around the faces of the four other people seated at the table. The circumstances were serious, but I couldn't help the smile that wanted to break free seeing the shock so clearly on all their faces. So much for being a bunch of badasses. The only one who didn't deserve to be teased was Alyssa. She never claimed to be a badass. But I'd be lying if I didn't admit seeing her face with her wide eyes and her mouth in an almost perfect "O" of astonishment made my lips twitch.
"What the heck, man?" Kaden asked.
I leaned back in the comfortable office chair, one of a dozen that Alyssa had ordered for seating around the conference room table, and shrugged. "Sorry. I know you guys need my head in the game, but it's a little hard. Right before I got here, a woman I had a night with when I was on R&R in New Orleans found me and shared that she's expecting our baby."
"Seriously?" Nash shook his head. "You ever hear of birth control?"
I shrugged and grinned. "We used condoms. But I guess my guys are stronger than the average swimmers because at least one of them broke his way through."
Alyssa whacked me on the shoulder. "That's gross, Mason."
"Just speaking the truth," I teased.
"She's from New Orleans? How did she find you?" Nash narrowed his eyes on me.
I figured this was coming. I'd been through hell and back with the guys in this room. There's no way they'd let me drop a bombshell like that without a full explanation. So I shared everything--where my head was when I arrived in New Orleans after some trash for brains bureaucrat gave us bad intel that made the mission I'd just barely made it out of go FUBAR and meeting Juliet at a club one night and allowing her to breath a little life back into me with her flirting and her sunny smile. I brushed over the details of the night we'd spent together for Alyssa's sake, but I'm sure my buddies got the picture.
"The next day I had to head back to the unit and that was it. Until Juliet showed up this morning and told me she was pregnant," I said.
"Are you sure it's yours?" Nash demanded.
My eyes narrowed and my bear reared up and roared. It took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to launch myself across the table and beat the trash out of my friend.
Nash held up his hands. "No offense meant, man. I'm just looking out for you."
I nodded, but my jaw stayed clenched and I gripped the arms of my chair tightly.
Alyssa leaned in and put a gentle hand on my arm, despite a warning growl from Kaden. "It's obvious you care about this girl, Mason. We just want to make sure she's not taking advantage of you. You know how some women are about shifters."
The anger leached from my body as I met Alyssa's eyes. She had first-hand experience of how some human women were about shifters. Alyssa's mother had been a shifter-chaser. A human woman who wanted to get changed by a shifter.
I offered her a smile. "I appreciate you guys looking out for me. But I’m pretty sure the baby is mine. Unless she's the best dang liar in the world, Juliet didn't even realize I was a shifter. At least, not until she found out she was pregnant." I quickly explained the timing and the delayed implantation and the fact Juliet herself showed signs she was shifting.
"You mean I could be pregnant for five months and not even realize it?" Alyssa's eyes were wide and a little panicked.
Kaden stood and pulled her from her chair into his arms. "It doesn't happen very often, sweetheart. And when it does, it's usually in circumstances like Mason's where the pair isn't mated."
Kaden's words hit me like an arrow to the heart. I tuned out of the rest of their conversation as I realized the truth of his words. Juliet wasn't bonded to me the way Alyssa was to Kaden. We were having a baby together, but we didn't have the connection these two had.
At the thought, my bear roared again, and I felt him pacing impatiently inside me, fighting to get out. I held him back, working hard to keep a tight rein on my emotions.
Turning my attention back to the people in the room, I realized Alyssa was excusing herself to go make copies of a few of the pages Kaden handed out during the meeting.
"She okay?" I asked him after she closed the door behind her.
"She'll be okay. I'm just trying to ease her into all the details of being a shifter. The way she grew up..." Kaden shook his head. "Let's just say her mother did a number on her and she felt like all the shifters in the Kodiak Den thought she was the same kind of trash. I've been trying not to spring all the details on her at once."
"Sorry, man. I would have held back some of the info if I realized that," I said.
He shook his head. "No problem. It's one more step."
"Has she seen your bear yet?" Nash asked.
I swung my head to him and then right back to Kaden. It hadn't even occurred to me Kaden would have hidden his shifting from his mate.
"Not yet. One more thing I'm easing her into."
A month ago, heck, a day ago, I probably would have argued with Kaden about waiting. Didn't seem like a good decision. But with my own beautiful human woman currently tucked away at my house, I had a new perspective. "Trying to tie her to you as tight as possible before you show her everything."
Kaden just nodded his agreement at my words.
I stood and clapped a hand down on his shoulder. "You've got nothing to worry about. That woman is yours. No doubt about it. And seeing your bear or finding out about how you can change her or pregnancy will bring on the shift won't make a difference to her."
"Thanks, man," Kaden said. "I know you're right. I just worry about her. She's been hurt enough. I want to protect her from anything else that might do more damage."
I nodded, suddenly fully understanding his need to protect his mate.
"I hate to break up this love fest," Nash broke in drily, "but Mason have you considered what it means that your woman is shifting during her pregnancy?"
My mind stuck on the words "your woman" so long, I didn't have time to register his meaning until Gage spoke up.
"She's your mate."
I turned to him. "What?"
Gage shrugged. "You know how it goes. Human women only shift during pregnancy if they're pregnant with their true mate's baby."
My heart might have come to a complete stop in my chest. I know my breath did. I struggled to pull air into my lungs as his words sank fully into my mind and heart and soul. Then everything that had stopped came to life again at double the speed. My heart thudded at twice its normal rate and my breathing came quick and shallow as the realization solidified itself inside me.
Juliet Bellamy, the woman carrying my baby, was my mate.



                                    


CHAPTER 6
Juliet
IF MY HEAD was spinning before I told Mason the truth, by the time he left the house to go to his meeting, I was in a tizzy. Just the fact he’d left me in his house when he barely knew me surprised me. I’d never do something like that with someone I'd known for what amounted to less than a day.
But he’d left me without any warnings about where I should or shouldn’t go or things I could or couldn’t touch. I’d done my best not to take advantage of his trust, but he had told me to make myself at home.
So I decided making myself at home included exploring his house some more. Part of me insisted that even without his permission, it was the smart thing to do. Why not make sure he didn’t have three more pregnant girls locked in a spare room or something? He might seem like the nicest guy in the world. And he might be the father of my baby. But I’d already messed up my plans to get to know him better before I shared my news. I figured I should take the opportunity of being left along in his house to see if there were any skeletons in his closets—literally or figuratively.
As I explored the house, I found that most of it was as nondescript as the outside. Boxy rooms with small windows, lots of beige paint, blinds on the windows but not a curtain in sight. And the small signs of bachelorhood I’d found in the great room were even more evident in the rest of the house—a hamper with clothes piled up high, the king sized bed in the master bedroom unmade, deodorant and shaving kit left on the bathroom vanity.
After I’d peeked into every corner of the first floor and all three bedrooms on the second, and finding no signs that I’d gotten myself stranded in the home of a complete psycho, I debated what to do until Mason returned. While my mind wandered, my body took up tasks of its own—washing the dishes in the sink, drying them and putting them away.
When I realized what I’d done, a longing came over me. I was hit with the desire to clean Mason’s house. Not so extraordinary for me. I tended to like my surroundings neat and orderly. To the point where Kendra had accused me on more than one occasion, or more like on a million different occasions, of suffering from obsessive compulsive disorder.
But the compulsion here was different than my usual compulsion to clean. Underneath it there was a longing to take care of Mason. I tried to tell myself that it was just a combination of my OCD and a desire to do something to earn the room and board Mason offered for the night. It definitely had nothing to do with liking the thought of taking care of the father of my unborn baby.
And that’s the story I kept telling myself as I neatened the pile of newspapers into a stack that I tucked into a basket by the fireplace. And while I changed the sheets on his bed, switching them out for a clean set I found in his upstairs hall linen closet.
I continued to tell myself my new found domesticity had nothing to do with any feelings for Mason as I sorted his laundry into whites, lights, and darks and started a load of wash in the stackable washer and dryer in the upstairs bathroom.
The story got harder to stick to as I wiped down countertops, ran the vacuum, dusted a few surfaces and then rummaged through the fridge in search of something to make for lunch.
As I realized what my cleaning spree my look like—crazy woman intent on getting her hooks into the man she'd just sprung a surprise pregnancy on—knots formed in my stomach. Even that didn’t stop me from putting brownies in the oven made from the mix I found in a kitchen cabinet and starting a pot of chili simmering on the stove.
By the time I heard Mason’s truck pull up in front, the house was sparkling, the scents of brownies and chili wafted through the air, and the knots in my stomach had left me a quivering mass of nerves.
“Juliet, I’m home!”
Mason’s words shot such an unexpected surge of yearning through me, I had a hard time finding my voice. Home. Had I ever really had one of those?
“Juliet, you here?” Mason stepped into the great room, caught sight of me standing at the island in his kitchen, and came to an abrupt stop. His eyes skimmed over me stirring the pot of chili on the burner and then moved around the room. I’m sure it was clear to him what I’d spent the last two hours doing.
“I’m a little OCD,” I blurted. “And plus, pregnancy hormones. They make women do weird things. Also, I wanted to thank you for giving me a place to stay.”
Mason’s eyes shot to me in the middle of my rambling explanation for cleaning and cooking for him. The corners of his lips twitched and a new look came into his eyes. Something warm and predatory at the same time. Something that made my mouth go dry and my sex clench.
Without saying a word, Mason prowled forward. I stood stock-still, not able to move a muscle under his intense gaze. He came around the counter and kept coming.
“Mason...?”
Before I could get another word out, he was on me. He hooked an arm around my back and yanked me close before leaning down and laying a long, hot, wet kiss on me. I stood immobile under his mouth, too shocked to pull away or return his kiss.
I hadn’t managed to gather my senses before he pulled back and smiled down into my upturned face. He didn’t move away, though. He kept me firmly wrapped in his arms.
“Thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome,” I responded reflexively, with no real idea what he was thanking me for.
His grin widened.
I braced my hands on his chest and pushed. He didn’t let me go, but I managed to put a few inches between us. I studied his face. “I guess it’s safe to assume the whole baby thing sank in while you were out? Or did you hit your head and lose your mind while you were gone?”
He chuckled. “It definitely sank in, beautiful. And then I walked in here and realized how much I like this.”
“This?”
“This,” he said. “You. Carrying my baby. Waiting here for me to get home. Even better to find you made yourself comfortable here.”
My heart stuttered in my chest at his words. I ran my tongue over my lips. “You like me here?”
“I do. I want this. You here. Us seeing where things go.”
“Seeing where things go?”
“Yeah, beautiful. I was already thinking of coming to find you when you showed up here. I haven’t stopped thinking of you since we were together in New Orleans. Now you’re here. You’re carrying my baby. I think we should see where things go.”
A craving grew inside me. I wanted to believe his words. I wanted to believe them more than anything I’d ever believed in my life.
But I couldn’t help but remember all the times I’d put my trust in people in the past. And with the exception of Kendra, not one of them managed to keep my faith. In fact, more often than not, they crumpled it, threw it on the ground, and stomped it into dust before they disappeared from my life for good.
Worse, now it wasn’t just me I had to worry about. Bad enough if I let myself get attached to Mason and he broke my heart. But no way on this earth I’d allow him to do it to my child.
I pushed harder on his chest and he loosened his hold. I stepped back, needing the distance between us. Without it, I was likely just to melt in his arms and say yes to anything he suggested.
I wrinkled my nose, once again struck at how out of character I acted around Mason. I’d already allowed him to get too close for comfort. What was that all about? I’d chalk it up to pregnancy hormones, but I did it even before I was pregnant.
Never in my entire twenty-four years had I considered having a one-night stand with another man. My previous sex partners had been few and far between and only when in the context of a committed relationship.
But I’d allowed Mason to charm me into his bed in less than three hours the night we met.
Confusion washed through me. Instinct warred with my practical nature. Instinct told me to throw myself in his arms and trust him to take care of our child and me.
My practical side wanted me to run to the nearest bus station, get back on and not get off until I was in Timbuktu. My heart might want exactly what he wanted—to try things out with him, see where it went. But my head told me that the only place that would lead was to heartbreak and loneliness in a life that was already too full of heartbreak and loneliness.
“Juliet?”
Goodness, God. I squeezed my eyes shut. Just the sound of my name on his lips sent bolts of desire and need through me.
Before I knew it was happening, Mason had moved in again and pulled me tight against his body.
“Are you okay?”
I opened my eyes. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I am anymore.”
“I know all this is scary. And I know you’re probably not ready to consider pursuing a relationship with me yet.”
I opened my mouth to agree wholeheartedly with that last statement, but before I could get a word out, he gave me a gentle shake.
“Please. Please just agree to stay here. At least until the baby is born. I can help you figure out the shifter stuff, for yourself and for the baby. And we can figure anything else out from there. See how things go.”
He stared down into my face so intently, I couldn’t look away. And then his words hit me. Geez, I hadn’t even been thinking about the fact I was turning into a shifter and I’d be giving birth to a shifter. What was wrong with me?
“Please, beautiful. Stay.”
And in that moment, I knew I was right to be worried. I did exactly as I feared.
I melted into his body and agreed to everything he asked.
“Okay,” I whispered.
He leaned his forehead against mine and smiled. “Everything will be great. I promise.”



                                    


CHAPTER 7
Juliet
“EVERYTHING WILL BE GREAT, he said.” I leaned my head against the cool porcelain of the tub, allowing my body to fall to the bathroom floor. “I promise, he said.”
My stomach rolled again and I braced, ready to jump up and heave over the toilet again, if necessary. But the nausea receded. Finally.
I sighed with relief and gave myself a few more minutes rest just to be sure my stomach wasn’t going to revolt again.
The last month had passed in a blur. And true to his word, Mason had done his best to take care of me.
What he hadn’t counted on when he made his promise was that my body and our baby would conspire against him. All those What to Expect books had said that morning sickness usually wore off as you entered your second trimester.
Not in my case. No, lucky, lucky me, it seemed to get worse. According to the shifter doctor Mason had found for me in town, this was perfectly normal. My body was going through more than the normal amount of changes that came along with pregnancy. And along with those changes came the morning, noon, and night sickness.
Add to that, the fact that I obviously was going through major changes, I couldn’t get Mason to tell me more about becoming a shifter or raising a little werebear cub. Any time I asked him about it, he promised to tell me everything later.
“There’s plenty of time for all of that stuff, beautiful,” the words he repeated over and over.
If I heard those words one more time, I would lose my mind.
But the last month hadn’t been all bad, I had to admit. I’d started showing in the last week or so.
I smiled at the thought and stroked my hand over my little baby bump. I should probably be freaked at the thought of raising a little peanut that could turn into a bear. But for some reason, I stayed completely calm about it. And with each passing day, I got more and more excited to meet my baby.
I’d also managed to find a job. Mason argued with me a little bit about that, but I had made it clear, I had no intention of living in Kodiak indefinitely with no means of supporting myself.
Things might be good with Mason and I right this minute. That didn’t mean I was stupid enough to assume they’d stay that way. I needed to be sure I could take care of myself and my baby no matter what. And that meant gainful employment.
Turned out there was one tattoo shop in Kodiak. I’d stopped in with a portfolio of my work. Plus, my own tattoos—the bluebird on the inside of my left wrist, the lotus flower on my shoulder, and an interwoven Celtic knot and bear claw done in black and white on my hip. While I hadn’t done the actual tattoos, I’d painstakingly designed each one.
And the irony that I had a bear claw tattooed on my hip since I was nineteen hadn’t escaped my notice.
The shop owner hired me on the spot and was thankfully flexible about my hours.
And as far as things being good between Mason and I…things had been good between Mason and I. So good that if I were a different kind of person, I might even say great.
The first night had been weird. We had a late lunch of chili and brownies and then Mason had taken me into town and shown me around. When we got back to his house, we ate leftovers and as usual since I’d gotten pregnant, exhaustion had hit me early in the evening.
And then Mason had asked me if I wanted to share his room or use his guest room. Everything in me jumped to life at the thought of sharing a bed with Mason. And seriously, we’d already been intimate. Obviously. It seemed a bit like closing the barn door.
But living with him in his house, having his baby—our relationship had changed completely from the one night only, no strings attached fling we’d both thought would be the beginning and end of our association. In an instant, it had become much more than that. I didn’t want to ruin things by going too fast, too soon.
So I’d opted for the guest room. And I’d been kicking myself ever since.
Because for the last month, living under the same roof as sexy shifter Mason Hunter, sharing meals with him, making plans for our baby’s future together…everything about if felt right.
My days had fallen into a natural rhythm of work and taking care of the house. I didn’t spend too much time thinking about how taking care of the house meant taking care of Mason.
I’d even gotten to meet Mason’s friends and business partners—Kaden, Nash and Gage. And with Kaden came his mate—God, how weird was it to think of her as his mate instead of his wife?—Alyssa.
Alyssa and I had formed a fast friendship, something that never happened to me before. Being human women surrounded by shifter men and trying to fit into their world gave us an instant reason to bond. And if that wasn’t enough, I sensed Alyssa had a past that was a lot like mine. We didn’t talk much about that, but just the fact she was as eager to leave the subject alone as I was spoke volumes.
Mason had also not given up on the idea of us sharing his bedroom. Or more accurately, his bed. He flirted, he touched, he caressed. He found every opportunity to skim his hands over any inch of skin I left bare.
Which brought me to now. Lying on the bathroom floor, praying my stomach would stop its shenanigans so I could finish making dinner. Throw in a good dose of sexual frustration, and it wouldn’t be out of line to say I wasn’t the happiest of campers.
“Juliet? You home?”
I groaned as Mason’s voice floated up the stairs. I’d come to love and hate hearing those words. Every time he said them, my heart leapt and pulse my started pounding. With each passing day, they felt more and more true. I was home.
But I knew better than to settle into that feeling. The minute I let my guard down, I knew—I knew—something would happen and the rug would be pulled out from under me. Again.
So I’d been doing my best to resist the flirting, the touching, the skimming hands. Because I also knew that if Mason pulled the rug out from under me, I might not be able to pick myself up again.
“Juliet?” He called up the stairs.
I heaved myself up from the bathroom floor and moved slowly to the sink, bracing myself on the vanity. I made quick work of brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth with mouthwash.
I could hear his feet pounding up the stairs just as I finished wiping my mouth on the hand towel.
“You okay, beautiful?”
I turned to find him leaning on the bathroom doorframe and my breath left my lungs. Even after a month of seeing him daily, his rugged good looks could take me by surprise.
Concern brought his brows together and he stepped into the small room. “Juliet?”
I shook off my hormone and hot guy induced stupor. “I’m fine. Baby’s just making sure I don’t forget about him today.”
Mason grinned and reached for me, wrapping his arms loosely around my waist. “The peanut’s giving you a hard time, huh?”
I nodded. “Some days more than others.”
He kissed the tip of my nose and I shivered, melting into him. I laid my head on his chest, right over his heart.
“Are you exhausted?”
I nodded, not bothering to pick up my head. He gathered me in closer and rocked me a little in his arms, his head resting on the top of mine. It was a position I found myself in a lot, and I hated to admit how much I was coming to rely on the comfort I got being in his arms.
After a few minutes, Mason pulled back. “How about a bath?”
I wrinkled my nose. “I’ve read that baths aren’t good for you when you’re pregnant. I’m not sure if it’s true or an old wives’ tale, but I rather not take any chances until I talk to the doctor.”
“Okay, how about you take a warm shower with some of that gel stuff that makes you smell so good.” He ran his nose along my jaw line, up to my ear. “I’ll make some dinner while you get comfortable.”
“You’ll make dinner?”
“I can cook, beautiful.”
My mind traveled over the last month. I’d seen Mason nuke some canned spaghetti one afternoon. He’d brought home takeout a bunch of times. He’d made himself sandwiches here and there.
But aside from those few exceptions, if I didn’t cook, he didn’t eat.
“Are you sure? I’m thinking canned spaghetti is not on the top of recommended meals for pregnant women.”
His hands slid up to my shoulders and he did his best to look indignant. “I’ll have you know I can make more than canned spaghetti. I can also grill a mean steak. And a mean pork chop. And a mean chicken breast.”
I smiled at him. “I’m beginning to see a theme here. You want me to design a tattoo for you? Maybe something like if you can kill it, I can grill it. I can weave the words into some deer antlers.”
He shook his head and used his grip on me to turn me around. With a light spank on my rear, he nudged me toward the tub. “Shower, smart aleck. I’ll see what I can manage for dinner.”
I giggled. That’s right. Me. Juliet Bellamy. I giggled. And I wasn’t even ashamed of myself.
In fact, I think a silly grin stayed on my face through the entire shower. I took my time, enjoying every minute of the warm water coursing over my tired body.
By the time I got out and slipped into some my pajamas—lightweight pink shorts and a camisole top—my fingers were pruney and every inch of me felt relaxed. I slathered some jasmine scented lotion over my skin, smiling even more when I thought of Mason’s remark about my scent.
I stepped into the living room, feeling comfy and cozy and…stopped dead in my tracks. While I was taking my time pampering myself, Mason had been busy down here preparing his own bit of pampering.
He’d turned the lights down low. Even though the sunset didn’t come until late this time of year, something I was still trying to get used to, the canopy of the forest kept too much light from leaking into the room.
Mason had a small, crackling fire going in the fireplace and he’d set candles all over the room. Wood smoke and vanilla filled the room with a fragrance that was homey and a little sexy at the same time.
Instead of setting the dining room table or the breakfast bar, Mason had put placemats on the low coffee table. He’d lined pillows and a few soft throws on the floor so we could get cozy and eat in front of the fire.
As I was taking it all in, the French doors off the kitchen opened and Mason stepped inside from the deck. He carried a big platter of grilled steaks and veggies. When he caught sight of me, he paused and his gaze ran slowly from the top of my head to the tip of my bare toes. A slow smile spread across his face and he started moving again—headed straight for me.
When he reached me, he paused again. He leaned down, holding the platter of food to the side, and kissed me, slow and easy. The touch of his mouth on mine sent tingles of awareness through my body. My eyes drifted closed and my toes curled into the carpet beneath my feet as my hands came up to rest on his chest.
He pulled back and I stood swaying, my eyes still closed for several seconds, savoring his warmth and taste even after he stepped away.
His low chuckle brought me out of my kiss-induced stupor. I opened my eyes with a soft, happy sigh.
He dropped the platter in the middle of the coffee table, and staring at the perfectly grilled steaks, potatoes and veggies, my stomach growled.
Mason’s chuckle turned into an outright laugh. The sound moved right through me, warming me from the inside out.
I placed a hand over my stomach. “Easy, Bruiser. You’re about to get fed.”
“Bruiser?”
I dropped to one of the spots Mason set up on the floor and didn’t hesitate in filling my plate. “This kid’s beating the tar out of me and he hasn’t even started kicking yet. I figure in another month he’ll be practicing his left hook on my kidneys. Definitely a prizefighter. Hence the name.”
Mason smiled, shaking his head. He dropped down into the spot next to mine and forked a steak onto his plate. “Not to put down your first choice because Bruiser is a perfectly fine name. But have you considered any other names for the baby?”
I paused in the middle of cutting into my steak and tipped my head to the side. “I haven’t come up with anything I really love. Kendra is my best friend’s name. So if Bruiser turns out to be a girl, maybe a twist on Kendra? I don’t know. Do you have any names you like?”
“My grandfather’s name was Adam. He was a good man who died way too young. I always thought I’d like to name my son after him.”
I’d been meeting his family here and there during my stay. Mason made sure they didn’t come to visit in full force. Something I was eternally grateful for, especially after hearing Alyssa’s story of the sneak attack meet-the-family-get-together she experienced.
I always felt a little out of place when Mason’s family was around, like I was on the fringe of things. They’d all been very nice and done their best to welcome me. But I never felt more like the random chick Mason accidently knocked up then when his family was around.
One thing I couldn’t fail to notice, though, was how much they all loved Mason. His parents and his brothers and sisters were obviously thrilled to have him home. And as I thought of it, I realized I loved the idea that my child would be born into a big family with that much love to give.
“That’s really lovely,” I said softly. “I like the name Adam. And I love the idea of giving our baby a name that’s meaningful for your family.”
Mason offered me a gentle smile and I couldn’t look away from him. I could feel my heart pick up speed and for the first time I gave into the instincts that seemed to be constantly drumming inside me lately.
I leaned forward, closing the distance between us, and I kissed him. It started off slow and sweet like the kiss he’d given me. But it didn’t take long for him to take it over, deepening it and running the tip of his tongue across the seam of my lips.
I opened to him, dropping my fork on my plate and turning toward him more fully. He took advantage of my new position, reaching forward and tugging me across his lap without breaking the kiss.
I slid my arms around his neck, pulling myself against him. He cradled me in his arms, holding me close to his body. All the emotions and need that built over the last few weeks surged to the surface with an urgency that left me panting as I tried to get closer and closer to him.
Mason slanted his mouth over mine, his tongue plunging into my mouth, searching and tasting. I grasped handfuls of his T-shirt, trying to pull myself closer to him.
He ripped his mouth from mine and kissed his way down my jawline. I tilted my head back to rest on his shoulder, giving him easier access. A soft moan escaped my lips as he kissed and nipped the sensitive skin of my neck.
His teeth scraped against the spot where my shoulder and my neck met, and I arched up against his mouth.
“That feels so good, Mason.”
“Let me keep making you feel good, beautiful.” His mouth moved away from my neck and his tongue flicked over my earlobe. “I want to bury myself inside you, Juliet. Please say yes.”
He pulled back so he could look down into my face. I stared up at him, my mind offering me so many reasons I should say no.
But when I opened my mouth, there was only one word I could push past my lips.
“Yes.”



                                    


CHAPTER 8
Juliet
MASON GAVE me no time to change my mind. Not that I wanted to. His lips landed on mine and he kissed me with a fierceness that left me breathless and panting for more.
He shifted me on his lap so instead of cradling me against him, I now sat astride him, my knees around his hips. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and tunneled my hands into his hair, holding on as I leaned in to kiss him.
His mouth met mine, his tongue plunging inside to tease and taste me. The feeling of his tongue sliding against mine made my hips buck and I could feel his hardness rise up between us.
Mason's hands slid down my back. He left one arm in place, bracing me and keeping me safe in his arms. The other hand moved to the hem of my camisole and underneath. He skimmed his hand up the bare skin of my back and I moaned into his mouth. The hand bracing my back moved up to cup my shoulder. He used the pressure to push me harder into his lap, and I could feel his erection pressing through his cargo pants and against the thin material of my pajama shorts.
I rocked my hips, searching for and finding the friction I needed. I dragged my sex over his hardness as I continued to feed on his mouth.
His hand under my top slid around, moving up my ribcage and up farther to cup my breast. He gave it a light squeeze and my nipple rose up hard against his palm. He rewarded it by taking it between two fingers and rolling it in the same rhythm as the rocking motion of my hips.
I tore my mouth from his and sensation assailed me from every direction.
"Mason." His name escaped me on a long moan and my head fell back. He leaned forward and trailed his way down the line of my neck with his tongue. When he got to my collarbone, he scraped his teeth against the sensitive skin, once and then again, driving me to push harder against his cock as I slid my covered center over it.
"So beautiful, baby," Mason breathed against my skin. He slid both hands to the hem of top. I sat up straight in his lap and helped him to strip it off of me. He dropped it to the floor and then I was sitting topless in his lap, the points of my breasts almost directly in front of his face.
Mason didn't hesitate. With his hands on my hips, he coaxed me to pick up the speed of my rocking motions. At the same time, he leaned forward and took a nipple into his mouth and sucked deep.
My already responsive breasts had become even more sensitive with my pregnancy. When his teeth scraped over my nipple, I arched against him with a loud cry. He continued to suck and lick the over-sensitized nub until I was all but incoherent, and then he moved to my other breast.
"Mason, Mason, oh goodness." His name became a chant as I got lost in my pleasure. His hands slid to the waistband of my shorts and he started sliding them down. It took some maneuvering but I managed to wiggle them down, and then standing over his lap, I urged him to strip them off me completely.
He tugged me back down, but before I landed in his lap, I grabbed the hem of his black T-shirt. I yanked it up and in one quick motion pulled it off him and tossed it on the floor away from the fire and the candles.
Then I was sliding naked into his lap. The sweet friction of the sprinkling of hair on his chest against my skin felt so incredible my teeth started to chatter and I trembled a little as I landed fully on top of him.
Mason took advantage of having me naked in his lap. His hands skimmed over every inch of my skin, leaving my nerve-endings lapping at my skin like licks of flames in his wake.
I took advantage, too. I couldn't stop sliding my hands over the bare skin and hard muscles of his chest and abdomen. When my hands dipped lower, reaching for his waistband, he groaned and clutched me to him.
The brush of my nipples against his chest was almost enough to shoot me straight up off his lap. Each sensation came more intense than the last. I worked my fingers furiously, now desperate to free the long length of his cock.
His hands came up and he assisted me, moving my hands away and making quick work of his belt, snap and zipper. He lifted his rear so he could slide his pants down completely, the movement forcing me down against his cock.
I think we moth groaned at the contact.
In seconds, he was free, his pants pushed down far enough so that I could find out something new about the man I’d been living with the last month.
“You go commando,” I whispered in his ear. “It’s a good thing I didn’t know that before. I might have attacked you long before now.”
“And that would have been terrible,” he teased as his mouth claimed mine again.
“Horrible,” I agreed against his lips.
And now there was nothing between us. When I bucked my hips against his, the tip of his cock teased my entrance.
“I know this is probably a silly question, but do we need a condom? You were the last guy I was with, and I’ve had a full check up since then.” I whispered the question against his ear as I slid my wet center up and down the length of his hard toe.
He groaned. “Baby, you’re killing me.” He gripped my hips. “I’m clean. I got regular exams before I was discharged. And one more recently for the insurance for the business.” He pulled back and stared intently in my eyes. “But if you want a condom, I’ll get one.”
I held his eyes. Despite our position, I took a moment to weigh his words. The failure of our birth control method of choice notwithstanding, I’d never been with anyone without protection. To me it involved a level of trust I just didn’t have in me to give.
But as I stared down into Mason’s dark eyes, the glow of amber beginning to show around the edges, letting me see a hint of the wildness inside him, I made up my mind.
I shifted my hips up and forward until I could feel his tip at my entrance. I wrapped my arms around his neck, closed my eyes, and slowly slid my sex down over the hard length of his cock, taking him inside me at the same time I gave him something I’d never given another man—my trust.
When he was sheathed inside me to the hilt, I opened my eyes and met the fierce gaze of the predator staring back at me. He had his arms wrapped around me, holding me close to my body, and he never let go of my eyes as he used his hold to help ease me up until just his tip remained inside me. Then he slowly pulled me back down onto him until he filled me again.
He repeated the movement and I helped him. I used my arms braced on his shoulders and my knees dug in beside him to lift myself up and then ease back down. We kept the rhythm slow and easy, his eyes never leaving mine. I could feel his stare like a touch as clearly as I felt the glide of him deep inside my body.
After several minutes of slow and easy, the pressure started to build inside me. I picked up the pace, stroking up and down over him, my hips rocking faster.
Mason finally let his eyes drop from mine so he could lean forward and take a nipple between his lips. He sucked in the same tempo as the thrusts.
My head fell back and my eyes drifted close. On the next stroke, he hit me in just the right spot and a long low moan was ripped from somewhere deep inside me.
He pulled his mouth from my breast and his voice came to me on a low, husky growl. “That’s it, beautiful. Take my cock.”
His words pushed me closer to the edge and I lost the rhythm as my hips bucked against him, frantically racing toward something just out of reach.
Mason was done letting me have control. With a groan, he flipped us, him filling me the whole time. He turned me onto my back with my head on one of the pillows, a soft throw beneath me.
Mason’s hand landed beside my head as he came down over me. He used the other hand to hook my leg over his hip. I took the hint, wrapping both legs around him as he began to surge into me over and over again.
“Oh goodness, Mason, so good. It feels so good.”
His hand shifted to entwine with mine on the pillow beside my head. He drove deeper, harder, each thrust sending jolt after jolt of mind-blowing sensation through my body.
My back arched off the floor and I lifted my hips to meet him. “I’m going to…”
“Come for me, beautiful,” Mason growled.
And I did. My body exploded and I cried out his name again and again as I rode out my pleasure.
The haze of the orgasm stayed with me as little aftershocks sent tingles over my skin. I continued to rock my body against Mason’s until his thrusts came more erratically. His mouth found mine and our tongues tangled in a wild, hot kiss. He yanked his mouth from mine only to nip and lick his way down to the sensitive skin where my neck and shoulder met. He plunged into me once and then again as his teeth scraped over that spot and then he stiffened as he found his own release, continuing to pump in and out of me.
He collapsed on top of me and I happily took his weight, turning my face into his neck and inhaling, pulling his scent deep into my body. After a few minutes, he rolled us so I sprawled on top of him. I landed with my cheek pressed to his shoulder, my face tipped up to him.
He leaned down and captured my mouth in a sweet, lingering kiss.
“You okay, beautiful?” He whispered the question against my lips.
I couldn’t fight the grin. “Oh, yeah.”
He chuckled and I loved being able to feel the rumble of it through my entire body. His arms hugged me closer to his body, and I realized in that moment that there was nowhere I rather be than lying here in Mason’s arms, our baby cradled between us.
This. This feels like home. Warmth suffused my chest followed by a fast jolt of fear. Having something this incredible meant I could lose something this incredible. How on earth would I survive that kind of loss?
Before I allowed my thoughts to go any farther down that dark path, my stomach let out an ungodly rumble.
Mason laughed and sifted his fingers through my curls. “I guess I didn’t do such a great job of taking care of you, gorgeous girl. I only let you have a few bites of dinner before I attacked you.”
“Did you attack me or did I attack you? The details are a little fuzzy.” I fought to keep my voice light. I was determined to hold onto this warmth and sense of belonging for as long as I possibly could.
Mason shifted beneath me, sitting up and taking me with him. “Hang on.”
He let me go so he could maneuver his pants back up. I blushed a little at the realization that we never took the time to pull them all the way off him.
He leaned forward and nabbed his T-shirt from the spot where it landed on the floor. He bunched it up and then pulled it over my head, helping me to put my arms in and tugging it down over me.
“I hate to cover all that up.” He pressed a small kiss to the spot below my ear. “But I think you and Bruiser need to be fed. And if you’re sitting here naked, I can’t promise I’ll be able to let you get through your meal.”
“And that would be such a shame,” I teased.
He flashed me a bright grin. “You need fuel for what I have in mind for you for the rest of the night.”
“Oh, really?” I arched an eyebrow.
He kissed me again, this time on the lips. “Beautiful, I’ve been fantasizing about you pretty much since you rolled out of my bed in New Orleans. Having you so close but not able to touch you the last month has been driving me slowly insane.” He nipped my earlobe. “If you think now that I’ve finally gotten you where I want you, I’m going to just call it a night after just one go, you’re crazy.”
I giggled and tipped my head to the side as he ran his nose along my cheek. He gave me one more, quick kiss and then he hopped up in one swift, graceful movement.
I watched as he grabbed our plates and the platter of food. He walked into the kitchen with them. I shifted to stand, but he caught me before I got any farther than up on my knees.
“Don’t move. As you know, my culinary skills extend to being able to heat things up in the microwave. You stay right there.”
I laughed and dropped back down, crossing my legs as I watched him move around the kitchen. The fear and the doubts tried to crowd their way back in, but I refused to give them room in my head.
For once in my life, I was going to give into my feelings. I wanted to stay in my happy little bubble where Mason and I were a normal couple preparing for the arrival of the little peanut who would make our family complete.
Our family. Happiness warred with the fear at the thought that I could really be part of a family of my own.
And just this once, I fought alongside happiness and refused to let fear reign. And in that moment, a tiny seed of hope crept in.



                                    


CHAPTER 9
Juliet
I GOT to live in my happy little bubble for six days. And they were the six best days of my life. Morning, noon, and night sickness notwithstanding.
Mason helped me move my stuff into his bedroom. And by helped, I mean when I got out of the shower the morning after we made love that first night, he’d moved all my stuff into his room.
“No more separate bedrooms.” He’d growled the words at me. Like I was going to argue with him.
Honestly, it was a little tempting, just to see what he’d do. But the thought that he might give in and move my stuff back to the guest room zipped my lips. I was glad I hadn’t teased because the next words out of his mouth stunned me speechless.
“Besides, we should probably think about converting the guest room into a nursery soon. That room’s closer to the master bedroom. We don’t want Bruiser too far away.” He’d wrapped his arms around me and stroked a hand over my baby bump.
His words added fuel to the fire of my happy little family fantasy, firming up the walls of the little bubble I was living in.
The next few days, we fell into a pattern. Mason left for work early while I stayed in his house tidying up. At his insistence, I’d added starting a baby registry to my to-do list. He seemed to think his family would want to help with the baby stuff.
Instead of giving into my first inclination—to argue against the need for a baby registry—I jumped into the task wholeheartedly. I’d spend some time online every day checking out nursery décor and receiving blankets and nine thousand other pieces of equipment every website I could find seemed to think I’d need to care for one teeny, tiny little bear shifter.
Mason would come home in the afternoon. We’d have lunch together and then he’d bring me back to town with him. Some days I’d go to the tattoo shop, others I’d wander through town, and still others, he’d take me to the Ursus offices and I’d give Alyssa a hand, the two of us chatting the whole time.
At night, Mason would make sure I ate every bit of food on my plate at dinner. That gave me a happy thrill right along with the rest of it. I’d never felt so taken care of in my entire life.
But the minute the last bite was eaten, he’d be on me. Some nights we wouldn’t make it past the rug in front of the fireplace, just like the first night. Others he’d tug me up to his bedroom.
Some nights he made love to me, soft and slow, lingering over my body for an hour or more, driving me to a place where I was mindless with need before he’d slip inside me. Other times, he’d turn me over the nearest available surface and plunge inside me, sheathing himself to the hilt while my mind tried to catch up with the immense pleasure he gave my body.
I couldn’t decide which way I loved best.
On the sixth day, I had an especially rough bout of afternoon sickness. It hit me right after I finished doing a tattoo for a tourist who wanted something pretty to commemorate her Alaskan adventure. Luckily, my late afternoon appointment cancelled and Ava, the girl who worked the front counter during the summer, offered to run me home so I wouldn’t have to bother Mason during his workday.
I walked into the quiet house that felt more and more like home with every passing minute. I smiled when I realized I’d left a sweater over the back of the living chair last night.
A bit of movement from outside the wall-to-ceiling windows caught my eye and I wandered over. I still hadn’t lost my fascination with the way the forest felt almost part of the house. I spent a lot of time sitting by the windows, trying to see as deeply into the forest as I could. Often I could feel that stirring deep inside me, something impatient to get loose and run free through the towering trees and lush greenery.
As I watched, a bear stepped out from behind a stand of trees. My breath left me on a gasp and I pushed closer to the window. He was huge, his shoulders high. His coat was a dark brown with a few lighter patches around his muzzle and back legs. It gleamed even in the muted sunlight the trees let in.
I stared in awe and wonder as he hefted up on his hind legs and used one of the trees as a scratching post, raking his claws down the bark. He was wild and beautiful.
I pressed my hands flat against the glass. I half expected fear to take over, but it never came. Instead that longing I’d been feeling turned into a full-blown need. The force of it nearly knocked me to my knees. For the first time I could fully discern the bear inside me. She was no longer patiently waiting for her chance to be turned loose. She roared with the need, and I sagged against the window.
I closed my eyes and pulled deep breaths in through my nose. The doctor I’d seen in town had warned me against attempting to shift for the first time while I was pregnant.
At the time I laughed it off. The stirrings I’d felt had been nothing more than a slight flutter. The same kind of brush of butterfly wings I was told would be the first way I felt my baby moving inside me.
But nothing prepared me for this—a white hot flash of need that shook through me. My heart raced and I could feel the blood racing through my veins. I fought to keep the she-bear caged inside me.
It took a few minutes, but I finally got my breathing evened out. My heartbeat became less erratic. The side door opened and closed, but I stayed at the window. A tiny bit of nausea rolled through me. But fairly quickly I managed to get it under control.
"Hey, are you okay?"
Mason's voice so close to my ear, made me shiver. I finally opened my eyes and looked at him. "I'm okay."
He scanned my face and a small grin touched the corner of his lips. "Looks like your bear might be making her presence known."
"How can you tell?"
"Your eyes. The blue changed. Most of the Kodiak Den bears have brown eyes so they get that bright amber color to them when they shift. Your eyes…" he stroked a finger down my cheek, "...your eyes are the most incredible I've ever seen. The blue turns electric, dark and bright."
I stood, transfixed by his touch and his words. And then his scent came to me. I inhaled deeply, pulling in the scent of the forest and the musk mixed with the sweat drying on his skin. I pressed my face into his chest and inhaled again, nuzzling his bare skin. "You smell so good."
He laughed. "I need a shower, beautiful."
He pressed a kiss on top of my head and let me go, walking into the kitchen.
With a little distance between us, I could see him better. He wore only a pair of mesh basketball shorts. His feet were bare. His chest was bare. His skin glistened with sweat. Between the scent of him that filled my head and the sight of him that made my pulse leap, a desire unlike anything I'd ever felt washed through me.
I started moving before I was even conscious of making the decision to move. I stalked toward him, my gaze glued to the muscles of his chest and abdomen as they rippled with his movements as he got a glass of water from the tap. My eyes tracked the movement of his throat as he swallowed the water in a few big gulps.
By the time I rounded the end of the kitchen island, he placed the glass in the sink and finally realized I was headed his way. "Juliet?"
"I don't want to wait until after you shower." My voice sounded sexy and sultry in a way that made it barely recognizable as my own.
When I reached Mason, I didn't hesitate. I lifted my hands to his shoulders and slid them down, giving in to my desire to feel the hard muscles there. I slid my hands down over his pectorals, lower over his ribcage, and lower still, lingering on the eight pack that covered his abdomen.
"I love the way you feel. Every bit of you is so hard," I whispered and then leaned forward to nuzzle his chest. "And the way you smell."
I stretched up on my tiptoes and captured his mouth with my own, flicking my tongue over his lips until he let me inside.
His hands moved to my hips and clenched once and then again while I kissed him with a ferocity I didn't know I possessed.
I pulled back. "I love the way you taste."
His eyes held more than a hint of amber as his eyes blazed down at me. The only sound he made was a growl that came from deep in the back of his throat.
"I want to taste more of you." I kissed my way down his chest, lower to his abdomen, slowly licking and teasing my way down to the waistband of his shorts.
I wasted no time pushing them down and urging him out of them. His erection bobbed up and I couldn't help myself. I licked the tip and moaned when the first drop of salty liquid hit my tongue. I opened my mouth and eased as much of him inside as I could, stopping only when he hit the back of my throat.
"Goodness, Juliet." He buried his hands in my hair, pulling me back and forth on the long length of his cock.
I looked up at him from underneath my lashes as my tongue caressed the length of him on the way up to his tip and then I immediately slid my mouth back over him, swallowing as much of him as possible.
He groaned again, and his control snapped. He pulled me off his toe, reached down and grabbed me under the armpits, hauling me up to sit on the kitchen counter. He made quick work of stripping me of my jeans and the little black lack panties I put on that morning. And before I could react, he was in me, filling me until I had not a bit of room left inside me.
"You're so wet for me," he growled in my ear. "I think my beautiful girl got off on sucking my cock."
Small mewling sounds escaped me as I slid my hands over his back, digging my nails into the skin there. I titled my hips forward to take him even deeper.
"Tell me, Juliet. Tell me how much you love sucking me off."
I clasped him harder as he slid in and out of me. "I do. I love sucking your cock. Oh goodness, Mason..."
At my words, he started thrusting harder, plunging in and out of me until the only sounds that came from me were incoherent moans. In minutes he brought me to a shuddering peak of pleasure that had me screaming out his name.
"That's it, baby. I've got you." His words whispered in my ear as I rode out my pleasure and as a second shockwave drove through me, he picked up his pace and joined me. He jerked his hips over and over until he spilled every last bit of himself deep inside me.
I collapsed against him, weak and boneless.
He braced his lower body against the counter and tucked his face into my neck, his breath coming in harsh pants.
After a few minutes he stood and looked down at me, grinning. "That was a nice welcome home."
I laughed and hugged him tighter. "It sure was. And here I thought not making you come get me was the big surprise."
His low chuckle vibrated through me sending tiny aftershocks shivering over my skin. I pressed a kiss to the top of his shoulder and then I thought about what I'd seen right before he came inside.
"I guess I did surprise you, huh? Was that you outside? The bear?"
He froze for a long moment and then pulled back. The laughter left his face and the careful way he looked at me made something inside me go on high alert.
"That was me," he finally admitted.
"Do you do that a lot? Come home when I'm not here and...shift? Is that the right word for it?"
"That's the right word." He shrugged. "I don't do it a lot, but from time to time. My bear gets restless if he doesn't get a chance to run in the forest once in a while."
Instead of the fear I would have expected, a shot of excitement coursed through me. "Can I see you? Shift, I mean?"
A careful blankness stole over his face. "Maybe we should wait until after the baby's born for that."
"Why? I'd love to see how you do it."
He pressed a kiss to my temple, this time it was more absent-minded than affectionate. "After the baby."
His tone said end of discussion. I wanted to argue, but I little niggling fear started to grow in the back of my mind. There was a reason he didn't want to show me his shift. I couldn't help but think it had something to do with the way he felt about me.
And for the first time in almost a week, I felt a tiny crack on the surface of my happy little bubble.



                                    


CHAPTER 10
Juliet
THE NEXT FEW days went a lot like the days before it. Except now I was aware of the little fissure in my world. So it was still happy. I still had that tiny seed of hope planted. But I had to admit a cloud of fear might have kept the sunshine from hitting it too hard.
I brooded over it when Mason dropped me at the Ursus offices. I had plans to help Alyssa sort through the ten tons of paperwork she was drowning under and Mason and the guys were meeting with a local business owner to discuss his security needs.
“If I knew just how much red tape and paperwork was involved in getting a business like this going, I might have said no when Mason offered me this job,” Alyssa said when we were elbow deep in files.
“Mason offered you the job?” I asked.
“Yup. At the time, I thought he was trying to be nice.” She turned and grimaced at me. “Now I’m wondering if I did something awful to him in a past life.”
I laughed. “I bet he had some selfish motives behind the offer. Can you picture Mason here sorting through files?”
She snorted. “No way. None of the guys. I guess I should be thankful I got here when they were just starting out. I can only imagine what this place would look like if I walked in a few weeks after they opened and had to do this stuff themselves.”
She shuddered and we both fell into giggles.
I had to admit, I loved this. It felt so normal. Never in my life had I fallen into such easy friendship with anyone. Even Kendra and I had put each other through the wringer when we were kids before we’d fully forged our friendship.
Now I knew Kendra and I would walk through fire for each other. We had walked through fire for each other. I wouldn’t give her up for the world, and I knew she felt the same about me.
But there was something nice about the easy flow of friendship that sprang up between Alyssa and I. I hadn’t gotten the whole story yet, but from a few things I’d heard here and there over the last few weeks, I got the sense her childhood hadn’t been much better than my own. I figured she’d tell me what she wanted me to know when she was ready to share and vice versa.
In the meantime I enjoyed a friendship with a woman that didn’t involve coal walking or jumping through flaming hoops. Instead it was formed over complaints about paperwork and girl talk about the guys in our lives.
Alyssa turned and handed me a stack of papers. “I think this goes with the file you were working on. The Bryant contract.”
As I took the pile from her, my gaze landed on a mark at her throat. I had noticed it before, but now it really stood out. As if it had gotten worse instead of healing in the time since I last saw her.
I drew my eyebrows together. I could feel a stirring of that instinct deep inside me as I stared at it. It was completely bizarre, but I couldn’t fight the feeling that it held a clue to some of what I wanted to know about shifters.
Catching my stare, Alyssa’s hand came up and covered the mark.
I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. It’s just…is that mark getting worse?”
A giggle escaped Alyssa. “Yes. But only because my mate has no sense of decorum.”
“Kaden did that?”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes. It’s a claiming mark. I guess it’s pretty common for the bear shifters to mark their mates like this. At least that’s what Kaden’s told me. But if you ask me, it’s the same as any old hickey. That’s what happens when you hitch your wagon to a testosterone fueled, possessive werebear.”
“A claiming mark? I haven’t heard about that.”
“From what I gather, it’s the first step in changing a human to a shifter. But, as you’ve found out, it can also happen through pregnancy.” She shrugged. “Getting information from Kaden is like pulling teeth sometimes, but you know how these guys are, crazy protective and possessive. I guess I should be happy he doesn’t feel the need to pee in a circle around me.”
I laughed along with Alyssa, but I knew mine was hollow. As she spoke images flashed through my mind. Often when Mason made love to me, he nipped and licked my neck.
I raised my hand to the same spot on my collarbone where Alyssa’s mark sat. My neck was free and clear of claiming marks.
I tried to tell myself I was being silly. That we just weren’t there yet. But I knew that things had progressed pretty quickly between Kaden and Alyssa when he returned home to stay. In fact, they hadn’t been together more than a month or so longer than Mason and I had.
And Alyssa had sported that mark on her neck from the moment I met her.
A cold, sick knot formed in my stomach. When I closed my eyes, I could feel Mason’s mouth on my neck, relive every moment of his attention. And clear as day, I could feel his teeth scraping right over the spot between my neck and shoulder. He’d done it almost every time we’d been together since the first time.
And never once, no matter how caught up in the moment or lost in pleasure he was, had Mason ever slipped and sank his teeth in me to claim me as his.
“You okay?”
I pasted on a bright smile and shoved my sadness and fear down deep before I opened my eyes and turned to Alyssa. “Fine. This little one just seems determined to keep me on my toes.”
Alyssa laughed and we chatted more about my pregnancy and how much she was looking forward to starting a family of her own.
When there was a lull in the conversation, something occurred to me and I took the opportunity to check with Alyssa.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course. What’s on your mind?”
“I wanted to ask you about shifting.” I bit my lip for a second before pushing on. “This is so new to me so if this is too personal, I apologize. I’m just wondering…does Kaden shift in front of you?”
She smiled at me. “That’s not too personal. I thought you were going to ask if we did anything weird in bed because he’s a shifter.”
I snorted. “Actually, I didn’t even think of that. Consider that part two of the question.”
She laughed at my teasing before she got down to answering my question. “Kaden actually only did it in front of me for the first time last week. I guess he was afraid it would freak me out.”
“Did it? Freak you out, I mean?”
She tipped her head to the side. “No. To be honest, I was a little afraid it would. But…I don’t know. It went quicker than I thought. He stood there looking like Kaden and then a minute later he was a bear.” She shrugged. “It was kind of anti-climactic after the big deal he made about not showing me until I was ready. But even in bear form, he’s still Kaden. He’s my mate no matter what form he’s in.”
“So you don’t feel any differently about him after seeing it?” I hadn’t even realized I harbored that fear. Would Kendra or even Mason see me differently after they saw me as a bear?
I couldn’t even quite wrap my head around the idea that I’d actually be able to make that shift.
“I guess I do feel different.” She smiled at me. “I feel…closer to him. Like I got to see a part of him he’d been keeping from me all this time. Getting to see him shift, and knowing he trusted me enough to witness it, I don’t know. It’s like the bond between us is stronger now, you know?”
I nodded, but my mind was screaming that no, I didn’t know. Because Mason was keeping that part of himself from me. And he planned to keep it from me at least until after the baby was born. Maybe he’d create another excuse after that.
The little bit of doubt and fear that had been planted by Mason’s refusal to shift in front of me grew like a weed. I could feel the fear twisting through me like an insidious vine climbing through my insides.
And I swear I could hear it as this new crack formed in my happy little bubble that time.
“Hey, how about if we take a break and go grab some lunch. You’re a little pale. I think getting off your feet might help” Alyssa offered me a grin. “Plus, Mason would kill me if he thought I wasn’t taking care of you.”
“Sure,” I said. But I couldn’t help but wonder—was it me Mason was so worried about or just the baby growing inside me?

MASON
“THAT WENT EVEN BETTER than I expected.” I jumped into the passenger side of Kaden’s truck. “I figured old man Henry would hem and haw for at least six months before he agreed to a security set up.”
Kaden shrugged. “It’s tourist season. Guess he hates them more than the thought of parting with his money.”
“True.”
“How’s Juliet doing? She still dealing with the morning sickness?”
“At least three times a day.” I shook my head. “I swear, I don’t know how she manages. But she just rolls with it and then goes on with her day like she doesn’t have that little Bruiser doing a number on her. “
I hated the thought of my mate feeling so sick. Especially because it was the one thing I couldn’t protect her from. At the same time, pride burst in my chest at how well she handled everything.
“Has she started making the shift yet?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I came in the other day and found her staring at the forest. Her bear was showing in her eyes. I’m just hoping she doesn’t have a hard time fighting the shift until after the baby’s born. Her doctor doesn’t think it’s a good idea for her to do it while she’s pregnant.”
“Huh. Never thought of that.”
I studied him, and I knew he was thinking of what all this would mean for his own mate. “Don’t worry, man. Alyssa will be fine when she goes through it. She’s just as tough as Juliet.”
Kaden rubbed his hand over his short hair. “I guess. She keeps surprising me. I showed her my bear the other day. I thought she’d…I don’t know. Get scared or flip out at the idea of ever being able to shift herself. Something.”
“She handled it okay?”
“She handled it better than I did.” A grin grew on his face. “Incredible, if anything it made the bond between us stronger.”
His trash-eating grin told me what he wasn’t saying—Alyssa probably jumped him after seeing him shift.
My thoughts turned to Juliet’s reaction to seeing me in my bear form. Like Kaden said, it went way better than expected. But she had a lot more to handle than Alyssa did right now. The unexpected pregnancy, picking up and moving to a place totally foreign to her. Not to mention the fact she’d already started the transition herself.
“You show Juliet yet?”
I shook my head. “No, man. She saw my bear for a few minutes through the window. But I think you have the right idea. I want to hold off until I know she’s tied to me before I give it all to her.”
“I don’t know that I had the right idea. The more I think about it, the more I think I should have shared all this with my mate sooner.”
“But Alyssa grew up around all of us. She’s been around shifters who live out in the open. Juliet told me she hadn’t met any shifters before me. Now you know that can’t be true.”
Kaden nodded. “Yeah, I guess down south they’re a little more careful. They don’t outnumber the humans the way we do up here.”
We were quiet for a few minutes as we made our way back to the offices and our women.
Kaden broke the silence as we were turning into our parking lot. “You know, I understand what you’re saying. But I’m thinking you might have it wrong. If you wait to tell Juliet she’s your mate, she might feel like you lied to her all this time. I can’t help but think you’re better off coming clean right from the beginning. I wish I did.”
I stared at Kaden for several long seconds. Heartfelt conversations weren’t really his thing. He must feel pretty strongly about it to even bring it up.
“I’ll give it some thought,” I said finally, but then I couldn’t resist teasing him just a little. “This hen party over? Or you going to braid my hair next?”
He threw me a dark look and swung the truck into the parking lot. I grinned, knowing I’d gotten under his skin.
Then the look shifted. “Incredible, now I hate to bring up anything serious. But man, we have to do something about Nate and Gage.”
My amusement fled. I’d noticed the way our friends and business partners had been acting since we’d been home, too. And it definitely wasn’t normal. They’d spent more and more time off on their own.
“You know if they’ve shifted since we got home?” I asked.
Kaden shrugged. “Not that I’ve seen or heard of.”
“Incredible. Let’s give them another week or two, maybe see if we can get them out in the forest with us. If that doesn’t work, we’ll figure out a plan B.”
“Sounds good,” Kaden said and swung out of the truck. “Let’s go see what kind of trouble our women have gotten up to while we were gone.”
The thought of Juliet inside waiting for me brought the grin right back to my face.



                                    


CHAPTER 11
Juliet
THE SICK FEELING in my stomach didn’t get any better when we got to the little pub down the street for lunch. I’m sure some of it was due to the morning sickness. But not all.
As soon as we placed our orders, I excused myself to go to the ladies’ room. I stayed in the bathroom stall a few minutes, waiting to see if I was actually going to get sick.
When my stomach calmed, leaving only the knot of tension and fear there, I took a deep breath and moved to unlatch the door. Before I could get to it, the outside door opened and I could hear a few people walk into the bathroom.
“Oh my goodness, did you see Alyssa walk in with Mason’s baby mama?”
I froze, my hand flying to my mouth. Who was out there talking about me? I hadn’t even had a chance to meet many people in town outside of Mason’s family and friends.
“Two peas in a pod, if you ask me. Alyssa’s just like her mother. Always trying to get one of our shifter men on the hook.”
“I don’t know. It seems like Alyssa and Kaden are true mates. Did you see the mark on her neck? There’s no way Kaden would claim her like that if he didn’t think she was his mate.”
“I don’t know about that.” The original speaker took up the conversational thread, cattiness and pure spite clear in her voice. “But I did notice little baby mama isn’t sporting a mark of her own.”
“Ugh, poor Mason. He’s going to be tied to that woman forever. What happens when he finds his real mate?”
“Maybe once she sees she can’t get anything from him, baby mama will take her little mongrel and go back to wherever she came from.”
Every protective instinct I had surged to the surface. And given the fact that I was indeed a bear shifter and, as the women so obnoxiously put it, a baby mama, those mama bear instincts were considerable.
I burst out of the stall, and I could feel the she-bear inside me trying to claw her way to the surface. As one, their jaws all went slack and their faces pale.
I laid into them before any of them could recover. “I think there are a few important facts worth noting here. One, I notice that while Mason can’t keep his hands off his baby mama, he isn’t with any of you people. And judging by the nasty attitudes, my guess is it’s not for lack of trying on your parts.” My eyes skimmed the necklines of all three women. “And judging by the lack of claiming marks on any of your necks, I’d also guess that most of the hot guys around here, shifter and otherwise, aren’t real interested in what any of you have on offer.”
The woman on the end wrinkled her nose and opened her mouth, I’m sure to spew more of her venom. But I’d be darned if I’d stand there and listen to it.
“Bless your heart,” I said with the deepest southern accent I could muster. “You think you still get to talk.”
I leaned into her and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that my eyes were glowing the electric blue Mason caught a glimpse of the other day.
This time when I spoke, the saccharine sweetness was gone and my words came purely from my inner she-bear combined with years of defending myself as the system shuffled me from one hellhole to another. “Shut your mouth and keep it that way or I just might have to shut it for you. And that instruction isn’t just for today. You have opinions about Mason and me or Alyssa and Kaden, you keep them to yourself or it might just be the last bit of vile nastiness you spew. Ever.”
The three of them stared at me, fear clear on their faces. Two of the three nodded. The ringleader didn’t move a muscle to acknowledge my words, and I could see the loathing mixed with the fear behind her eyes. But I couldn’t help but notice that she kept her mouth shut.
I straightened and smiled at the bunch. “Y’all have a good day now, ya hear.”
I turned and sauntered slowly out of the ladies’ room despite the desire I had to run as fast as my feet would carry me. Putting on a show for those three was all well and good, but it didn’t take away the wounds their words inflicted.
Because they might be mean and catty and a whole host of really not good things. But that didn’t make the words they spoke out of pure spite any less true.
“You okay?” Alyssa asked when I got back to the table.
“You know what? I am feeling a little off today. Would you mind if we got the food wrapped up and giving me a ride back to Mason’s house?”
Her eyes clouded with concern and she hopped up from the table. “Of course. I…” Her voice trailed off and her eyes narrowed, her gaze moving to a spot over my shoulder.
I glanced back to see what grabbed her attention and saw my three new buddies shuffling out of the bathroom. The fear lingered in their faces, but the jerkiest of the bunch pushed her nose in the air and started walking in our direction.
“What did they say to you, Juliet? Are you all right?”
“Nothing they’ll ever say again if they know what’s good for them,” I said in as hard a voice as I could muster just as they sashayed past us. The woman on the end tripped little, and glanced at me over her shoulder, her eyes wide.
When I glanced back at Alyssa, her eyes had grown big as saucers and she had a grin to match.
“Never mind. Maybe they’re the ones that should have my sympathy.” She laughed and waved down our waitress. “I don’t know what you said to them to put the fear of God into them, but boy do I wish you got here two month ago. I could have used some backup.”
I laughed along with her. “Well, you’ve got backup now.”
A little voice inside my head whispered that might not be true for much longer. How could I stay with Mason knowing he’d never be mine? And what happened if I did stay and his true mate showed up in a year or two?
Walking away from him now would break my heart. Sticking around for a couple of years and then having his mate show up might just destroy me.
“Still want to go home?” Alyssa asked.
“If you don’t mind. I think I’ve had all I can stomach today.”

BACK AT MASON’S HOUSE—I couldn’t bring myself to think of it as home anymore—I paced along the windows in the great room. I could feel my bear pacing right along with me, agitated and snarly.
My mind tossed around all the options I had. The one thing that was very clear was that I couldn’t stay here another night. I knew Mason cared about me. I knew he wanted me. But now I also knew he could never love me. Not the way bear shifters were fated to love their intended mates.
Not the way Kaden loved Alyssa. His fierce protectiveness made itself clear anytime they were in the same room together. The feelings between those two were tangible.
Maybe at one time what Mason and I had between us would be enough for me. We cared about each other and about the little family we were creating together.
But knowing how a shifter was supposed to feel about his mate, and knowing no matter how much love I poured into Mason, he’d never be able to fully return it, I also knew I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t stay here.
And I definitely couldn’t spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder wondering when the woman Mason really loved would show up.
So I had to go.
That decision made, I stalked upstairs, intent on getting packed.
It didn’t take long. I hadn’t arrived with much, and I hadn’t added anything to my meager possessions while I was here.
I pulled the zipper closed and then sat down on the bed next to my suitcase. Packing was as far as I’d gotten in my planning.
The phrase all dressed up and nowhere to go started dancing through my head. That was me. All packed up and no place to call home.
I sniffled and, startled by the sound, reached up to find my cheeks wet with tears.
Garbage. This was not the time for a pity party. Dang pregnancy hormones. I wiped my cheeks with the backs of my hands.
I needed to think and come up with a plan. I’d packed up all my stuff.
I obviously wasn’t cut out to have a family, and I hated to think what that meant for my baby.
I rubbed my hand over my belly. “Sorry, Bruiser. You deserve a better mommy. But I’m the one you’ve got. I promise I’ll make sure you never feel like you don’t have a family. You’ll always have everything you need.”
Now I just had to figure out how to keep that promise.



                                    


CHAPTER 12
Juliet
THE FRONT DOOR opened and slammed shut before I came up with an answer.
“Juliet? Are you home?”
Goodness, Goodness. I dropped my face into my hands as my heart cracked wide open inside my chest. Leaving was the right choice. But knowing this was the last time I’d hear Mason walk through the front door and call out to me that way almost broke my resolve.
His feet pounded up the stairs. “Juliet, Alyssa said you weren’t feeling well. Are you okay?”
I did the best I could to clean my face with my hands and looked up just as Mason burst into the bedroom.
He moved toward me. “Are you all right? What…?”
I saw the moment his gaze landed on my suitcase.
“What’s that doing out?”
I stood up and faced him. “I think I need to go, Mason. This just isn’t going to work.”
“Go where? What’s going on, Juliet? When I left you at the office, everything was fine. What happened?”
“My happy little bubble burst,” I said inanely.
“What?” He shook his head and closed the distance between us, curling his hands gently around my shoulders. “You know what. I don’t care. Whatever’s going on in your head, get it out of there. You’re not going anywhere.”
I shook my head. “Mason, I can’t stay here. I’ve figured some things out over the last week, and I realized that I can’t do this to you.”
“Do what to me, beautiful?” His voice was so gentle and soft it caused tears to sting my eyes.
“Dang it. Don’t be nice to me. I won’t be able to get through this without crying if you’re nice to me.”
He smiled. “Then don’t get through this. Tell me what’s bothering you, we’ll fix it, and then I’ll help you unpack before dinner.”
“I have to go, Mason. This isn’t just one of my crazy pregnancy hormone things.”
“Is it a crazy-had-a-throw-down-in-the-ladies’-room-at-the-Kodiak-Tavern kind of thing?”
My mouth dropped open and then my eyes narrowed. “Alyssa ratted on me.”
He laughed and pulled me into a hug. “Alyssa was worried about you. She also figured she’d end up telling Kaden what happened and he’d tell me, so she figured she’d save us all some trouble.”
He rocked me in his arms and I couldn’t help myself, I hugged him back and let him rock me. I told myself I was just taking comfort one last time.
He pressed a kiss into the top of my head. “Now why don’t you tell me what they said to you that made you run home and pack your bags?”
I pushed back from him. “That’s just it. This isn’t my home. This is your home. It’s the place you built to bring your mate to when you found her.”
“Uh, yeah. That’s why you’re here.”
I shook my head. “Not me, Mason. Your true mate. I know you’re dedicated to this baby and you’re going to be a great father. And I won’t take that away from you, I promise.”
As I said the words, a plan solidified in my mind. I needed to make sure Mason and his den members were around to give my baby a real family. That meant I needed to stay in Kodiak.
I sighed and bowed my head. Staying here, seeing Mason all the time, would suck. But if it meant keeping my promise to Bruiser than I’d stay.
“I’m not going to leave Kodiak,” I said softly. “I’ll find an apartment in town and keep my job. We’ll be able to work something out where you’re a big part of the baby’s life.”
I sank my teeth into my bottom lip as I worried that maybe Mason would push to have the baby live here with him. Would he fight me for custody?
“Yeah, I know I’ll be a big part of Bruiser’s life. He’ll be sleeping across the hall from me every night. Just like you’ll be sleeping by my side…” Mason dipped his knees so his face was on level with mine, “…every night.”
“But what about when you meet your mate? I can’t be the one to keep you from being with the woman meant for you. And I can’t stay here and watch your feelings grow for another woman. You need to take me to a hotel in town for the night. Tomorrow I’ll sort out an apartment, and we can figure out the rest as we go along.”
“You are my mate,” Mason bit out on a growl.
“No. I know that’s not true, Mason. I know you’ll do anything for your child and I know you care about me a lot. But please.” My voice broke and tears flooded my eyes as I begged him. “Please don’t lie to me.”
He turned away from me with a snarl. I could see him fighting for control of his temper, or maybe it was his bear he was fighting. I didn’t wait to find out.
I swiped at the tears sliding down my cheeks and grabbed for the handle of my suitcase. “Please don’t make this any harder than it is.”
Mason whirled around and seeing my hand on the suitcase, his control snapped. In two big steps he was next to me. He snatched the suitcase from my hand and tossed it across the room.
I gasped, but before I could react any more than that, Mason had me in his arms and carried me down onto the bed.
“Mason! Let me up!”
“I’m not letting you go anywhere until you make some sense. You’re mine, beautiful, and I’m not letting you walk out of here over some half-baked idea some jealous jerk handed you in the ladies’ room.”
“She didn’t say anything that a wasn’t true.” I pressed my hands against his chest. He didn’t budge. “I can’t be your mate. You won’t even let me see you shift. Alyssa told me that sharing that helped deepen the bond between Kaden and her. That’s why you don’t want to show me. You don’t feel the same way about me.”
Mason collapsed on top of me, his face going to my neck.
I nudged him. “Mason, you have to let me up.”
He pulled himself up, bracing himself over me on his forearm. “That’s what this is all about? Incredible, I hate admitting Kaden is right.”
I wrinkled my nose at him. This wasn’t going at all how I expected. “What are you talking about?”
“Kaden. He told me not to hide this stuff from you. He knew it would push you away.” He stroked my wild curls back from my face. “But sweetheart, I kept that from you because I thought you had enough to accept all at once. The pregnancy, moving, the fact your baby is a shifter, you’re turning into a shifter. You’ve been handling everything so well, but I was afraid if I kept piling stuff on you, at some point it would be too much and you’d run for the hills.”
I blinked up at him, trying to let his words sink in. “So you’re saying you didn’t want to show me, not because you don’t care about me but because you care too much?”
“Idiot, beautiful, care about you? Yeah, I care about you. You’re mine. My mate.” He shook his head and grinned down at me. “Caring is the least of what I feel for you. Possessive and protective come to mind. Loving you beyond reason. Pick any of those. They all fit. You are mine, Juliet. My mate.”
Shockwaves jolted through my body. “Your mate? Like your true mate?”
It was his turn to be confused. “What the heck do you think we’ve been doing here the last month, beautiful?”
I opened my mouth to tell him, but suddenly images of the last month flooded my mind, and I closed it again. I saw Mason making me dinner, lighting candles around the room, checking in with me throughout the day to make sure the morning sickness wasn’t too bad. So many ways he’d shown me how he felt about me. And really only that last one had anything to do with the baby.
“I thought you cared about me because of the baby,” I whispered.
Mason dropped his forehead to mine. “Good thing I’m crazy about you or you might be more trouble than you’re worth.”
He softened his words with a grin and a kiss on the tip of my nose. “Beautiful, if I knocked up anyone, I’d do everything I could make sure my baby was taken care of. But move someone else into my home? Start building a life with them? A family with them?” He shook his head. “That’s only for you. My mate.”
I stared up at him in wonder, trying to process what he was saying. I lifted a hand to his jaw. “But you would have wanted to help anyone woman with the whole shifter thing.”
“The whole shifter thing?”
I widened my eyes at him. “Uh, yeah, you know, the whole I get pregnant and it forces me to transition into a werebear thing.”
Once again Mason collapsed into me, this time with a loud groan. “Incredible. I really am going to have to tell Kaden he was right.”
He pulled up and again braced himself over me so he could look down into my face. “You’re transitioning into a shifter because you’re pregnant and you’re my mate.”
I stated up at him blankly.
He pulled in a deep breath. “I should have explained this to you a lot sooner. I guess I assumed all the time you spent doing research online you would have known this. But, baby, not every woman who gets pregnant with a shifter baby transitions.”
“They don’t? I thought…”
“I know. I’m sorry for making such a mess of all this.” He ran his thumb over the apple of my cheek. “Only your true mate can force the transition through a pregnancy.”
I searched his eyes while I absorbed his words. When they finally sank in, I stiffened. “So all this time…”
He nodded. “I’ve known you were my mate since the first day. And I’m sure I would have known that first night we were together in New Orleans if my head hadn’t been so messed up.”
“Thank goodness I got pregnant.” As soon as I said the words, a laugh escaped me. If someone told me when Kendra and Dr. Walker were trying to convince me I was pregnant that in the not too distant future, I’d see it as the biggest blessing of my life, I would have laughed in their face.
But now…I’d already figured out my little Bruiser was a blessing, but now it really sank in. If it weren’t for him, I never would have come looking for Mason. I would have spent my whole life missing…my mate.
I reached up and pulled Mason down so I could kiss him with all the feeling I’d had pent up in me for so long. When we finally came up for air, I don’t know which of us looked more dazed.
“I love you, Captain Mason Hunter.”
He grinned down at me. “I love you, too, my crazy, beautiful girl.”
I returned his grin with one of my own until one more thought occurred to me.
“You haven’t claimed me.”
“Claimed you?”
I touched the spot on my collarbone, the same spot where Kaden left his mark on Alyssa.
Understanding dawned in Mason’s eyes and his grin grew wicked. “You want me to claim you?”
I thought about it for, oh, about a second and a half. Then I bit my lip and nodded.
His grin turned into a smile. “You got it, beautiful.”
Then he leaned down and set about claiming me. And by the time he was finished, nobody would ever doubt he’d laid his claim to me again. Myself included.



                                    


EPILOGUE
Mason
I STOOD in the forest clearing directly behind our house with a naked and shivering Juliet. She sank her teeth into her full bottom lip and looked up at me from under her lashes. “I guess you should probably hold, Bruiser.”
I just barely refrained from rolling my eyes as she passed my four-month-old son over to me. She’d persisted in calling Adam Kaden Hunter by the nickname she’d foisted on him when he was still the size of a peanut growing in her womb. Now she even had our friends and family referring to him that way.
Poor guy. I guess I should just be grateful we had a son. Something tells me she’d be referring to a daughter by the same nickname if fate had gone that way.
“I’m nervous, handsome.”
I grinned over at her. “Nervous? You’ve been chomping at the bit for the last nine months to let your bear out. You finally have the all clear and you’re going to chicken out?”
“I’m not chickening out,” she said, her voice full of outrage.
“Sounds like it to me,” I goaded.
She shot me a look full of electric blue fire, and I hid my smug grin by blowing a raspberry in my son’s belly. “Your mommy’s a chicken.”
He rewarded me with a gummy little grin. Bruiser was a pretty easygoing baby. Something I knew came from my side of the family tree.
“I’m not chicken,” I heard her mumble.
I looked up to find the teeth digging back into her lip. Before I could do anything she shot me the look that never failed to make my pulse pound and my toe get hard. “I might be a little chicken. But I’m ready.”
“That’s my girl.”
She smiled back and then allowed her eyes to close. I could see her chest rise and fall with each deep breath she took. My eyes might have lingered an extra second on her full breasts topped with the cherry red nipples. I made a mental note to suggest she and I take a nap of our own after we put Bruiser done for his this afternoon.
Before my eyes I saw my mate’s body begin to change. It started with her limbs and she fell down to all fours. Her body broadened and soft, brown fur sprouted in a wave down her back and sides. In less than a few seconds, she stood in front of me, a full grow, female Kodiak bear.
“Mommy did it, Bruiser.” I held him to see her as she stepped slowly over to us. When she closed the distance, she rubbed her shaggy head against my body and I braced myself to keep from falling rear over elbows.
“Careful, beautiful.” I reached down and ran a hand over her gleaming head. She pressed herself into my touch. “You’re stronger than you realize.”
No sooner were the words out of my mouth than I felt movement against my other arm. I turned my attention to Bruiser and found he’d started to shift as well. I quickly moved to strip him out of the layers we’d bundled him in to protect him from late winter in Alaska. In seconds, I found myself looking into the face of a tiny, perfectly formed grizzly cub.
“Well, incredible.” I looked down at Juliet.
Her nose pointed first at her little cub and then at me.
“Sorry, I knew natural born cubs started early, but I guess I didn’t realize it would be this soon.”
Bruiser wiggled his paws at me and I rubbed my face in the fur on his tummy before putting him on a bed of pine needles next to his mother.
She came in close and nudged him gently with her nose. Bruiser tested out his new feet, taking halting steps over the forest floor. I laughed when he dropped to the ground and rolled in a pile of snow-crusted pine needles.
Juliet looked up at me and walked over to give me a nudge with her nose before swinging her head toward the trees.
I grinned and stripped out of my clothes, shivering as the cold air hit my skin. I didn’t hesitate to let my bear loose, and in less than a minute, I’d shifted completely.
I lumbered to my mate and touched my nose to hers, inhaling a scent I’d recognize no matter what form she took. My small son toddled over to us on shaky little legs. I helped him climb onto his mother’s back.
Then I nudged my mate towards the trees. She followed close behind me and for the very first time we got to explore the forest together. Our happy little family complete.



                                    


A NOTE FROM AMY
Dear Reader,
Thank you so much for reading Bear to Need!
This is my second book in the Alaskan Den Men series, and I hope you enjoy reading Mason and Juliet’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it! I loved that Mason met his mate and didn’t even realize it until she showed up on his doorstep months later. I guess even werebear males can be a little clueless!
Next up in the Kodiak Den is Nash and Gage’s story. These two had a tough time recovering from their last mission even after they got back to Kodiak. It’s going to take one very special woman to bring these two back to life.
In the meantime, I hope you’ll keep in touch. To catch up on all the books in the Alaskan Den Men Collection, you can sign up for the ADM Newsletter here: Newsletter. And you can join the ADM Facebook fan group here: The Alaskan Denettes. We hope you’ll drop in to chat with the authors, share your favorite ADM moments, and more.
For information about all of my books, sign up for my newsletter here: Newsletter or visit my website at www.amylamont.com. And you can join my Facebook readers’ group here: Amy Lamont’s Reading Room.
And you can always drop me an email at amy@amylamont.com. I would love to hear from you!
Happy Reading!
Amy Lamont
P.S. Keep reading for a full list of all twelve books in the Alaskan Den Men series!



                                    


THE COMPLETE ALASKAN DEN MEN COLLECTION
AMY LAMONT – THE KODIAK DEN
Book One: Bear to Want ~ Now Available
Book Two: Bear to Need ~ Now Available
Book Three: Bear to Love ~ Coming Soon 

JENNIFER HILT – THE ICY CAP DEN
Book One: His to Bear ~ Now Available
Book Two: Mine to Bear ~ Now Available
Book Three: Theirs to Bear ~ Now Available

TALINA PERKINS – THE WYLDE DEN
Book One: Bear His Mark ~ Now Available
Book Two: Bear His Bond ~ Coming Soon
Book Three: Bear Their Secret ~ Coming Soon

KIZZIE WALLER – THE FOXHOLLOW DEN
Book One: Bearly Living ~ Now Available
Book Two: Bearly Loving ~ Coming Soon
Book Three: Bearly Gone ~ Coming Soon 
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