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      Kayla

      

      “I should get one of those folding board thingies.” I carefully tucked a winter white sweater on top of the clothes already packed in my suitcase.

      “A folding board thingy?”

      My gaze shot to Ella where she sprawled against the pillows on my bed. June, my black and white tuxedo cat was tucked into her side, eyes at half-mast and purring as Ella scratched her between her ears.

      I pressed my lips together and returned to packing. That cat would be thrilled to have my best friend in charge of her care and feeding for the next week. I’d never really been a cat person and definitely never planned to get one. But June already occupied this apartment when I moved in, a fact my landlord failed to mention when he handed over the keys.

      From what I’d been able to figure out, June belonged to the elderly woman who lived there before me. When she moved into an assisted living facility, her family packed up all of her possessions—all except June.

      I’d called the local humane society to see if they had room for her. When they told me the likelihood of a middle-aged, black and white housecat getting adopted, and what her fate would be if she were left in the shelter too long, I decided she and I could find a way to live amicably together.

      And it worked out all right for the last year. She didn’t love being wrangled into a carrier for the trip to the vet and we hadn’t really bonded. She’d come to feel more like a boarder. She showed up regularly at meal times and woke me up with demands to have her bathroom cleaned each morning. Aside from that, we seemed to go our own ways.

      But when she met Ella, it was love at first sight. They’d connected instantly, and if my best friend’s building allowed pets, I had no doubt she’d have absconded with my cat by now.

      “Hello! Earth to Kayla. Folding board thingy?”

      I shook off my thoughts. I’d allowed my mind to wander to keep it off the topic I most wanted to avoid—my upcoming trip.

      “You know. Those plastic boards they have at retail stores that you can use to perfectly fold shirts and sweaters.”

      Ella snorted and eased away from June, sliding off the bed. “Like you need help keeping things perfect.”

      I glanced down at my open suitcase and my lips twisted into a wry smile. I shot Ella a sheepish look and she laughed at me.

      She threw an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me close to her side. “Relax, sweetie. Everything will be fine. I can’t believe you’re getting this worked up over traveling. You’re an old pro at this.”

      She wasn’t wrong. My wedding planning business was well-known for the extravagant destination weddings I orchestrated. But the destinations I frequented tended to be tropical beaches or major cities. I’d never been hired to do a wedding like this one.

      I tilted my head and let it fall on Ella’s shoulder. “I can’t believe I agreed to do a wedding in the middle of nowhere, Alaska.”

      Ella nudged me with her shoulder. “It could be fun. Maybe you’ll get snowed in with some rugged hottie.”

      I held back my shudder. There was a good reason I avoided the wilderness at all costs. One I hadn’t even shared with my closest friend. The only reason I agreed to it this time was because Ella’s sister was getting married and she had her heart set on a wilderness wedding. She and her fiancé thrived on being outside. I’d hoped a beach wedding in some tropical paradise would do the trick. But they were emphatic. They wanted something off the beaten trail.

      So off I went to Kodiak, Alaska—home of wilderness, outdoor adventure, and reportedly, a large number of the country’s bear shifters.

      I sighed and pulled away from my friend. I shoved down my misgivings and hastily zipped my suitcase closed. Hefting it off my bed, I glanced around the room.

      “I hope I packed enough.” I placed the suitcase by the bedroom door next to a smaller, matching case.

      Ella laughed. “You’re going to the wilderness, sweetie. A few pairs of jeans, hiking boots, and some warm layers would have done the trick. I can’t even imagine what you crammed into not one, but two, suitcases.

      I shrugged. I prided myself on being prepared for every occasion. That was true whether I was striding down a Manhattan street or trekking through the wilds of Alaska. Bad enough I had to go at all. I would not be caught unprepared for whatever life threw at me.

      I strode over to the bed and straightened the wrinkles in the comforter.

      “I don’t know why you’re bothering with that,” Ella said with a laugh. “June and I are just going to mess it up again when we have cuddle time after you leave.”

      I ignored the little pang of jealousy that pinged through me at the thought of Ella and June snuggling together. Shoving it away, I arched a brow at my friend. “You know I like things neat.”

      Her tinkling, contagious laugh rang out. “Oh, honey, believe me, I know.”

      My shoulders stiffened. “What? There’s nothing wrong with keeping my house clean.”

      “Clean? No, there’s nothing wrong with clean.” Ella came over to me and slung her arm around me again. “But you take it to a whole new level. I might actually eat off your floor after you leave.”

      My shoulders dropped and I leaned my weight into Ella. I couldn’t help it when the corner of my mouth started twitching as I tried to fight off a smile. The woman was not wrong. And as much as I liked my life to be as neat and orderly and organized as possible, it didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the fact I was a bit over the top about it.

      “Is that your way of letting me know my house won’t be as clean when I return as it was when I left?” I teased Ella. If I was the epitome of a clean freak, she was my polar opposite. I’d seen the woman wreck her kitchen from one end to the other just making a sandwich.

      But it was one of the reasons I loved her so much. She was the only person in my life who made me feel comfortable enough to show all my little quirks and habits. She was also the only person in my life who regularly slung an arm around me, snuggled with me, and made me feel like a normal person.

      Guess I could understand why my cat loved her so much.

      “All I’m willing to promise is that your apartment will still be here when you get back.” Ella gave me a squeeze.

      I huffed out a breath. “I guess I’ll have to live with your mess.”

      “Just think, you can look forward to all the cleaning you get to do when you get back.” She offered me her lopsided grin.

      “Great.” I acted put out, but sad to say, cleaning was one of the best ways I knew to work off tension.

      She hip checked me. “A little mess is good for you. I think you could use more mess in your life.

      I shook my head. The mess I’d find when I returned home from my trip was about the worst I was willing to deal with. I’d carefully set up my life to avoid messes.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “You aren’t. Everything is always so orderly. You need a mess. You need a man. You need a few things to add some disorder to your life.”

      I wrinkled my nose at her. “A man would just invade my space and leave chaos everywhere.”

      “Exactly.”

      “No, thanks. I’m good,” I repeated.

      “I know you try to avoid messes, but life is messy. When you avoid the bad messy, you miss out on the good messy, too.”

      I held back a sigh. We’d had this conversation before, but right now I thought the trip to Alaska was messier than I wanted to handle. Adding anything else on top of it was torture.

      I kept my tone as light as possible when I responded. “There’s no such thing as good messy.”

      Ella’s expression turned unusually serious. Her gaze searched mine.

      Seeing the concern behind her eyes, the smile I offered her was genuine. “Hey, don’t worry. My life is exactly how I like it.”

      “That’s what I worry about. Your life is too perfectly planned and organized. I’m afraid of what will happen if something comes along to rock the boat.”

      My chest constricted at her words. She’d just put a voice to my worst fears. My boat had been more than rocked before. More like capsized, blown to smithereens and buried at the bottom of the ocean. Twice. I’d carefully constructed my life so that never happened again.

      But Ella didn’t need all those messy details. I was happy she was willing to put up with me with all she already knew. If I laid the rest of my baggage on her, she might run screaming in the opposite direction.

      I couldn’t even contemplate that. Ella was right. I needed a little messy in my life. The good kind of messy. The kind that offered warm hugs, liked to tease, and snuggled with my snobbish cat. Ella was my messy, and I couldn’t imagine how sterile my life would be without her.

      I pulled in a deep breath and squared my shoulders. Time to let go of my unusual introspection and focus on the next steps I needed to take to get this wedding planned and get out of Alaska as soon as humanly possible.

      I threw Ella an affectionate smile. “You rock my boat on a regular basis. Did you see what my kitchen looked like after you toasted your bagel this morning?”

      Her eyes stayed serious, her gaze lingering on my face. Then the clouds cleared and she beamed at me. “I did it for you. So you could work off some of your nervous energy with a little elbow grease.”

      “Sure.” I rolled my eyes at her and she responded by sticking out her tongue.

      I slowly released the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. I needed Ella to be her usual messy, teasing self. I needed to get my fill before I headed off to Kodiak, Alaska. Home of the Kodiak Den werebears.

      I held back a shiver and pulled from her embrace. I clapped my hands together. “Okay, let’s get moving. My luggage isn’t going to carry itself to the curb.”

      I would tackle the next few days one task at a time, get this wedding planned, and come home. And no bear shifters would steer me off course.
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      Kayla

      

      I woke with a start. Opening my eyes, I examined my surroundings and it took me a full minute to figure out exactly where I was.

      The Big Spruce Lodge in Kodiak, Alaska.

      I sat up, allowing the faded patchwork quilt to fall to my waist. The warm sunlight streaming through the cabin’s front window told me morning had started without me.

      I hopped out of bed, my stomach plummeting. I never slept late. Maybe the Alaskan sunlight was playing tricks on me.

      I fumbled for my phone where it sat on the nightstand and swiped my thumb over the face.

      I blinked. Almost eight o’clock. How was that even possible? I never slept later than six in the morning. I shook my head and put the phone down. Idly, I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, feeling more well rested than I could remember feeling…ever.

      Without much thought, I wandered over to the front window. I couldn’t have held in the gasp that escaped me if I tried. The sight spread out before me—the bay, the forest, the mountains—was beyond breathtaking. The land surrounding the lodge sloped down to meet the coastline of the bay. The sun shone through the tall pine trees, reflecting off the water. Colorful fishing boats bobbed up and down along the shore. Seabirds glided overhead and then swooped down to dive into the water before surfacing and taking flight once again. And a light frost coated the grass and trees giving everything an almost ethereal quality.

      A longing built inside me so fast and so strong, I forgot to breathe. I wanted to go outside and walk through the late winter landscape in front of me. I wanted to hear the birds calling across the water, feel the sharp bite of the wind on my cheeks, see the diamond shine of the icy morning frost, run my hand over the worn, wooden hull of one of the bobbing boats.

      Energy coursed through me at the thought of exploring the wilderness before me. It was only when the window fogged with my breath that I realized I’d all but pressed my nose against the glass.

      I touched the windowpane and the cold glass immediately brought me back to reality. I shook my head at my own silliness.

      “Of course I have a ton of energy. I slept for like nine hours.”

      The reminder of the time set me in motion. I wasn’t in Kodiak to explore the scenery unless it would serve as a backdrop for wedding photos.

      A quick glance back out the window started ideas churning, all bizarre longings to tromp through the wilderness forgotten as I made a mental note to add the dock at the shoreline here to my list of places for photo ops.

      I added more to my mental to-do list as I headed for the bathroom to get ready for the day. A tiny sliver of relief slid through me as I refocused on the task at hand. God only knew what the wilds of Kodiak held. The last thing I needed to do was come face-to-face with a bear shifter in the wilderness. I’d seen up close and personal what they were capable of in the city. I had zero desire to see what they could do on their home turf.

      Plan the wedding and get the heck out of Kodiak. I replayed those words over and over again in my mind and squared my shoulders. Time to get down to business. No more distractions. I was here to do my job and I’d never let a client down yet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My confidence carried me through my morning ritual—shower, blow dry, careful makeup application, and choosing an appropriate outfit—and down to the lodge’s dining room. It might have faltered just a bit when I realized my careful clothing choice of black skinny trousers, black fitted sweater, red flats and chunky jewelry were a bit of a stretch. What seemed like the perfect business casual outfit for a professional woman while I was in my room, stuck out like a sore thumb in the lodge dining room. I looked like exactly what I was—a city girl in the wilderness.

      I was also the only woman in the filled to capacity dining room. Almost a dozen men, all dressed for a day in the great outdoors, sat shoulder to shoulder around the long dining table. I paused in the doorway. I could almost feel my confidence leaching out of me.

      “Good morning!”

      I turned to see Mrs. Begay, the owner of the lodge, bearing down on me, a pot of coffee in her hand.

      Relief poured through me at the sight of the other woman. I mentally rolled my eyes at myself. I was a strong, confident woman, for goodness sake. Why on earth was a room full of men getting me so rattled?

      But I knew the answer. It wasn’t the men on their own. It was the men, and this  place, and the fear of what could be lurking anywhere outside the doors of the lodge.

      I pasted on a smile and gave myself one more mental reminder about why I was here.

      “Morning, Mrs. Begay! You’re just the person I was hoping to see.” And as I spoke the words, I realized they were true. Who better to give me advice about wedding planning than a local who hosts tourists on a regular basis?

      The older woman flashed me a smile but didn’t pause as she moved toward the table. “Aren’t you sweet? Come sit by me and have some breakfast before these men eat it all.”

      I followed behind, my steps like those of a five-year-old on the first day of school. By the time I reached the table, Mrs. Begay had already topped off coffee cups and settled herself at a seat at the end.

      “Right here, Miss Mackenzie. We’ll get a nice hearty breakfast in you.” Mrs. Begay patted the seat of the empty chair directly to her left.

      Mrs. Begay’s voice wasn’t overly loud, but it carried across the table and was just enough to make every head in the room turn in my direction.

      If I hadn’t been uncomfortable already, suddenly finding myself the center of attention of so many male eyes did the trick. I slowly pulled air into my lungs. I offered up the best smile I could muster and squared my shoulders as I followed Mrs. Begay’s instructions.

      I can do this. I slid into the seat and pulled the napkin off the table to place it on my lap.

      “Good morning.” I let my gaze slide over the men and did my best to sound professional and upbeat as I spoke.

      I got some head nods and jovial good mornings in return. It was only as the clinking of forks on plates and the swell of deep voices picked up again that I realized how quiet they had all gotten when Mrs. Begay alerted them to my presence.

      “Judging by the duds you have on, I guess it’s safe to assume you won’t be joining us on our fishing expedition,” the man seated across from me stated with a friendly grin.

      I smiled back, shaking my head. “I’m afraid not. I have to work today.”

      “Coffee, dear?” Mrs. Begay held up the pot and I nodded.

      “That’s too bad,” the man said. “Would have been nice to have you along instead of having to stare at all these ugly mugs all afternoon.” He jutted his chin to indicate the men around the table.

      I laughed and felt the ball of anxiety that formed as I walked into the room start to ease.

      “Let’s get you some eggs.” Mrs. Begay reached for a platter and like magic within seconds, a heaping plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, home fries, and biscuits landed in front of me.

      My eyes grew wide. “Oh my goodness, this looks delicious, but I don’t think I could possibly eat all of this.” As if on cue, my stomach gave a loud growl, giving lie to my words.

      Mrs. Begay patted my hand. “You might surprise yourself. The air here in Alaska, especially this time of year, helps you work up an appetite.”

      “I’ll do my best to do this food justice.” I dug into my breakfast and after the first bite, had to fight to keep from shoveling it in. Mrs. Begay was right. I was unusually ravenous and the simple breakfast tasted like a gourmet meal.

      “Too bad you have to work,” the man across from me said. “I hope you have a little time while you’re here to enjoy the outdoors.”

      I managed not to flinch at the thought. “I’m afraid my stay is mostly for business. I’ll be scouting out some potential spots for a wedding.”

      “You getting married?” he asked.

      “No, not me.” I paused to take a bite of crispy bacon. “I’m a wedding planner. My clients wanted an outdoor wedding in the wilds of Alaska, so my only time in the great outdoors will be to find locations for a ceremony and reception.”

      “That’s a shame,” he said. “We found a great guide. The guy leading us on the fishing trip today. He had us doing all sorts of stuff this week—fishing, hunting, hiking. Believe me, you don’t want to miss out on the scenery and wildlife around here.”

      He couldn’t be more wrong. I’d be ecstatic to miss out on the wildlife around here. But of course, I didn’t say that. “Sounds like you guys are having a great trip. But to be honest, I’m not that big on outdoor activities. Unless you count sitting on a lounge chair on a tropical beach, sipping a margarita an outdoor activity.”

      The man laughed and shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      Wrong again.

      “You’ll have to scout some outdoor locations for the wedding, won’t you?” Mrs. Begay asked.

      “I definitely will. Actually, I was hoping to pick your brain a little. I’d like to plan a really elegant wedding. You know, black tie, fine china, a tent with crystal chandeliers.”

      As I spoke, my enthusiasm grew. I’d been so nervous about getting here and looking forward to getting out of here as fast as possible. I hadn’t spent much time thinking about the actual wedding.

      But I was good at my job and as I told Mrs. Begay about my plans, a picture formed crystal clear in my mind. I could see the wedding I wanted to put together clear as day.

      “I want everything to be polished and sophisticated, like something you might find in a ballroom in New York City. But I want to do it all against a really rugged backdrop. And we can use beautiful table settings, but maybe serve simpler local foods. The couple getting married loves the outdoors. I think having truly elegant details in the middle of the forest would be incredible. Like something from a fairytale.”

      As I turned my attention from the details playing through my mind, I found Mrs. Begay staring at me wide-eyed.

      I offered her a grin. “Sorry, I have a tendency to get carried away when I talk about my plans. I just want my clients to have something magical on their special day. Something unique, but that totally fits them.”

      “Well, I can’t say we’ve had anything quite like that around here.” She patted my hand again. “But it sounds just beautiful.”

      “Now I just need to figure out some locations.” I tried not to think about the fact I just admitted, out loud, I’d have to tromp through the forest. The picture I had of this wedding was too gorgeous to let a little thing like facing my biggest fear get in the way.

      I swallowed. Hard. I picked up my coffee cup and took a big gulp to cover the fact that I was having a little trouble breathing.

      “Oh, I had a thought. The men are leaving tomorrow.” Mrs. Begay gestured to the men seated around the room. “Today’s their last day. We’re sort of between seasons here with winter still nipping the air and spring not quite pushing its way in. I don’t have anyone but you staying here until the weekend. I wonder if Trent has any more bookings this week. He’d be the perfect person to help you find an outdoor location.”

      “Trent?” I asked.

      “Someone looking for me?”

      The deep voice that came from behind me was velvet over gravel. At the sound of it, the hair at my nape rose, and every nerve ending in my body stood up and took notice. I went stock still, like prey caught in the sights of a predator. My breath came in a harsh gasp, and I could feel some tiny, almost intangible something spark to life deep down inside me.

      My brain screamed at me to get up and run. My heart carried a different message with every beat. Turn around. Turn around. Turn around.

      I prided myself on being the kind of girl who ignored her heart and always, always took the advice of her head. I knew too well the consequences of letting your heart have its way. Too many people paid the price for it.

      But some instinct I never knew I possessed took control. My head had no chance. My heart was firmly in the driver’s seat, and all I could do was grasp the edge of the table in a white-knuckled grip as my heart forced me to turn my head and look over my shoulder.
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      Trent

      

      Mother. Idiot. I’d taken bullets that didn’t hit me as hard as the glance from the set of big, blue eyes currently turned my way. My body swayed back a little and I had to fight to stay on my feet.

      Without warning, my bear roared to life. He’d been closer and closer to the surface every day lately, but never had he thundered forward like this. It took ever ounce of self-control I possessed to keep him from coming to the forefront and forcing me to shift right here in the dining room of the Big Spruce Lodge.

      “Good morning, Trent.” Mrs. Begay hopped up from her spot at the end of one of the long dining tables. As consumed as I’d been by a set of sky-colored eyes, I hadn’t even registered her presence until this moment.

      I fisted my hands at my sides and did my best to smile at Mrs. Begay. “Morning. How are you?”

      “Good, good.” She came forward and pressed a cheek to mine, a familiar gesture between members of my pack.

      My bear grumbled. He did not want the touch of anyone but the woman sitting at the table, still staring at me. Not even the warm greeting from a long-time friend.

      “Do you have time for a cup of coffee?” Mrs. Begay asked.

      “Here, take my seat.” Dave, the man sitting across from Sky Eyes, had been part of a few of my expeditions this week. He jumped up and offered his chair. “I have to finish getting my gear together.”

      At this, the men in the room started to move, getting up and calling greetings as they headed off to get ready for the fishing trip.

      I nodded in greeting, but kept my gaze firmly on the woman. I sank into the vacated chair as Mrs. Begay bustled over with a cup of coffee. Without a word she whisked the dirty dishes in front of me away and seconds later replaced it with a plate heaped high with food and a set of clean utensils.

      In less than two minutes, the room had cleared. The men scattered to gather their gear. Mrs. Begay headed to the kitchen, her arms loaded with dirty dishes.

      “Help yourself to more coffee,” she said on her way out. “I’m just going to get these dishes started.”

      Through it all, I never let go of the gaze of the woman now sitting across from me. She shook her head, sending her mass of honey-blonde hair cascading over her shoulders. My bear’s instincts had me lifting my head to catch the scent of her. Hints of lilac and something warm and musky that was just her made me want to get closer and bury my face in the juncture where her neck and shoulders met.

      I watched as her pretty, bow-shaped lips parted and then closed again. I could feel a smile tugging the corner of my lips, the first genuine smile I can remember mustering in a long time.

      “Did you need me?” I asked.

      She blinked, her cute nose wrinkling. “I’m sorry?”

      “You said my name.”

      “I said your name?”

      I nodded, now fighting an outright laugh. As I watched, she straightened in her seat, shaking her head as if to clear cobwebs.

      Good. It wasn’t just me affected by what was happening between us.

      “You’re Trent.”

      I nodded. “I am. Trent Black.”

      She worried her bottom lip with her teeth and dang if I didn’t want to lean across the table and take over that job for her.

      When she didn’t respond, I arched an eyebrow and didn’t bother to hide my amusement. I sat back in the chair and stretched my legs out under the table. My calf brushed against hers and a sizzle, like a quick shock from an electrical outlet, burst through me.

      She gasped and her teeth lost their claim on her lip. My earlier amusement faded as I stared at that mouth. A low rumble surged up from deep inside me, but before I could act on the pulsing urges of my bear, the woman’s eyes grew wide and she hopped up from her seat.

      “Excuse me. I just…remembered…I have to…” Before she managed to get out a coherent sentence, she fled from the room.

      My bear demanded I get up and go after her. I stood, but before I made a move, the men who booked my services for the morning started filing back into the room.

      I held back the desire to bare my teeth and mow down the men now standing between me and the woman I wanted.

      Dave gave me a couple of rapid-fire smacks on my back. “Looks like Mrs. Begay’s pretty new guest didn’t stick around long.”

      His words took a few beats to sink in, my focus fully on the doorway where the first woman to ever call out my bear had disappeared. But when I realized what he’d said, I finally managed to tear my attention away to pin my gaze on him.

      “She’s staying here awhile?”

      Dave shrugged and offered a jovial smile. “Not sure if she’s staying awhile, but from what she and Mrs. Begay said over breakfast, she’ll be here at least until the weekend.”

      His words were sufficient to soothe my bear just a bit. Not completely. Something told me from this point on, my bear would never completely settle down again. But enough that I could focus on the task at hand—the fishing expedition.

      “You guys about ready to do some fishing?” I asked.

      Dave grinned and let out a sharp whistle. “Let’s head ‘em up and move ‘em out,” he called to the men.

      I couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. I’d had fun with the group during the week. Most of them were avid outdoorsmen. Like me, they liked nothing more than to find some adventure and sport in the wilderness or on the water.

      “I tried to convince Mrs. Begay’s new guest to come along and fish with us,” Dave said as we headed out to the dock where the boats were moored.

      His words caught my bear’s interest immediately. “Was she interested?”

      The words came from me so fast, I winced. Jeez. Was I really going to pump some guy I barely knew for information about my mate?

      My mate. The blow to my midsection shot the air from my lungs as surely as if I’d taken a hit from the heavyweight champion of the world. I clenched my jaw and only by the strongest effort of will did I manage to keep putting one foot in front of the other. There was no other way to explain my reaction to the woman. She had to be my mate.

      Even thinking it, a combination of relief and possession surged through me.

      “No, man,” Dave said with a chuckle, “she might be pretty to look at, but that girl’s got high maintenance written all over her. From what she said and the face she made, I’d say she doesn’t venture many places that don’t have a spot for her to plug in her hair dryer.”

      My heart plummeted to somewhere in the vicinity of my stomach. Most bear shifters craved the outdoors, but I’d always taken it to new levels, spending weeks and sometimes even months at a time tromping through the forests and mountains, sleeping under the stars. Even during my stint in the Army, I’d gotten a reputation for volunteering for the missions that allowed me to sleep outdoors, no matter what godforsaken place we might find ourselves in.

      Surely, my mate, the woman fated to be by my side for life, would have the same love for nature and the outdoors.

      “Are you talking about the girl at breakfast?” One of Dave’s buddies fell into step beside us. “She was a riot. When you mentioned coming fishing with us, you’d have thought you asked her to gut and clean everything we caught.”

      The two men laughed while I worked to keep myself steady, despite feeling like I was walking over ever sifting and shifting quicksand. Is it possible I was wrong?

      My bear had been getting closer and closer to the surface for the last few years. That was one of the reasons I’d left the military. No way I trusted myself to be in the middle of combat with my bear never more than a moment away from tearing his way out. Was it possible my bear was so desperate for his mate that I’d mistaken the first new woman in my path as the one?

      Even as the thought passed through my mind, I could feel my bear rumble. An image flashed across my mind—honey hair, bow lips, and eyes the color of the sky. And in a blinding flash, I knew.

      These guys had breakfast with her. They didn’t hear her life story. I hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with her.

      Hell. I didn’t even know her name.

      But that would change. Tonight. After the fishing trip, I’d find out her name. The name of my mate. To start.

      Suddenly, I felt lighter than I had in years. Since before I left the Army and returned to Kodiak to start my business. Seeing friend after friend claim their mates had only made my bear edgier, more impatient.

      Now, though, now the impatience was there, a sense of urgency driving me to get on with the fishing so I could get back to the lodge. But the edginess, the unanswered need that clawed at me slowly from the inside, that was gone.

      In its place was anticipation and a sense of expectancy mixed together in such a way I almost couldn’t put a name to what I was feeling. But slowly it came to me. What I felt was something I hadn’t allowed myself to feel for a long time—hope.

      Hope that all the worst—the long wait, the fear that I’d never find her, the anger and bitterness that had started to take hold with each passing day—was finally behind me.

      As I untied the boat from its mooring along the long dock, I allowed myself one more look back at the lodge, feeling like my whole life had changed the second I’d stepped over the threshold of the dining room this morning.

      Tonight. The single word beat through my head, a reminder and a promise. Tonight I’d find out if the beautiful, sky-eyed woman was all that I hoped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      Kayla

      

      “Why did I let myself get talked into this?” I paced back and forth in my cozy little room. Though it didn’t seem quite as cozy anymore. Not since I slammed into it after all but running from the dining room.

      No, cozy didn’t describe it. But other “c” words worked. Cloying. Claustrophobic. Confined.

      I marched the path again from the front window on one wall to the dresser on the opposite wall. My hand pressed against my chest as if I could force the air in and out of my lungs.

      Being honest with myself, I had to admit, it wasn’t this room that was oppressive. I’d been fighting to breathe since before I returned to it.

      No, my ability to breathe had been impacted the moment I heard his voice behind me. My whole body had responded as if he’d flipped a switch. The careful control I pride myself on washed away like it had been hit by a tsunami and pulled out to sea. How on earth could someone I’d never met, heck, hadn’t even seen at that point, make me have that sort of physical reaction?

      A tingle of fear ran up my spine, stopping me in my tracks. Was this how my mother had felt?

      I resumed my pacing, the hand on my chest moving up to shove my hair away from my face. As soon as I dropped my hand, my hair tumbled back down.

      With an impatient huff I snatched a hair elastic from where I’d left several on the nightstand. I twisted my heavy hair into a knot at my neck, for once not caring about styling it into something neat and tidy, just needing it out of my face.

      My mind flashed with an image of Trent Black. I sat down hard on the bed as I recalled the moment when the man came into view. If I’d thought his voice did things to me, that was nothing compared to how I reacted when I caught my first sight of him.

      Trent Black was tall, his shoulders broad, testing the limits of the plaid, flannel shirt he wore. His dark hair was in need of a trim, beginning to dip down over his forehead.

      And his eyes. Holy. Hell. His eyes were a brown so dark they were almost black. The minute I caught his penetrating gaze on me, I felt as if he could see every deep, dark corner of me. Every thought, every secret.

      The oddest part was that I wanted to let him see all that. I wanted him to see past the perfectly tailored clothes. Past the neat hair and carefully applied makeup. I wanted him to see beneath the still waters of the surface and into the murky, churning depths of me.

      And then he sat across the table from me and smiled and introduced himself as if we were supposed to sit there and have a normal conversation. As if he was just another one of the guys finishing off breakfast in the lodge’s dining room and waiting for a fishing expedition.

      I’d fled. There was no other way to describe it. When I tried to speak to him, I found myself choking on all the things I wanted to say to him, the secrets I wanted to share with him. Him. A total stranger. I didn’t even share all my secrets with my best friend.

      I hadn’t been able to sit there and pretend I could engage in a normal conversation. I’d stood and stuttered out a few words before I flew up to my room.

      I dropped my face into the palms of my hands, my elbows to my knees. I was the owner of a very successful business. I’d negotiated with the best of them, from extremely wealthy landowners to temperamental chefs. None of it ever fazed me, and I always got what I wanted.

      But two minutes in a room with Trent Black and I was a blithering idiot.

      I sucked in a steadying breath and lifted my head to stare out the window. I’d almost expected the scenery to change. Maybe have some ominous, dark clouds rolling in.

      But no, the sunshine still spilled through the trees. The landscape still had that hopeful expectancy of spring about to burst through to disrupt the tranquil blanket of winter.

      I could feel an answering call deep down inside myself. Like something was there, just waiting to burst through the brittle ice of the carefully constructed exterior I showed to the world every day.

      No. I jumped from the bed. I knew coming to Kodiak was a huge mistake, but even I couldn’t have predicted just how big.

      I stomped to the closet and pulled out my large suitcase. I tossed it on the bed and flipped it open. Time for me to get the heck out of here.

      I stepped over to the bureau and opened the top drawer where I’d unpacked my bras and panties, each neatly folded and placed next to its coordinating partner.

      Without thought, I scooped up all of them and dumped them unceremoniously into the bottom of my suitcase. I moved to the next drawer full of socks and pajamas and repeated the process.

      Just as I moved to the closet to start snatching clothing from hangers, my phone chimed. I dug it from my pocket. If it was Ella texting me, I could warn her that I was cutting this trip short. I’d tell her I didn’t think Kodiak was the right place for the wedding her sister wanted, but I would keep looking.

      I’d just leave out the part where my searching would take place far, far away from Trent Black.

      But it wasn’t Ella texting me. It was her sister Lily: I know you probably haven’t had a chance to do much sightseeing yet, but I’m DYING to hear how it’s going. Have you planned the perfect wedding yet?

      I dropped to the bed like a balloon someone had stuck a pin into. My gaze once again flew to the window. I took in the view and then the idea the scenery had inspired for the perfect, magical wedding of Lily’s dreams popped into head.

      Was I really going to disappoint my best friend, truly my only real friend, and her little sister? And more importantly, was I really going to allow some random guy to chase me away from doing my job?

      That was the thought that got me moving. I jumped up once again and marched to my suitcase. I stared in horror at what Trent Black had driven me to. My underwear, socks, and pajamas were a tangled mess in the bottom of my suitcase. I’d allowed some man to drive me to lose my self-control and almost run away with my tail between my legs.

      Unacceptable. With a huff of annoyance at my own behavior, I unpacked my suitcase and made sure everything was put back into the drawers as neatly and orderly as I had last night.

      I was going to create a fairytale wedding for Lily. I was not going to let some strange man get to me again. And now I was prepared for Trent. If I even saw him again, and that was a big if since Mrs. Begay said the other lodgers were leaving tomorrow, I would be able to handle it the same way I always handled things—efficiently and with my cool and calm exterior intact.

      Once I finished stowing the suitcase back in the closet, I picked up my phone and replied to Lily’s text: You are going to have the most magical wedding I’ve ever planned. I promise.

      And with that, I grabbed coat, keys, and a map and headed out to keep my word.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eight hours later I was beginning to regret my hasty promise. I’d spent the entire day, with the exception of a quick stop in town for lunch, tooling around in my rental car. I must have driven down every road in Kodiak. Twice. I’d gotten out to walk around and take in the sights in a bunch of places, but as gorgeous as the scenery was, nothing quite fit the picture I had in my head.

      My stomach grumbled, reminding me it had been a while since the salad I had for lunch. I was tired and still a little jet lagged and my feet were throbbing in my pretty red flats. I’d imagined looking professional when I discussed renting property and hiring wedding vendors. I hadn’t bargained for spending hours tromping over uneven ground, climbing hills to reach the edge of forests, or walking along the seashore in search of the perfect locations. My feet were definitely paying the price for the lack of foresight.

      With a sigh, I took one last look around the field I’d stopped to check out before heading back to the rental car. I debated stopping in town for dinner. I was pretty sure I had time until sunset. I definitely didn’t want to get caught out in the dark on the winding road back to the lodge.

      I shuddered at the thought of what could be lurking in the forests in werebear country at night. Add to that, the agony my feet suffered. They screamed to be released from the confines of their shoes.

      I thought of the breakfast Mrs. Begay served up this morning and my stomach responded with an even louder rumble. I couldn’t help but laugh at the sound. I gave my stomach a pat. “Mrs. Begay’s home cooked dinner it is.”

      I ignored the shot of apprehension that went through me at the possibility of running into Trent again. Surely the fishing trip was long since over and he went back to…wherever it was he came from.

      A little while later I approached the dining room for the second time that day. As soon as I got back to my room, I’d changed into a pair of comfortable, though expensive and well-tailored jeans, a soft gray sweater with tiny flowers embroidered around the neckline and cuffs, and the best part of the whole outfit—a pair of wool house shoes with fleece lining. I’d almost wept in relief when I slipped out of the pointy-toed flats and into these. And while I probably still looked a little overdressed by Kodiak standards, I should fit in a little better in this outfit than I had this morning.

      The scents wafting toward me pulled me forward until I stood on the threshold of the dining room. I allowed my gaze to do a quick inventory of the room’s occupants, but it almost seemed unnecessary. I knew the moment I stepped inside that Trent Black wasn’t there. Something deep inside me that I didn’t even want to acknowledge had sensed him the moment he entered the room this morning. But that electric, hyper-awareness wasn’t here this evening.

      I ignored the fact that a glimmer of disappointment flashed through me at his absence. I strode forward and offered up a smile to the men in the room. The table was only about half full, and I took a seat in the spot I’d occupied this morning.

      Mrs. Begay came through a set of swinging doors that I assumed led to the kitchen with a large platter in her hands. She set it down on the table and I could see a heaping pile of battered and golden-fried fish.

      “The men had a successful trip! We’re having the fruits of their labors for dinner.” Mrs. Begay leaned down to me and whispered close to my ear. “I might have added a few extra fillets from my freezer to the mix, but we’ll keep that our little secret.”

      I grinned up at her and she winked before scurrying back to the kitchen. This time she returned with two helpers, all of them laden with platters and bowls. Before I knew it, the table had filled and I had a plate piled high with fried fish, coleslaw, homemade French fries and a green salad. The men conversed amicably about their day, the fish they’d caught and the ones that got away, and the things they’d spent the week doing. A home cooked meal and a table full of people chatting about their day was not something I’d experienced very often, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel myself relaxing and enjoying every moment of it.

      Mrs. Begay took her spot next to me at the head of the table. “How was your day, dear? Were you successful in finding a wedding location?”

      “No. I drove all over this island. I found so many lovely spots but nothing really grabbed me. I guess I’ll try again tomorrow.” A small pang of…something…went through me realizing how nice it was to have someone ask about my day.

      “I’m sure you’ll find something soon,” Mrs. Begay said.

      I sighed. “I’m keeping my fingers crossed. This isn’t just any client. It’s my best friend’s little sister. I want it to be really special.”

      She smiled at me. “That’s so sweet. I’m sure she’ll appreciate all your hard work.”

      “I hope so. Maybe tomorrow I’ll go a little deeper into the forest.” I pulled my brows together. “Though, I’m not sure that’s such a great idea. I’m not exactly an outdoor adventurer. I’m a little nervous about getting lost in the woods.”

      An electric zing went through me right before his voice hit my ears. “I’ll take you.”

      I turned, my heart stuttering in my chest, to find Trent Black standing behind me. All my best plans for how I would react if and when I saw him next flew right out the window. I opened my mouth to speak, but like an idiot, I couldn’t get two words to string together. I closed it again and he grinned at me as he slid into the chair next to mine.

      “Thanks for the invite, Mrs. Begay.” He directed his words at the older woman, but mid-sentence his eyes drifted back to me, pinning me to my spot.

      “Of course! We always have a spot for you.”

      I glanced at Mrs. Begay and found her eyes twinkling with amusement, dancing between Trent and I.

      Great. On top of everything else, the last thing I needed was to have the well-meaning woman playing matchmaker.

      “I don’t have any clients tomorrow.” Trent’s deep voice brought my head swinging around toward him. “I can help you.”

      “You can help me?” I repeated inanely.

      The corners of his mouth twitched, but his eyes were intense on me as he leaned in closer. “Tell me what you need.”

      So many things happened in my body all at once at his words that I had trouble cataloging them all. My stomach did a strange, slow somersault. My heart stopped and then started again, double time. My mouth went dry and my nerve endings sizzled. A strange, exultant feeling shimmered through me, like I’d gotten on the best roller coaster ride in the world, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever want to get off.

      “I need to find a location in the forest to have a wedding.”

      At my words, his eyes shuttered. His face went completely blank and he sat back in his seat. “A wedding?”

      I nodded, my gaze searching for a clue as to why his expression lost all semblance emotion. It was only as I took stock of the lack of emotion that I realized how much had been there before.

      I shook my head, trying to keep my thoughts coherent and at the same time keep myself from reaching out and smoothing the furrow between his brows.

      “Miss Mackenzie is a wedding planner,” Mrs. Begay chimed in. “She’s here planning her best friend’s little sister’s wedding. So she needs something extra special.”

      I turned to Mrs. Begay as she spoke, but about halfway through her explanation, I felt the heat at my back.

      I whipped my head around to find Trent leaned in close to me, his face soft once again. “So it’s not your wedding you’re planning?”

      My mouth refused to follow my orders and answer him, so shaking my head in response was the most I could manage.

      He grinned. “Good.”

      I nodded inanely, but couldn’t think of one word to say. His grin widened.

      Thankfully, Mrs. Begay jumped in to fill the silence before things could get any more awkward. “This is perfect. Trent knows Kodiak like the back of his hand. I’m sure he can help you find the perfect spot for the wedding you have in mind.”

      Okay. Maybe I’d been too hasty in thinking it was a good thing Mrs. Begay filled the silence. How on earth was I going to get myself out of this?

      “I’d be happy to take you anywhere you want to go,” Trent said. “What did you have in mind?”

      I blinked up at him for several long seconds, trying and failing to collect my thoughts. Finally, I shook my head and managed to string more than a few words together.

      “I thought I’d do a fairytale theme. I wanted to do something really elegant, but in the middle of a forest setting. Of course, it can’t be too remote. We want to make sure all the guests can easily get to the location.” As I spoke, I realized by filling in all the details, I might be inadvertently agreeing to the plans he and Mrs. Begay were making to have him take me around the island. “Oh, but I didn’t mean you have to take me…”

      “I know I don’t have to. I want to,” Trent said, his eyes steady on mine.

      I swallowed and found myself getting lost in his look. An unfamiliar warmth ignited deep in my belly and spread throughout my body. There was something about him. Something that made me feel like I knew him already on some visceral level. How was that possible?

      That thought brought me back to my senses. Business. I was here on business.

      I was not turning into some ridiculous creature who fell at the feet of the first attractive man who showed an interest.

      Though, if I were being honest with myself, I had to admit that Trent was more than attractive. There was something about him, I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. He wasn’t classically handsome. His face was too rugged for that with the deep lines around his eyes as if he spent lots of time in the sun, the crook in middle of his nose that said he’d broken it a time or two, and the small scar that cut into his top lip.

      His height and broad shoulders should have made me wary of him. Instead I had this odd sense of being protected. The straight lines of his jaw and cheekbones made him look strong, like he could handle any and everything life sent his way.

      His dark eyes, they were almost indescribable. They way he looked at me in the penetrating way he did, made me feel stripped bare. Like he could see all the parts of me I kept hidden from the world.

      And that’s the thought that had me searching for my inner ice princess. The one who protected me from the advances of strange men in cities across the globe. The one who helped me negotiate with the shrewdest of business owners. The one I knew could turn his gaze from warm and piercing to blank and disinterested.

      I ignored the pang of regret that hit me at the thought of Trent looking at me with disinterest. If I gave into all these feelings coursing through me, I’d be no better than my mother. Time to put a stop to…whatever this was going on here.

      But I never got the chance. Once again Mrs. Begay stepped into the breach. “Wonderful! It’s all settled then! Trent you can come in the morning and take Miss Mackenzie exploring Kodiak and I’ll pack you a lunch.”

      “Oh, but...” I started, blinking at Mrs. Begay.

      “That would be great. Thank you, Mrs. Begay.” Trent rose from the table. “And thank you for dinner. I hate to eat and run but I have a few things I need to take care of tonight.”

      “I don’t think…” I tried again, but before I could get more than those three words out, Trent was turning those eyes on me. I swear he was doing something to me with that look. My ice princess melted like a puddle before she even had a chance to think about giving him the cold shoulder.

      “I’ll come by around nine tomorrow.” He smiled gently and stepped closer to my seat.

      “Okay.” I heard myself agreeing as if I was standing outside myself.

      “Am I going to have to call you Miss Mackenzie while we’re out tomorrow?”

      His question took me off guard. “What?”

      His smiled deepened, bringing out the lines along his eyes. “You never told me your name.”

      “Oh. It’s Kayla.”

      “Kayla,” he repeated after me.

      My name on his lips made me shiver. Seriously, what on earth was wrong with me? Had someone dropped something in my drink?

      Then he reached out and took my hand. “Nice to meet you, Kayla.”

      His velvet over gravel voice coupled with his touch almost made me fall out of my chair. I felt like some delicate heroine in a regency novel who should be calling for the hartshorn and smelling salts to revive me from the spell that was making me dizzy and lightheaded.

      Since I didn’t have any hartshorn or smelling salts on hand, I fortified myself with a deep breath and somehow managed to nod. “Nice to meet you, too.”

      He held my hand in his much larger one, his gaze never leaving mine, and I was lost to him. At that moment, I knew real fear because I knew all he had to do was touch me and look at me like he was right that moment and I would follow him anywhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Kayla

      

      I don’t know how I managed to sleep a wink that night, but somehow slumber found me and held me until my alarm went off at seven the next morning. Once again, I rose rested and feeling refreshed. At least until I remembered the reason I set my alarm. Then refreshed left the building and panic set in.

      Why had I agreed to let Trent Black, the man who seemed to have some kind of bizarre hypnotic effect on me, show me around the wilds of Kodiak today? What on earth had I been thinking?

      Flashes of the evening before invaded my brain—my hand in his, his eyes that stared into every nook and cranny of my being, my name on his lips. I’d made it to the ripe age of twenty-five believing I was immune to the charms of any man on the planet. Seeing the way my mother destroyed our family over “love” left me cynical of all the romanticized love at first sight, instant attraction, happily ever after nonsense.

      At least I believed it had. Right up until last night. But the inexplicable feeling of something inside me reaching out to Trent as if he was the being I’d been waiting millennia to find left me shaking in my hiking boots.

      I wanted to say I wouldn’t fall prey to the wild emotions churning inside me. I wouldn’t turn into my mother, the woman that left my father and I behind.

      I wanted to swear up and down I would never allow myself to become like her. But heck, I hadn’t even been able to say no to having him show me around today. How on earth would I say no to anything else he suggested?

      As I tugged on a black and gray sweater, panic gave way to sheer terror. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t spend the day with a man who made me lose my senses and apparently robbed me of my ability to speak.

      Just as I thought I might start hyperventilating, something else I could add to the long list of things I’d never experienced before, my phone dinged with a text message.

      I snatched it up, part of me hoping Trent had somehow gotten my number and was texting me to tell me he had to suddenly moved to Guam.

      Another part of me, some spot I never in a million years would have guessed existed inside me, snarled at the idea of him cancelling our plans for the day.

      It didn’t matter. The text was a photo from Ella—a selfie of her and June cuddled together on my rumpled bed. She added the message: Wish you were here!

      I smiled and slowly sank to the bed, never taking my eyes off the photo. Right this second, I’d give just about anything to be right there in my mussed bed with Ella and June.

      I couldn’t help but text her back: I wish I was there, too. Things are MESSY here!

      Of course, I should have known better. Approximately two point two seconds after I hit send on that text, my phone rang. I jumped in my seat and almost dropped it before I managed to swipe my thumb over the face of it and put it to my ear.

      “You didn’t have to call,” I said in lieu of hello.

      “Of course I did. What’s going on? What’s messy?” Ella’s voice grounded me immediately, and for the first time since I rolled out of bed my breath came almost normally.

      I smiled and thought about how to explain. Really there wasn’t much to tell. The reality was that I met a guy who knew the island well and offered to help me find a wedding venue. Simple.

      But it was so much more than that.

      “I met a man.” I winced and squeezed my eyes shut. I certainly hadn’t meant to blurt that out like that.

      “What?”

      I had to pull my phone away from my ear to save it from the high-pitched screech. I waited a beat before putting it back and sharing, “I…met someone. I’m probably making too much of it. But it doesn’t feel like too much. It feels like…”

      I stopped, searching for the words that would explain how I felt without making me sound like a complete ninny.

      “What does it feel like?” Ella’s voice came over the line in an almost reverent whisper.

      “Fate,” I said without thinking.

      “You don’t believe in fate.”

      I dropped my head, my hair sliding forward, creating a curtain around my face. I pressed the phone more tightly to my ear. “I didn’t before now. I thought it was just an excuse people used to get away with bad behavior.”

      A gasp came across the line. I knew how my friend felt about fate. She was big on signs from the universe, faith, and believing in the intangible. I never agreed, but I probably never said it flat out like that before.

      “But you’re a wedding planner,” Ella said. “Isn’t a belief in love and fate and happily ever afters sort of a prerequisite?”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Is it weird if I say no? I just like planning parties and making brides feel special on a day I know they’ll remember for the rest of their lives.”

      An impatient sigh came through the phone. “That’s got to be the most unromantic thing I’ve ever heard. I always figured underneath your organized, got-it-all-together exterior lurked the heart of a true romantic.”

      I snorted. “No. Underneath the surface organization is a pragmatist who leads from her head, not her heart.”

      “Well, that’s no fun.” The disappointment dripping from Ella’s words was evident.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “But wait, you said there’s a man. And fate. And feelings. I’m thinking there’s hope for you yet.”

      I fell back on the bed and chewed on my bottom lip as I weighed my words carefully. “Maybe. A long time ago. Maybe I was a romantic.”

      And as I said the words, I knew they were true. I could remember back to the elaborate weddings I staged for my dolls when I was little. Pretty sure I wasn’t just into throwing parties back then.

      “A long time ago? You sound like an old woman. How long ago could it have been?” Ella teased.

      “Fifteen years,” I whispered.

      “What?” The note of teasing left Ella’s voice. “What happened fifteen years ago?”

      “My mother left us.”

      A long silence met my words before Ella’s whisper came over the line. “What are you talking about, Kayla?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut put a hand to my forehead and took the plunge. “My mom left my dad and I when I was ten. For a bear shifter. She said she couldn’t help it. They were fated to be together and she had no choice but be with him.”

      “Oh, Kayla, why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      I shrugged and pulled in a shuddering breath. “I know I’m not the easiest person in the world to deal with. I figured if I loaded you up with all my baggage at once, you might head for the hills. And I couldn’t stand the thought of not having you in my life.”

      “Kayla Mackenzie!”

      My eyes popped open at Ella’s obvious anger. Garbage. Was I right? Was all of this too much for her to handle?

      “I can’t believe you think there’s anything—anything—you can’t tell me. I love you. You’re my best friend and...”

      Relief flooded my chest. “I love you, too,” I said quietly, interrupting her tirade.

      “I know that!”

      I laughed at her annoyed tone, so relieved, I was almost giddy. “Are you too annoyed to listen to the rest of the story? And the dirt on the guy?”

      That calmed her right down. “I will never be too annoyed to get the dirt on a guy. Especially a guy who made your life messy in less than twenty-four hours and has you spilling your guts to me.”

      “Wow, has it only been twenty-four hours?”

      “Yes, now spill,” she said impatiently.

      So I did. I told her about how my mother wanted to share custody of me, but my dad argued with her about it the day she left. She’d brought her bear shifter boyfriend with her and when my father grabbed my mother’s arm at one point, the man had shifted.

      I’d been ten years old and spying from behind the kitchen doorway. I watched in terror when he changed into a bear and snarled at my father.

      After that, there was no use discussing custody. There was no way I’d set foot in a home she shared with that creature.

      “But it sounds like he was protecting your mother,” Ella said.

      I sighed. “I’ve wondered that over the last few years. But as far as my ten-year-old self was concerned, my mom ran off with a monster worse than anything my imagination could conjure.”

      “So have you tried to get in touch with her since then?”

      “I was so angry with her for so long.” I shoved my hand through my hair, sifting through the strands. “Then my dad died, and Ella, I swear…they said he had a heart attack, but I swear he died of a broken heart.”

      “Sweetie, I’m so sorry. How old were you?”

      “Fourteen.”

      She gasped. “So did you end up going to live with your mother after that?”

      “No, after my dad died, I blamed her. I didn’t want to be around her new husband and my aunt, my dad’s sister, offered to help me. She helped me get into a boarding school in Connecticut and let me stay with her on holidays.”

      I left out the details of just how lonely those holidays were. My aunt took me in to get back at my mother. She blamed her for my father’s death, too, and if I was being honest, she helped keep my anger alive much longer than I should have let it fester.

      “So what about now? It sounds like maybe you’re ready to forgive your mom…?”

      “Her husband sent me a letter when I was sixteen. My mom died.”

      “Oh, no! No wonder why you never wanted to talk about your childhood. Why didn’t I make you tell me all this sooner?”

      Laughter bubbled up inside me. “Only you would find out I’ve been keeping secrets from you for years and end up blaming yourself.”

      “Oh, sweetie, I don’t blame you. That’s the kind of thing you only talk about when you’re ready.”

      “Have I mentioned that I love you?”

      “You might have brought it up once or twice. But don’t change the subject.”

      “What subject? That’s everything I’ve been keeping to myself.”

      “Uh, hello? The guy?”

      “Oh, yeah. The guy.” My stomach filled with fluttering wings at just the thought of him.

      I filled in Ella on meeting Trent and the strong visceral attraction I felt.

      “Hate to break it to you, but it doesn’t sound like much of a problem to me.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “In fact, quite the opposite. We should all have problems like you have.”

      “Ellllaaaa,” I whined. “That’s not helpful.”

      “Sorry. I just don’t see the problem.”

      “The problem is that he has some sort of weird hold on me. If I give into these feelings, I’m no better than my mother.”

      She made an impatient clicking sound with her tongue. “First, and this is something I want you to think about, but I don’t think your mom was the horrible person you thought she was. Maybe you need to find a way to forgive her.”

      She wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t already considered. Looking at things from the perspective of an adult instead of a child in the middle of a trauma, I could see that my mother wasn’t completely to blame for the way things turned out. I didn’t think she’d ever intended to leave me.

      “When my dad died and I cleaned out some of his stuff, I found letters and cards my mom sent me every week since she left,” I admitted. “I didn’t read them. My dad had been all I had when she left. I think I was afraid if I read those letters, I’d get angry at my father and I wasn’t ready for that. But maybe when I get home…maybe it’s time I got to see some of the truth from both sides.”

      “I think that’s a good idea. But here’s the other thing. Even if you were right about your mom. Even if she meant to leave you behind and never look back, that shouldn’t stop you from pursuing a relationship. You seem to be forgetting a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact you’re not married. You aren’t leaving a husband and child behind for some other man. You’re one hundred percent free to follow your heart.”

      Hope and fear tied themselves into knots in my stomach at her words. She wasn’t wrong. All of it was true. Pursuing someone who made me feel like my mother’s werebear made her feel didn’t have the same potential to hurt everyone.

      But admitting that meant that I had no excuse not to leave myself vulnerable to Trent.

      “You’re forgetting something else,” Ella said.

      “What’s that?”

      “He’s not a bear shifter.” She paused for several long seconds. “Is he?”

      “No!” The idea was ridiculous. I’d seen the way my mother’s bear shifter looked and acted. Nothing like Trent. In fact, nothing like anyone I met in Kodiak.

      “I think maybe the shifters live separately. I was so afraid to come here because I figured they’d be everywhere. But I’m beginning to think they avoid us as much as we avoid them.”

      “So there you go. You’re single, you’re not a parent, and Trent is not a shifter. I say you go for it!”

      I laughed. “Of course you do.”

      But I had to admit, her words made sense. My circumstances were not the same as my mother’s. I was free to follow my heart without putting anyone at risk but myself.

      “So when are you going to see him again?” Ella asked.

      I pulled the phone from my ear and checked the time. “Oh my goodness! He’ll be here in fifteen minutes. I have to go!”

      Ella’s laughter came over the line. “Go! Get ready to see your Alaskan hottie.”

      Excitement coursed through me at her words. I was going to do this. “I’m going. I love you. Thank you, Ella. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “I love you, too. And you’ll never have to find out…as long as you remember to call me and give me all the details of how things are going.”

      I was still laughing as we exchanged good-byes and I ran around my room like a chicken with its head cut off to finish getting ready.

      I couldn’t quite believe it. I was getting ready to spend the day with a man who made me feel completely out of control. And I liked it. I might be more nervous than I’d ever been in my life, but even that felt good. I couldn’t wait to see what the day brought with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Kayla

      

      Sitting next to Trent in his black SUV that looked like it had traveled more than a few back roads in its lifetime, I felt like I was back in middle school. Nerves twisted my stomach in knots and kept me tongue-tied. I wracked my brain for something to talk to him about, but I couldn’t come up with a single thing. Nerves wiped my brain clean, too, I guessed.

      “You okay?” Trent asked.

      I glanced at him and then found it impossible to look away. In that moment, I felt like I could spend the rest of my life just looking at him.

      “I’m fine.” And if my voice cracked a little bit and contradicted my words, well, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      He took his eyes off the road for a few seconds to give me one of his penetrating looks. He returned his attention to the road, but at the same time reached over and took my hand, enveloping it in his much larger one. “You sure?”

      My skin crackled with my awareness of him. Every inch of me felt awake and alive in a way I’d never experienced before. And I liked it.

      “I’m sure,” I said. That time my voice might have been quiet, but it sounded certain.

      He flashed me a grin that made my heart pick up speed and he squeezed my hand. I thought he might let go, but instead he picked up our joined hands and rested them on his hard thigh.

      I might have forgotten how to breathe for a few seconds there.

      “The place I want to show you first is right up here.”

      I blinked and made a concerted effort to act normally. No easy feat when every new look he gave me, every word he spoke in that incredible voice, sent my senses scattering.

      “I can’t wait to see it,” I said.

      The spot Trent took me to was beautiful. Better than any of the places I'd seen yesterday on my own. But still not quite right.

      I hesitated a little in telling him, but it was like he knew exactly how I felt without my having to say a word.

      "This one isn't it," he said. He stood beside me as we looked out over a clearing in a field surrounded by towering pines.

      "What makes you say that?"

      He grinned down at me and raised a finger to trace the spot between my eyebrows.

      "You scrunched your eyebrows together while you were looking around."

      I looked up at him, my eyes going wide. "And from that you could tell I don't think this is the right spot?"

      He nodded and slid his hand down to glide the backs of his fingers over my cheeks. I shivered.

      "Oh," is the only thing I managed to get out.

      He grabbed my hand and led me back to his SUV. "Let's go. We have a mission to accomplish here."

      I laughed and followed him, loving the feeling of my hand in his.

      And the rest of the morning went pretty much the same way. Trent drove me all over Kodiak and managed to bring me to some incredibly beautiful locations. Any of them would have been appropriate for Lily's wedding, but for some reason I hesitated at each one. I couldn't put my finger on it, but something wasn't right in each spot.

      I worried a bit that Trent would get bored or impatient with me. That would have been a deal breaker for me. All attraction aside, I took my job seriously. I had no intention of lowering my standards to keep him happy.

      But he didn't seem to mind. He walked at my side and pointed out different types of trees and plants. He showed me signs that wildlife had been through and told me funny stories about some of the people he'd met since opening his outdoor expedition business. Through it all, he amazed me with how easily he seemed to be able to read my thoughts and feelings.

      "Are we running out of locations?" I asked when we got back in his SUV after the fourth stop.

      "There might be one more," he said with a grin.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. "Have you been holding out on me?"

      He held up a hand, palm facing out. "I plead the fifth."

      I giggled, but before I could respond to his teasing, my stomach grumbled.

      I didn't get the chance to become embarrassed. Trent reached over and, in a gesture that was beginning to feel familiar, took my hand in his and placed our linked fingers on his thigh.

      "Your appetite is right on time. We can eat the lunch Mrs. Begay packed for us at the next spot," Trent said.

      I peered out the window. "Isn't it a little cold for a picnic?" The temperature had dropped considerably since yesterday.

      He shrugged and turned up the heat a little. I gave his hand a small squeeze at his thoughtfulness and was rewarded with an easy smile from him.

      “We can eat in here and just enjoy the view.”

      A few minutes later we were driving along a dirt track into the woods. I wrinkled my nose, suddenly doubtful of the kind of view we might get. “This seems a little…rustic.”

      He chuckled. “I know the dirt road doesn’t look like much, but we’re going pretty deep into the woods. At least you know this would be accessible for all your guests.”

      “Okay.” I tried to keep an open mind, but the farther we drove, the more oppressively the trees towered around us, blocking out the sunlight. Not to say the forest didn’t have its own appeal, but it wasn’t what I had in mind for a wedding.

      The SUV crested over a small hill and came to a stop. A gasp broke from me.

      “What do you think?” Trent asked.

      Before I even thought about what I was doing, I unbuckled my seatbelt and scrambled out of the vehicle. The same sense of longing that hit me the first morning looking out the window at the scenery hit me even harder now, and I couldn’t resist the pull of the wilderness.

      We parked at the top of a small hill which sloped down into a valley. Even though winter still hung in the air, the floor of the meadow was green and lush. Trees surrounded it, looking as if they stood guard. Dappled sunlight streamed through the fronds of the tall spruces, dancing over the meadow. It looked exactly like the enchanted forest I’d been holding in my mind’s eye. So much so, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see fairies darting in and out of the patches of sunshine.

      I turned to Trent. “This is incredible.”

      He grinned and ducked his head, an almost boyish expression on his face. “I’m glad you like it. And just picture it in another couple of months. Everything will be in bloom and the valley will be filled with wild flowers.”

      The look on his face might be even more enchanting than the scenery. I had to rip my gaze from his and make a real effort to turn my attention back to the forest and meadow.

      “I can see what you mean about the road here,” I said. “It might not look like much, but I can’t imagine getting tents and tables, not to mention guests, up here without having a road in.”

      I could picture all of it so clearly as I planned and plotted for Lily’s wedding day. I could see the tents and tables, flowers and chandeliers. I could hear the soft music playing and the clink of forks and glasses against fine china and crystal. I could imagine the bride and groom and their guests wandering through the enchanted meadow.

      “It’s so beautiful, I almost hate to bring people here,” I whispered to Trent. “I’d love to keep it just for us.”

      As soon as the words left my mouth, my eyes grew wide and my body froze. I couldn’t believe I just said that. The words slipped from my mouth before I even really registered the thought.

      Not that they weren’t true. As I imagined all the people invading this space, I worried it would lose some of its magic. And if I was being completely honest, part of the magic had to do with the fact I got to experience it all with Trent at my side.

      My eyes flew to him. He wasn’t grinning, but he didn’t look irritated or impatient. If anything, his expression had grown softer as he looked at me. His gaze was no less penetrating, but at the same time it was filled with such warmth, it all but robbed me of the ability to speak.

      “We can come here as often as you like, just the two of us,” Trent assured me.

      Confusion drew my brows together. I only had a few more days left in Kodiak. How many opportunities would Trent and I get to visit this spot?

      The thought caused a sharp pain to shoot through my chest. Was it only two days ago I was packing and counting down the minutes until I could return home?

      “Are you sure the people who own the property won’t mind?” I managed to ask. Because despite my doubts, despite my fears, despite my feeling completely out of my depth, I couldn’t bear the thought of this being the last moment I’d be standing out here with Trent.

      “My family owns this land. We’re happy to let you have your wedding here.”

      “This is all yours?” My voice reflected my awe. I’d never considered myself anything but a city girl, but standing here surrounded by the wildness of nature and with Trent at my side, I could imagine looking out at this spot every day for the rest of my life and loving every minute of it.

      The thought jarred me. What was happening to me?

      Before I could give any worries or fears free rein, Trent stepped to my side and tugged me around to face him. The intensity of his expression stole my breath. I had no time to assemble my jumbled thoughts before his head bent toward me.

      “All mine,” he said right before his lips hit mine.

      In that instant, I was lost to him and the feeling of his mouth moving against mine. His arms came around me, tucking my body close to his. Once the shock of his actions evaporated, I gave in fully to the feelings he pulled from me.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and when his tongue traced the seam of my lips, I opened my mouth to him. With a groan, he deepened the kiss, his tongue diving in to taste and tease me.

      It was as if the enchantment of the forest seeped into us and imbued us with its magic. As our bodies opened to each other, so did something else. Warmth built low down in my belly, but it also sparked and ignited something deep, deep inside me.

      The kiss was both new and familiar. I reveled in learning the way he moved his mouth over mine, and I followed where he led. At the same time, I felt as if I’d been kissing him forever. As if this was a long awaited homecoming that allowed me to recognize the warmth and familiarity that seemed to come from some soul deep level.

      When Trent finally lifted his head and broke the kiss, a small mewl of protest escaped me. With a chuckle he pressed a soft kiss to the corner of my mouth, another to my cheek, and another right beside my ear.

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said. “I would love nothing more than to kiss you all day, but where you’re concerned, I don’t think I could keep it to just kissing for very long. I don’t want to push you too far, too fast.”

      Wow. That was nice.

      Before I could pull my scattered thoughts together, my stomach responded for me, letting out a large growl.

      Trent laughed and tugged me toward the SUV. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s get you fed.”
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* * *

      Trent

      

      Pulling my mouth from Kayla’s had been the hardest thing I’d ever had to do. Every instinct I possessed roared at me to claim her.

      The only thing that kept me from dragging her down to the cool, lush grass of the meadow and making her mine was the thought of how she might feel afterwards. All morning she’d allowed me to lead her wherever I wanted to bring her, but I got the sense that putting that much trust in anyone was totally new to her.

      She’d been sweet and seemed to enjoy my light touches and holding her hand, but there was a tentativeness about her. Almost as if she questioned herself with each move she made. Not when it came to her business. Hearing her talk about her plans for the wedding, I’d loved her decisive and organized thought process.

      When the conversation turned to anything more personal, she became almost shy. I could almost see her testing her words before she spoke.

      I knew now without a doubt that she was mine. She was my mate. Each moment I spent with her only reinforced the fact. My bear rumbled and growled all morning, pushing me to get to her faster. When I arrived at the lodge to pick her up, he’d been so close to the surface, I’d had to take a moment to get myself under control. I’d been waiting for her for so long, part of me was afraid that I’d toss her over my shoulder and carry her away into the woods. I still didn’t know how I’d had the power to leave her the night before.

      My bear calmed the moment I had her alone in the truck. I reveled in the peace she brought me. For years now, my bear had been fighting to be let out. My life had become one long, constant struggle to hang on to my humanity.

      Wild how finally, finally having Kayla here with me stirred my bear in ways he’d never presented himself before while at the same time making me feel more human again. There was no way I was going to do anything to scare her away. I’d found myself treating her a bit like a captured wild animal all morning. I’d move in closer when she gave me the opening and pull back a little when her wariness came through.

      But in that clearing, with her sky blue eyes staring up at me in wonder, all thoughts of being careful with her flew out the window. I had no choice. I had to taste her and to claim her at least in that small way.

      Now sitting with her in my truck, I realized I’d made a tactical error. Not that I thought I’d pushed her too far. If anything, she seemed more comfortable after we shared that kiss.

      No, my error had been in thinking that one taste of her would help calm me. The opposite was true. The thought of dropping her at the lodge and walking away again made me almost crazy.

      “I might have to kidnap Mrs. Begay and take her back to New York with me,” Kayla said with a sigh as she dug into the roasted chicken sandwich the older woman had packed for lunch.

      The reminder that not only would I have to leave her at the lodge at the end of the day, but that in just a few short days she’d be flying far away from me, almost shoved me over the edge of sanity. I clamped my teeth together and fought to keep my bear from roaring to the surface.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” Kayla’s sweet, concerned voice worked like a charm on my bear. He seemed to sense her innate wariness and pulled back just enough to allow me to get myself under control.

      “I was having too much fun watching you eat,” I told her.

      She laughed. “I never eat like this. It must be something about the Alaskan air. It’s a good thing we walked all over God’s creation today or I’d be five pounds heavier at least when I return home.”

      I kept a tight rein on my emotions and managed to ask her, “When do you go back to New York?” I bit into my sandwich and tried to act like her answer didn’t mean everything to me.

      A slightly wistful, almost sad expression passed over her face, there and gone so fast, if I wasn’t watching so closely I might have missed it.

      “I’m supposed to fly back on Friday.”

      Four days. The thought that I could find my mate only to lose her again in four short days made the bite of sandwich in my mouth taste like sand.

      No. There’s no way I was going to lose her. If I had to track her back to New York, that’s what I’d do.

      “I’d like to spend those days with you,” I told her.

      She raised startled blue eyes to meet mine. “You would?”

      I nodded. “You have to feel what’s between us, Kayla…”

      Her teeth sank into her bottom lip and she dropped her head so her hair slid forward and hid her eyes from me.

      “Kayla? Please don’t hide.”

      She raised her eyes to mine. “I do feel something for you. I have to be honest, I’m not a big believer in the idea of instant…attraction.” She tucked a few wayward strands of her honey blonde hair behind her ear and it was all I could do not to reach out and touch her.

      “What I feel for you is more than just attraction, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes grew even wider. “How can you say that, Trent?”

      I couldn’t resist her another second. I used the back of my fingers to caress her soft cheek. “I can say it because it’s true. The second I laid eyes on you, I knew you were someone important to me.”

      That was the best I could come up with to explain my reaction to her. I’d known the moment I laid eyes on her, heck, I think I felt it before I even cleared the threshold of the dining room, that she was the one person in the world created just for me. She was mine. Now all I had to do was convince her and tread carefully so I didn’t scare her away in the meantime.

      “How do I know you don’t feed that line to every female tourist that finds her way to Kodiak?”

      I could see wariness fighting with hope behind her eyes. I hated that she felt she had anything to worry about, but I couldn’t hold back the laugh that escaped me. “Sweetheart, you couldn’t be farther from the truth. If you ask anyone on Kodiak that same question about me, they’d laugh themselves silly.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What does that mean? Do you not date tourists? Do you have a wife and six kids stashed somewhere?”

      I barked out another laugh. “You have nothing to worry about. I don’t date tourists. I don’t have a wife or children or a girlfriend stashed away. I haven’t made my way through all the females in Kodiak, leaving a trail of broken hearts behind me.”

      Her teeth returned to worrying her bottom lip as she weighed my words and I couldn’t help myself. With my finger, I eased her lip out from the hold of her teeth. Then I leaned forward and pressed a hard, fast kiss to her lips.

      I pulled back and continued trying to reassure her. “I like the wilderness. I like sleeping under the stars. I spend as little time in town as possible. I’m not out trolling for tourists. I’m actually alone most of the time.”

      “This is so confusing. I’m not happy to hear you’re alone a lot. In fact, I hate thinking of that,” she said, obviously not realizing exactly how much of her feelings for me she was sharing. “But I’m happy that you’re not hitting on everything in a skirt in a twenty mile radius.”

      “No, definitely not hitting on every woman in a twenty mile radius. Just you.”

      “Just me,” she repeated.

      I nodded, but refrained from sharing the fact that it would be just her forever. She was the only one for me. If just spending the day with me made her wary, I couldn’t imagine how she’d be if I shared that I planned on spending the rest of my life with her.

      I was now a man on a mission. I had four days to convince her that she and I were fated to be together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      Kayla

      

      Sleep didn’t come as easily that night as it had the night before. I tossed and turned, fitful and restless. And it was all Trent’s fault.

      After I shared that our meadow was the perfect place for the wedding I had in mind, he’d brought me back to town. My stomach plunged with disappointment when I thought he was taking me back to the Big Spruce Lodge. And then relief and confusion twisted through me when I realized I was wrong.

      He wasn’t dropping me off. Instead, he brought me to several local businesses—a florist, a bakery, and oddly, the local animal shelter. I’d been charmed by Macy, the woman who ran the shelter and who also happened to be Trent’s sister and a musician who he thought could help me plan the music for the wedding.

      That’s right. The man I just met and who I was inexplicably falling for, more so with each passing moment, introduced me to his sister on our first date.

      Wait. Was that even a date?

      I tossed around under the pretty, soft quilt again. The movement didn’t make me any more comfortable, though. If anything it brought more attention to how much my body ached.

      It had started the minute Trent left me at the door to my room after sharing another of those mind-blowing kisses. My skin got hotter. My nipples stood up like they were waiting for someone’s immediate attention. Dampness grew between my thighs.

      I’d tried to ignore it, going through my normal getting ready for bed routine. But once under the covers, only my thoughts to keep me occupied, thoughts of Trent’s mouth, his hands pulling me in close to his body, the way his eyes seemed to take in every little detail about me, kept me from sleep.

      I’d just started to slide my hands down over my body and dip under the waistband of my panties to try to find some relief when my phone dinged. I paused and weighed whether to continue on my current course of action or distract myself with what was sure to be Ella’s demand for more details.

      Ella won. I had a feeling that anything I did in bed alone was going to fall far short of what my body really craved. I snatched my phone from the nightstand and quickly swiped to see my messages.

      Only it wasn’t Ella texting me. It was Trent.

      Are you sleeping?

      I chewed my lip and for one crazy instant considered telling him the truth—namely, that he’d gotten under my skin so badly that he’d caught me right before I started doing the only thing I could think of to relieve the tension.

      But at the last second I chickened out. No. I’m having trouble falling asleep. How about you?

      I rolled my eyes the second I hit send. He was going to think I was the most boring human being on the planet.

      Me, too. I hated leaving you tonight.

      Okay, so maybe not the most boring person on the planet if he regretted leaving me. I could feel the sappy smile curving my lips. I hated being left.

      I paused with my finger over the send button, debating the wisdom of sharing that information. But then I swear I heard Ella’s voice cheering me on and telling me to go for it. I listened to that voice and pressed send.

      His response came quickly. Can I see you tomorrow?

      This time I didn’t hesitate. Yes.

      Good. More wedding planning to do or would you like to do some sightseeing?

      I thought for a second. Actually, there’s one thing I thought of. As much as I love our meadow, I should probably try to come up with an indoor venue, too. Just in case the bride and groom worry about the weather. Any ideas?

      He responded instantly. Leave it to me. I think I have the perfect place.

      Great! You haven’t disappointed me yet, so I’ll trust you.

      I gasped, the weight of the words I just sent him hitting me hard. I read them again. But they were true. He hadn’t disappointed me. And for some reason, I trusted him inherently.

      Then I’ll see you in the morning. Sweet dreams, sweetheart.
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* * *

      “I wasn’t expecting this,” I told Trent as he took my hand and helped me onto his boat.

      He grinned and pulled me close. “Trust me?”

      I stared up into his dark eyes for several long seconds before finally responding, “Yes.”

      And it was no less true this morning than it was last night.

      His grin widened and he kissed me fast and hard before he got to work launching us from the dock. I couldn’t decide which kind of kiss I liked best. The fast drive-bys that left me breathless. Or the slow, deep, lingering ones that left me aching for more.

      “So where are we headed?” I asked once we were under way.

      “You’ll see.” He jutted his chin toward a bench seat built into the cabin wall. “There’s blankets in there if you get cold.”

      I wandered over and checked it out, pulling out a fuzzy wool throw to toss over my shoulders. I’d dressed in warm layers, as per Trent’s instructions in his early morning text. The temperature had dropped a little more overnight, and out on the water, the air stung my cheeks.

      Trent kept one hand on the wheel and lifted his other arm, inviting me to snuggle into his side. I took him up on the offer, and not just for the warmth.

      “Can you at least tell me how long it’ll take to get there?” The truth was, I didn’t really care. I’d happily stand here cuddled into Trent’s hard body indefinitely.

      He pressed a kiss into the top of my head and I could feel his body shake as a chuckle rumbled through him. “Not too long, sweetheart.”

      We were on the water for a little over an hour before he maneuvered the boat alongside a dock on one of the small islands that made up the Kodiak Archipelago. Once he had the boat taken care of, he helped me off and led me down a path that cut through a stand of trees close to the shoreline.

      “There’s only a small number of year round residents here,” Trent explained. “And the place we’re going is owned by some friends of mine. They spend the winters down south, but they leave their lodge available for me and a few other outdoor guides to use through the winter.”

      The forest enveloped us and the quality of the silence surrounding us stopped me in my tracks. Used to the sounds of the city that reached its way into my apartment even in the middle of the night, I’d never experienced anything like this.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” Trent’s gaze betrayed his concern.

      I raised my eyes to the towering trees and closed my eyes. It felt almost like walking into a cathedral, serene and powerful all at once. A deep sense of connection with everything living thing around me eased into my consciousness and I inhaled the scent of pine and earth and vegetation, taking it into myself.

      Something cold against my cheek made me open my eyes, and found that it had started to flurry while we stood there in silence. I turned my head to Trent and offered him a smile.

      “Everything here is so beautiful and magical. I can’t believe I almost backed out of this trip.” I moved close to his side and stood on tiptoe to press a kiss on his jawline. “Imagine everything I would have missed if I made that mistake.”

      He grinned and pulled me closer. He touched his lips to mine and nothing had ever felt more perfect than standing in this beautiful place and being kissed by this ruggedly handsome man.

      He slowly pulled his head back so he could smile down at me. “Let’s get you inside and warm.”

      “Lead the way,” I said, and as the words left my mouth it occurred to me that if he kept kissing me like that, I’d probably follow him anywhere. For once the thought of putting my trust in someone else didn’t sound like the scariest thing in the world.

      We walked through the trees for several minutes until we reached a fork in the path. One led deeper into the spruce forest. Trent tugged me down the other.

      We walked out of the trees and were met by the sight of an enormous lodge. Built with logs and stone, it fit perfectly into the natural environment surrounding it. An enormous porch welcomed us in.

      The rest of the place did not disappoint. The great room in the center of the lodge had cathedral ceilings and huge windows that made you feel part of the gorgeous scenery outside.

      I could easily imagine having a wedding ceremony in front of the stone fireplace. Guests could step out onto the porch for a cocktail hour while the great room was reconfigured for a reception.

      “This would be perfect for Lily’s wedding,” I breathed. “It’s stunning.”

      “You think this is a better choice than the meadow?”

      I tilted my head and pulled my bottom lip between my teeth before I shrugged sheepishly. “Is it terrible to admit I don’t want to bring anyone else to our meadow?”

      And that’s how I thought of it. Our meadow. I’m sure his family enjoyed spending time there, but when he and I were there yesterday, for a short amount of time, it felt like we were the only two people in a magical world.

      “It’s not terrible.” He gave me a quick kiss. “Come see the rest.”

      We wandered into guest rooms and a modern kitchen. The lodge had amazing patios along the back that provided incredible views of the remote location. Everything was perfect for a wedding.

      “Do you think your friends would rent it out for a wedding?” I asked when we were back in the kitchen sharing another lunch packed by Mrs. Begay.

      “They do a few every year. I’m sure they’d be happy to talk to you about it when they get back.”

      “It really is perfect.” Just like everything else in Kodiak. Thinking about leaving in a few days caused a spot in the center of my chest to ache. I looked up at Trent, a lump forming in my throat. It was more than just the wilderness I would miss. In fact, I was pretty sure that I’d feel this way about Trent no matter where we stood—wilderness or city, tropical beach or the side of a mountain. Three more days wasn’t close to being enough.

      “You ready to head back to Kodiak?” Trent asked after we cleaned up after our meal.

      I sighed. “I kind of wish we could hole up here for the next six months. I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere so isolated before. I’d have thought I’d hate it, but…I can’t explain it. Something about it just gives me this incredible sense of peace. It’s kind of perfect.”

      I looked up to find Trent grinning at me. “You won’t get any arguments from me, sweetheart.”

      He hooked an arm over my shoulders and guided me back to the great room. I turned toward the big front door, but stopped when Trent pulled me around in the opposite direction.

      “What…” I didn’t say another word. I didn’t need to. I could see exactly what caught Trent’s attention.

      Through the floor-to-ceiling windows I could see that the flurries that started while we were headed into the lodge had turned into a massive snowstorm while we toured the place and had our lunch.

      “Looks like you’ll get your wish. We might not get to hole up here for six months, but we’re definitely not going anywhere tonight.”

      My eyes widened and I stared up at him as emotion surged through me. A week ago I’d have assumed what I’d be feeling in this situation would be fear. But the reality was something entirely different.

      At the prospect of spending an entire night in the isolated lodge with Trent Black, all I could think was—Yay!
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      Kayla

      

      “The good news is they keep staples in the kitchen for emergencies like this,” Trent told me, laughter lurking in his dark eyes.

      “And the bad news?”

      “No Mrs. Begay here to cook for us.”

      I laughed. “That is tragic. I am still trying to figure out how to fit that woman in my suitcase.”

      The amusement faded from Trent’s gaze. “I don’t want to think about you leaving.”

      A shaft of anxiety lanced through my middle. If I thought too long about packing and leaving him, I might have a full-blown panic attack. Something I’d never before done in my life. “I don’t want to think about leaving either.”

      He pulled me closer and wrapped his arms around me. I looked up at him and he leaned his forehead against mine. “What are we going to do about us?”

      I shook my head against his. “I have no idea.”

      “Do you have anyone waiting for you back home?”

      “Just my best friend and my cat.” Goodness, when I said it out loud like that, it sounded so lame. The only two creatures in the world who would miss me if I didn’t go back to New York were Ella and June. And June wouldn’t really miss me. She’d just miss getting regular meals and having her litter box cleaned.

      “What about your business?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “New York is a good place to find clients who can afford destination weddings. I’ll always have to travel for my job, but the reality is I can do it from anywhere.”

      As I spoke, it hit me that we were talking about the possibility of me staying on here in Kodiak. Nerves caused adrenaline to spike through my system and I dropped my arms and took a step back. I started pacing behind one of the long couches that faced the fireplace in the great room.

      “Trent…what are we talking about here?”

      He shook his head. “I think we’re talking about you moving here. To be with me.”

      “That’s totally crazy,” I burst out. “I’ve known you all of two days.”

      He shrugged. “All I know is that I waited for you for what feels like forever. I know it might sound crazy, but I’m not willing to give you up.”

      My head yelled at me to run as far and as fast as I could away from him. But my heart…that was a completely different story. My heart loved that he didn’t want me to go. That the thought of being apart upset him as much as it upset me.

      But fifteen years of pragmatism didn’t leave me in an instant. “Maybe we could try the long distance thing.”

      Trent closed the distance between us and pulled me down to the couch. He tugged until I sprawled across his lap. “I know it must sound insane to you. I get that, I really do. But, sweetheart, I have to tell you, if you go back to New York, I’ll follow you there. You’re it for me.”

      I started to protest. I wanted to argue, to object, to throw up walls. It was ridiculous. It was too soon. We just met.

      But there was something deep inside me that wouldn’t let me say any of those things. With his words it was like that something had been waiting to hear them. Something clicked into place and the rightness of being here with him, in his arms settled over me.

      I wound my arms around his neck and stared up at him with eyes wide. “I think…I definitely think we’re crazy. But I think you’re it for me, too.”

      Before I could utter another word, his mouth was on mine. He kissed me with a fierce, possessive hunger unlike anything I’d ever felt from him before. I returned it in full measure.

      One of his hands slid down to the outside of my thigh and up behind my knee. In one fluid movement without ever breaking our kiss, he shifted me until I sat up in his lap with my legs on either side of him. His arms moved up my back to ease me closer until I straddled him and could feel every inch of his hard body against my much softer one.

      I pulled free from the kiss, desperate for air. He didn’t miss a beat. His mouth moved to leave hot, openmouthed kisses against my jawline, down my neck and right to the spot where my shoulder met my neck. He bit down, sucking at the same time, and my head fell back as a moan broke from me.

      I leaned forward and my hair came down, forming a curtain around us. I moved my mouth to his again at the same time his hands slid to the hem of the sweater I wore. The moment his hands touched my skin, I became frantic to get rid of every scrap of clothing between us so I could feel his warm skin against my own.

      I pulled back and sat on his knees, my hands going to the hem of my sweater, meeting his hands.

      Confusion swept across his face. “You want me to stop?”

      I pushed his hands away, caught the hem of my sweater and the T-shirt underneath in my grasp and in one fluid motion pulled them both over my head. I tossed them to the floor behind me and leaned in close to him again.

      “Never stop,” I whispered against his mouth.

      I could feel his smile against my lips. “You got it, sweetheart.”

      He shifted in a moment he was over me, pressing me into the couch. I spread my legs, hooking one over the top of the couch and allowing the other to fall open, to make room for him between my legs.

      He settled in and kissed his way from my mouth down across my chest until he reached the cups of my bra. He pulled back and grinned at me. “As pretty as this is…” he ran a finger beneath the black lace of my bra, “I don’t want anything between us.”

      I nodded my agreement, words failing me, and arched up so he could slide his hands underneath me and unhook the bra. I lifted my arms so he could slide it off and then it was sailing through the air toward the other side of the room.

      He looked down at me and I waited for an attack of shyness to hit me. I’d never been a hundred percent comfortable with my body.

      But it never came. Instead I watched his hot eyes track over my skin, reveling in the heat and desire I saw there. How could I feel shy about my body when he looked at me like the best meal had just been laid out before him?

      “You’re beautiful,” he rasped and bent to take the peak of my breast into his mouth. He used his tongue and teeth to tease my nipple into a tight bud before moving to give the other one the same attention.

      The sensations he caused started in the top of my nipple and spread until they filled me with an urgent need. I tugged on his flannel shirt. “You, too. I want to feel you.”

      He let go of my nipple with a small pop and sat up, one leg bent between my legs and the other on the floor, bracing himself. He unbuttoned the first few buttons of his plaid, flannel shirt, and for the first time in my life I could see the appeal of a strip show.

      He didn’t keep me waiting, though. As soon as he got a few unbuttoned, he followed my example and yanked the flannel and the long-sleeved henley underneath off all at once.

      I expected him to fall back against me, and held my breath as I waited to feel his skin against me, the chafe of the light hair on his chest chafing against my nipples.

      But he didn’t come down to me. His hand went to the waist of my jeans. I stared up at him, wanting to be completely bared to his hungry gaze.

      “Are you sure, Kayla? I don’t think I can stop if we go much farther.” His velvet over gravel tone made me shiver.

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

      And that’s all it took. In less than a minute, he’d stripped both of us of jeans and boots. He slid my panties down my legs ever so slowly, like he was unwrapping a fragile gift, as he dropped his boxer briefs to the floor.

      In moments, I was bared to him, every part of me exposed to him. As his eyes traveled over every inch of my skin, heating up my nerve endings as surely as if he stroked me with his fingers, I allowed my gaze to eat him up.

      He was even more beautiful than I imagined, every part of him. My eyes lingered on a scar on his chest and another lower down closer to his hip. Before I had a chance to ask him about them, he came down over me.

      The feeling of his skin against mine was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. His heat sliding against me made jolts of electric pleasure to surge through me. His head dipped and resumed his exploration of his body, his mouth returning to tease my nipples as a hand slid down over my belly, and lower still until he dipped between my thighs.

      I opened to him, giving him all the access he wanted. He quickly took advantage, sliding down, his mouth following the same path his hands just took.

      I moaned when he reached my center and I allowed my foot to drop to the floor on one side and the other I hooked more firmly over the side of the couch. I was open and exposed to him in a way I’d never allowed anyone else to see him.

      By his groan and the way he dove in to lick and nip at my clit, I guessed he appreciated the gift I gave him. I arched up off the couch as he used his fingers to open me further to his mouth. He dipped his tongue into my opening, tasting me and teasing me.

      “So sweet,” he said with a groan.

      I moved my hands to his head, threading through his hair and holding him in place. My hips rose of their own volition, seeking the touch of his lips, tongue and teeth.

      I could feel myself getting closer and closer to the edge, the pleasure so strong as it surged through me, it bordered on pain. Before I could fall into oblivion, he lifted his head.

      I moaned out in protest only to be met with his chuckle. I stared up at him through heavy-lidded eyes as he slid back up my body.

      “As amazing as you taste, sweetheart, the first time you come, I want to feel it on my cock.”

      His words only served to inflame me more, and I suddenly wanted that more than anything—to feel him deep inside me, moving and riding out his pleasure in me.

      He leaned down to grab his jeans and fish a condom from his pocket. In seconds he was sheathed and pressing at my entrance.

      “There’s no turning back after this, Kayla. You are mine.”

      “Yours,” I agreed on a moan as I arched up to meet him as he pushed his way inside me.

      I clutched his shoulders and then slid my hands over his back. Nothing—nothing—had ever felt as good as his hot, hard length sliding inside me and filling me up. My eyes opened to meet the dark, unfathomable depths of his as he slid to the hilt. He held himself there for long seconds, and I could feel something deep inside me settle into place as if I’d been waiting forever for him to be right where he was at this moment.

      I thought it was the most amazing thing I’d ever felt. And then he started to move.

      I arched up underneath him, meeting him thrust for thrust. He never let his gaze move from mind, even as he picked up his pace and started surging back and forth inside me.

      “You feel so good wrapped around my cock, baby.”

      I responded by lifting my legs higher and wrapping them around his back. I could feel myself moving closer and closer to the edge.

      “I’m going to come, Trent.”

      “Come, baby. I want to feel you come all over my cock with that sweet pussy.”

      He moved faster, slamming into me. That coupled with his words as he held my eyes pushed me right over. I fell into a gulf of pleasure unlike anything I’d ever experienced. White hot, pulsing electricity flashed through me in waves. My eyes fell closed and I he moved even faster, his hips getting more erratic as he sought his own pleasure.

      “Trent!” His name broke from me just as I felt him find his release in my body. He thrust once, twice, and a third time as we both fell into oblivion.

      I came back to myself to find Trent had shifted us until I was curled on top of him, his arms cradling me close to his chest. He pulled a throw from the back of the couch and managed to pull it over us.

      I didn’t think I’d ever been as happy as I was in that moment, cuddled in a cocoon with Trent Black, a man I’d only met days ago.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon and into the night completely oblivious to the snow falling outside and the rest of the world beyond. We ventured from our cocoon only long enough to call Mrs. Begay to let her know we decided to wait out the snow at the lodge, to forage for food, and for Trent to get a fire blazing in the big stone fireplace.

      The rest of the time we snuggled together, talked quietly about nothing important, and made love until we both fell into sleep late into the night.
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      I woke to a strange soreness in unexpected places. For a few seconds, I couldn’t figure out exactly where I was, but slowly it came to me. I opened my eyes to find myself tucked with my back to Trent’s front on the oversized couch. His arm rested over my waist with his hand cupping my breast. I reveled in the feeling of his hard length cradling me from behind.

      I stretched a bit and felt him stir behind me.

      “Good morning,” he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

      “That it is,” I said and wiggled my way over to face him.

      He grinned down at me. “Are you sore this morning?”

      “Oh, yeah. In the best possible places.”

      He chuckled and the sound of it, coupled with the feel of the rumbling against my over-sensitized skin, caused little shockwaves to shimmer over my skin. Unfortunately, it was going to take me at least a couple of hours and a long, hot shower before I was ready to act on the feeling.

      “I guess we have to get back to real life at some point today,” I grumbled.

      He kissed me lightly and smiled. “Yeah, but I think we came to an understanding last night.”

      “We did?” I scrunched my brows together trying to remember what we’d talked about.

      “We did. We came to the understanding that however we decided to proceed from here, we’d do it together.”

      “Oh.” I smiled. “That understanding.”

      “Yes, that understanding.” He kissed the tip of my nose and pushed my hair back off my face.

      “Goodness, I must look like a mess.” For the first time since the festivities got kicked off last night, I felt a little self-conscious. I managed to let him look at every inch of me without embarrassment, but I didn’t know if the newly found self-confidence translated to rat’s nest hair, sleep wrinkled skin and morning breath.

      He laughed. “You’re beautiful. You look well messed.”

      I could feel my cheeks heat with a blush. “I can’t imagine why I’d look like that.”

      “I’ll have to remind you later.” His voice came out on a low growl that had heat pooling in my center in an instant.

      “I will hold you to that.” I rubbed my cheek against his hard chest and realized I’d never had this before. Never had someone to wake up with and talk about my day with and make plans with. “And to think I didn’t want to come to Kodiak.”

      “You didn’t? Why not? Too much outdoorsy stuff for you?”

      I laughed. “That didn’t help,” I admitted. “But I’d also heard there were a ton of bear shifters in Kodiak. I…Let’s just say after a bad experience as a kid, I didn’t look forward to coming face-to-face with another shifter.”

      Trent froze, the smile falling from his face. For the first time in days, I saw that blank look return to his face. The one he had for a few minutes in the lodge dining room when he thought for a second that the wedding I was planning was my own.

      “What’s wrong?” I reached up to smooth a hand over his cheek, but he pulled away. I allowed my hand to fall back to his chest.

      “Kayla.” His voice was so serious, like the voice my aunt used when she told me my dad passed away. Nothing good could be coming. “Kayla, I’m a werebear.”

      Shock froze me in place. I tried to wrap my head around what he’d just said.

      “What? No. That’s…that’s not possible.”

      “I am, sweetheart. It’s how I know you are the one for me. My bear knows it. You’re my mate.”

      The words “my mate” echoed in my head and flashes of that day, the day my mom left us to be with the monster who almost attacked my father, played over and over again in my mind.

      “No, no, no, no, no.” I scrambled off the couch, almost falling in my haste. Trent dove forward to catch me, but I put my hand out to stop him, yanking it back when I made contact with his chest. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Kayla…”

      “No, I can’t…I can’t…” I couldn’t even form a coherent sentence. Fear had saliva pooling in my mouth and I fought for every breath.

      Frantically I searched the room for my clothes. I hastily donned each piece I found and whirled to find Trent standing behind me wearing his jeans and henley.

      “I’ll take you back to the lodge as soon as you’re ready,” he said in a voice so thick I almost didn’t recognize it.

      Horror spread through me at the thought of spending the next hour on his boat with him. But what other choice did I have? It was like every nightmare I’d ever had come to life.

      A little voice deep inside me tried to tell me that this was no nightmare. This was Trent. The man who had been kind and gentle with me. The man who’d spent the night making love to me.

      But the voice I’d carried with me for fifteen years was louder. So loud I couldn’t see past my own fear to see the pain I caused. All I could focus on was getting away as far and fast as possible.

      The next two hours passed in a blur. The crunch of snow under our boots, the tranquility of the remote forest, the boat ride and the walk back up to the Big Spruce Lodge barely registered. I was so locked in my own head, I couldn’t do more than give a small wave to Mrs. Begay as I passed her in my hurry to get to my room.

      Once I arrived, I locked the door and resisted the urge to move furniture in front of it. Not that Trent had followed me. He’d left me at the dock, never saying another word as I walked away from him.

      I quickly shed my clothing, leaving it in untidy piles on my way to the bathroom. I turned the taps on as hot as I could stand and stood under the water for I didn’t know how long. Only after I’d been in there awhile did I finally allow the tears that had been threatening since Trent announced he was a bear shifter to fall.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I spent the rest of the day in my room. When Mrs. Begay knocked, I asked her if she would mind bringing up a tray because I wasn’t feeling well.

      She did as I asked, leaving soup and homemade biscuits for me. I barely managed to swallow a few mouthfuls before I gave up.

      When my phone rang, I jumped and stared at it as if it tried to bite me. What if it was Trent?

      But it wasn’t Trent. It was Ella. The minute I heard her voice, the tears returned.

      “What’s wrong, Kayla? Oh my goodness, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry. Did that guy hurt you?”

      I struggled to explain through my tears. “I’m…I am just like my mother.”

      “What do you mean, sweetie. Please tell me what happened.”

      “I…I…” I wanted to tell her that Trent lied to me. That he’d done something wrong. But as I tried to dredge up an accusation, all I could see was the hurt on his face as I told him not to touch me. He looked like I’d struck him. “I left him, Ella.”

      As soon as the words were out, I started sobbing again. Ella made sympathetic sounds and just sat there and let me get it all out. When I managed to calm myself a bit, I grabbed a handful of tissues from the nightstand and blew my nose and wiped my eyes.

      Ella was such a good friend, she even sat there through all of that.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” she said. “I just want to know you’re okay.”

      The truth was I didn’t think I’d ever be okay again. The part of me that clicked into place when Trent and I made love last night felt smashed and broken beyond repair.

      “I messed up, Ella. I…I was wrong. I’m not married. I don’t have kids. But Trent is shifter.”

      Once I told her that, the whole story came tumbling out—how we got snowed in, the way we spent the night, what happened when we woke up this morning.

      “I tried to get a flight out sooner, but they said with the bad weather, I’d be lucky if I make it out on Friday.”

      Silence met that last announcement.

      “Ella?”

      “I’m still here.” Her voice was so soft and quiet and un-Ella-like.

      “What are you thinking?”

      She sighed. “Sweetie, I get why you freaked out. I do. But, I have to tell you, everything I’ve heard about werebears, they’re extremely possessive and protective of their mates. Which would explain why your mother’s mate shifted when your dad put his hands on her…”

      “My dad would never…”

      “I know he wouldn’t have hurt her. But put yourself in your mom’s boyfriend’s shoes. Your dad put his hands on your mom in anger. You and I know he didn’t mean anything and wouldn’t have done more than that, but did her boyfriend know that?”

      I dropped my head and thought about her words. I tried to reimagine the scene in my kitchen through adult eyes. Then I put myself in my mom’s role and Trent in her mate’s position.

      “He was protecting her,” I whispered. I hadn’t known Trent long, but everything he did made me feel cherished and protected, from holding my hand when I was anxious to checking in with me along the way when we were making love to make sure I was okay with everything we did together.

      Nothing about his behavior gave me the picture of the wild, out of control monster I’d held in my head since I was ten years old.

      “Yes, I think he was protecting her.”

      The way I’d treated Trent this morning after the night we spent together came back to me. Even after all of that, he’d been nothing but solicitous. He’d been kind and gentle and did his best to put me at ease.

      “Oh goodness, Ella.” Pain unlike anything I’d ever felt before pierced my heart. “He’s going to hate me.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes again. If he hated me, I deserved it. He’d been nothing but loving, kind and protective and I’d thrown him away like he was garbage. I’d turned into the person I always accused my mom of being.

      “He doesn’t hate you.”

      “We made plans. I was going to stay here. Or move here. Or…” I’d had the best two days of my life. For the first time ever, I made plans that revolved around being part of a loving unit. I’d have someone to call my own who wanted me, too.

      And I’d ruined it. Just like I’d blamed my mom for doing.

      A knock came at the door. “Miss Mackenzie?”

      “Ella, I’m going to call you back. The lodge owner is at my door.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. I need to think about things. I’ll call you later tonight.”

      “Okay, and don’t forget, I’m here if you need me. Always.”

      I fought off the tears that threatened again. “Thank you,” I managed to get out before hanging up and moving to answer the door.

      “Miss Mackenzie, I just wanted to check on you.” Mrs. Begay’s sweet face showed her concern.

      “I’m okay. Thank you.”

      “I don’t mean to pry, but did something happen between you and Trent? I went down to the dock to invite him to dinner and he looked…well, fit to be tied if I’m being honest.”

      My shoulders dropped and my eyes prickled with hot tears. “It’s all my fault. I made a mistake and…I’m afraid I treated him terribly.” With that the tears won again and I burst into a sob.

      “Oh, no, it couldn’t have been all that bad.” Mrs. Begay ushered me to the pale blue settee under the window in my room. She got me settled and then bustled over to the nightstand to grab the box of tissues before sitting next to me.

      She put an arm around me and pulled my face to her neck in a move so maternal, something I’d longed for and missed for so long, that I completely lost it. I spilled the whole story of my parents and what happened between Trent and I in between crying on her shoulder, leaving out only the most intimate details.

      When I finished and had cried every last tear I had in me, I mopped my face and looked at Mrs. Begay sheepishly. “I’m so sorry I just lost it like that. You must think I’m crazy.”

      “Not at all. After what you went through as a child, I can’t even imagine how you must have felt to be blindsided that way. Around here, bear shifters are more common than humans. It didn’t even occur to me to tell you we’re werebears. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      My mind locked on one word. She said we’re werebears. “Oh my goodness, Mrs. Begay. Are you a shifter, too?”

      “I am. I’m part of the Kodiak Den and a packmate of Trent’s. I think I heard you met his sister, too.”

      My mind went in ten different directions at once. The sweet young woman who devoted her life to music and animal rescue was a bear shifter. And this woman, the woman who welcomed me to her home and cooked for me and made me feel comfortable in a room full of strangers was a bear shifter.

      And so was Trent. He was a bear shifter. He was also kind and protective and so caring it hurt my heart to think about it.

      “You must think I’m the most horrible person in the world.”

      “I think you’re a person who was traumatized as a child, never spent time around shifters after, and had a real shock when you found out the people you spent the last few days with were werebears.”

      “But you’ve been so kind to me. And Trent. He’s never going to forgive me.”

      “Do you want him to?”

      Now that I’d absorbed the reality of shifters and let go of the prejudice I’d held onto since childhood, I didn’t even have to think about the answer to her question.

      “More than anything.”

      “Then you should go get him.”

      “But how can he forgive me? I was horrible to him.”

      “He’s your mate,” Mrs. Begay said as if it were the most simple thing in the world.

      “But you don’t understand how awful I was.”

      She shook her head. “It’s you who doesn’t understand. Bear shifters wait their whole lives to find their mates. It’s not just like two people deciding to get married. It’s…”

      I knew the word she was searching for. “Fate.”

      “Yes.” She patted my hand. “Exactly. It’s like your souls chose each other before you were even born. When the connection between you is that deep, there’s a lot you can forgive each other.”

      Her words are the first thing that gave me hope since I Trent told me he was a shifter. I surged up from the settee. “Do you know where I can find him?”

      “I’d imagine he’s at his house. I can give you directions.” She stood and gave me a gentle shove toward the bathroom. “You might want to take a minute to fix your face first.”

      I wanted to object, but she’d been so kind, I followed her instructions. And when I got a gander at myself in the mirror, I was glad she’d pushed me in there.

      She waited and walked me to my rental car, giving me directions along the way.

      “Just one thing I should warn you about. When shifters get upset, sometimes they have a little trouble controlling their bears.”

      “Trent would never hurt me.” That much I knew with every fiber of my being.

      “No, of course not. But he might have…shifted.”

      A flicker of fear went through me. I pulled in a deep breath and thought about what I might be facing. I squared my shoulders. Trent had to face my fear and coldness this morning. If I had to face his bear, so be it.

      “I can handle it,” I reassured her.

      “I know you can.” Mrs. Begay gave me a quick hug and sent me to meet my fate.
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      I followed Mrs. Begay’s directions to the log cabin in the woods. It was exactly as I imagined it when Trent described it to me last night. Of course, at the time, I’d imagined coming here under very different circumstances.

      I trudged up the steps to the door and knocked. I got no answer.

      I looked around the house. Trent’s truck was pulled up out front so I was sure he was here. I gave the doorknob a try and found it open. Feeling like a criminal about to get caught, I pushed my way into his home.

      “Trent! Are you here?” I stood in the entryway as I called out to him. When I got no response, I wandered farther inside.

      His house reminded me of a miniature version of the lodge on the island. I fought tears as I imagined coming here under different circumstances. I would have loved for him to bring me home to a place that reminded me so much of where we first admitted our feelings to each other.

      A quick check around told me the cabin was empty. I made my way to the windows that took up most of the back wall of the house and peered out to the forest beyond them. Did I see something move out there?

      Fear gripped my throat. I didn’t really believe Trent would hurt me, but putting aside all my fears in the space of an afternoon wasn’t easy. And what if that wasn’t Trent out there? What if it was a real bear? The kind that didn’t spend most of its time in human form?

      I swallowed. Hard. And moved to the door that led to a deck.

      Standing on the deck, I tried again. “Trent! Are you here?”

      Nothing.

      “Trent, please! I’m so sorry. I just…I need to see you, to apologize.”

      Movement to my left caught my eye. I turned to see an enormous grizzly bear lumbering out of the tree line headed in my direction.

      When he got about halfway to me, he stopped and let out a roar that almost brought me to my knees. It took every ounce of strength I had not to stumble backwards. I might even have left imprints of my fingers in the railing of the deck.

      I pulled in a shuddering breath, closed my eyes for a long second while I dug deep for my courage, and then opened them and took a step forward.

      The bear didn’t move. I took another step. As I moved, I examined the bear more closely. I studied his face, and it didn’t take me long to see them.

      His eyes. The bear’s eyes were Trent’s dark, unfathomable eyes. That realization propelled me forward faster. Before I knew it I was on my knees in front of him, throwing my arms around his neck.

      I tried not to cry, but I couldn’t help it. I knew how much I’d hurt him. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered into his fur. “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t tell you everything about me last night.”

      And as I sat on my knees, my arms around the neck of the bear that I knew was my mate, I told him. I whispered all my secrets and apologies and words of love and of the future I wanted for us.

      “I wanted you to bring me to your house. To our home. I’m sorry I ruined it all. I’ll leave if you want me to. I’ll go back to New York and you’ll never have to see me again, but I couldn’t leave without explaining and telling you how very, very sorry I am.”

      Beneath my arms, the bear’s fur rippled. Muscles shifted and stretched and contracted. In the blink of an eye, I was held against the very warm, very male, very naked chest of Trent Black.

      “Shhh, sweetheart. It’s okay. I understand.” He rocked me back and forth and all I could do was hang on tight.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He pressed a kiss against the top of my head, and even though it had only been a few days of him doing that, the gesture felt so familiar. So loving.

      “I love you, Trent.”

      He froze in my arms and I cursed myself for blurting that out too soon.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s too soon.”

      “Did you mean it?” His velvet over gravel voice was even rougher than usual.

      I pulled back so I could look up into his eyes as I told him the truth. “Every word.”

      His arms closed around me so hard and tight, I had to fight for my breath. But it was worth it. I peppered kisses over every inch of skin I could. After long minutes of us just holding onto each other, Trent stood, cradling me in his arms.

      He carried me up the back deck, through the great room and into his bedroom. He placed me on the blue and red star-patterned quilt as gently as if I was made of crystal.

      “You don’t get to change your mind again after this, Kayla. So tell me now. Are you going to stay here with me?”

      I stared into his penetrating gaze and held it with my own. I made a vow to him that meant more to me than any wedding vow I’d ever heard uttered.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re mine.” He came down next to me and cradled me close to his body.

      “I’m yours,” I repeated, meeting his eyes.

      “How long will you stay?”

      “As long as you want me.” I raised a hand and ran it over his cheek, reveling in the feel of his warm skin beneath my hand once again.

      “Forever,” he said.

      I beamed up at him and for the first time the tears that sprang to my eyes were happy ones.

      “Forever.”

      

      
        The End
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        Chapter One

      

      

      Kaden

      

      I stepped into the Bear Trap Bar and Grill for the first time in more than seven years. The scent of old beer and fried onions was so familiar, it might as well have been yesterday. My stomach growled its own recognition.

      Mason stopped short in front of me so I gave him a sharp shove. “Move out of the way, big man. You’re not the only one here hungry as a bear.”

      “Kaden, that joke’s as old as the crust on…” he started.

      “Don’t say it. Nothing is as old as that, brother. Not something I want to think about before I eat.” Nash pushed his way past both of us. He paused and did a scan of the room before heading to a round table in the corner of the bar, Gage right behind him.

      I grinned at Mason and we followed our buddies to the table, shifting chairs around so none of us had our backs facing the rest of the room. Some habits never died.

      I took in the room in a quick glance. Not much had changed. Still the same dark wood paneling and green leather seats. Same game room in the back with the worn out dartboards and pool tables. Looked like some new TVs were the only change.

      “Oh my goodness! I heard rumors you four were back in Kodiak!” Kelly, the owner of the bar since before I could remember, hurried over to the table. She threw her arms around Gage as if he was her long, lost husband.

      Gage sat rigid in her embrace. I couldn’t blame him. He wasn’t big on public displays of affection under the best of circumstances.

      And Kelly Carson was far from the best of circumstances. She had a good twenty years on all of us, but that had never stopped her from trying to get one or the other or all of us in her pants from the moment we were old enough to carry our fake I.D.s into her bar.

      Her way-too-skinny-to-be-healthy frame didn’t do a thing for me. I preferred a woman with some soft curves to sink into. None of us had ever been tempted to go there, not even as randy teenage shifters with our inner bears raging to be let out.

      Even now I found my lip curling as her bony hands wrapped themselves around Nash’s biceps, holding on for dear life as she batted her eyelashes up at him. Nash quickly pushed her off on Mason, and Mason passed her to me like we were playing a warped game of hot potato.

      She reached around my neck and my bear, closer to the surface in the last year or so, roared a warning. The skinny shifter woman with the over-styled, over-dyed blonde hair and pink lipstick on her teeth was not my mate. My bear wanted to tear her away from us and toss her as far as we could throw her. I figured that might be pretty far since she looked like she hadn’t eaten in a month of Sundays.

      “Kelly, do you mind if we order? We’ve all been dreaming about your burgers since the second we got our discharge papers.” Mason, ever the diplomat, offered her a grin I’m sure Kelly found charming, though to me all those teeth flashing made him look more like a used car salesmen.

      But it worked. Kelly hopped out of my arms to get our orders. In no time at all, our table was piled high with hot wings, nachos, bacon cheeseburgers with fries, and a round of ice-cold beers.

      “Weird how good the food is here.” Mason dragged three French fries through the puddle of ketchup on his plate and shoved them in his mouth. “Skinny as she is, I can’t imagine Kelly ever tastes it herself.”

      I grunted in response, too busy shoveling food into my own mouth to give any more of my attention to the bar owner.

      Once we’d all eaten enough to take the edge off our hunger, the talk turned to business. I took a pull on my beer and glanced around the table at the men who’d been my closest friends for as long as I could remember. “So, we’re really going to do this?”

      “I’m in,” Mason said.

      Nash and Gage each gave me a chin tip.

      “Ursus Security Solutions?” I asked.

      This time I got a round of nods. Really, we’d already worked out the details. Once we realized our bears were getting too restless to stick it out in the military much longer, we’d started kicking around ideas about what we wanted to do once we got back to our hometown in Alaska. Jobs were not so easy to come by in Kodiak, especially if you had no interest in catering to tourists, and all of us had spent the bulk of our adult years as soldiers.

      Starting this firm seemed like a no brainer. Between our natural shifter talents and the skill sets we’d developed in almost a decade in Special Ops, running a security business would be the best way to keep roofs over our heads and keep us sharp.

      So Ursus Security Solutions was born. Now all we needed to do was set up shop somewhere and take care of all the bureaucratic trash. I sighed.

      “I vote we hire some help. I don’t feel like spending my first days home bogged down in paperwork.” Mason shook his head, disgust pulling the corners of his mouth down.

      “You read my mind, brother.” I clapped him on the back. “But maybe we need to find some office space to put all that paperwork in before we hire help.”

      I sent a glance toward Nash and Gage. Nash lifted a shoulder in a negligent shrug. Gage didn’t say a word.

      Not much for talking most of the time, these two had been even more stoic since they came back from a mission that went sideways. I figured if they had a problem with any of our plans, they’d speak up, but I had to admit, their unusual silence was starting to worry me.

      I downed the last of my beer and exchanged a look with Mason over the top of the bottle. His tight mouth told me he was concerned about what was going on with them, too.

      Mason flexed his shoulders and got back down to business. “I say we hire an office manager. We can give a local a job, and they can help us find office space and take care of all the red tape involved in getting the business set up.”

      “Good plan. I can run by the newspaper office in the morning and place a help wanted ad.” I grinned. I loved the idea of having a business without the headache of all the tedious office garbage. The less time I had to spend behind a desk, the happier my bear and I would be.

      My mind quickly turned to the next item on my mental agenda. I scratched the back of my neck. The last thing I wanted to do was bring this up with these guys, but I needed their help. “I think I have our first client, too.”

      “Already?” Mason tipped his chair back, balancing it on just two legs.

      Nash reached out and shoved him back down so all four legs hit the hard wood floor with a clatter. “What’s the case?”

      I resisted cracking the joke I wanted to about Nash making a good den mother. I was about to get enough grief without poking the bear across from me. “I need your help finding Alyssa.”

      Three sets of eyes shot to me with the precision of sniper sights. These guys knew who Alyssa was. And who she was to me. That didn’t make asking for help finding my mate any easier.

      My mate. Something deep in my gut clenched at just thought of the petite beauty with her masses of honey blonde hair and enormous hazel eyes. I fought down my bear’s urge to claw his way out. I’d waited long years for her, and each one made my bear more restless, harder to control. Being this close to finally claiming her brought out my fiercest and most primal instincts.

      Mason grinned and slouched back in his chair. Incredible. I was not going to get off easy here.

      “So this is like a case? You want us to hunt her down for you?”

      My jaw clenched and my bear growled. I couldn’t stand the thought of another shifter on the scent of my woman, even if it was one of my best friends.

      But I knew when I joined the military this day would come. Part of the reason I’d made the decision to join up was that my bear recognized Alyssa when she was way too young to take a mate.

      Heck, my mate was human. Even the idea of taking a mate and all that meant would be hard for her to swallow. I knew when I left that I had to give her the chance to grow up and to follow her dream going to college. I had no doubt she’d hightailed it out of Kodiak the second she had the chance.

      That meant, as much as it sucked, I needed help to figure out where she’d gone. By now she must have graduated college. Maybe she’d be working somewhere or in graduate school.

      I’d done my best to leave her alone in the years since I left. No matter how tempted I was to look her up when I was on leave, I knew my bear wouldn’t be able to let her go when we saw her again. But that meant she could be anywhere.

      “I need you to help me find her.” I leveled a look at each of them, letting all signs of joking leach from my face. “I’m not going to be any good to anyone until I have her with me.” I left off the fact that the longer I went without my mate, the more dangerous I’d get. For a long time, this clawing urgency made me one of the deadliest soldiers on my team. But let loose on my small hometown, my need to finally claim Alyssa could make me a real threat to anyone who stepped in my path.

      Mason, Nash, and Gage met my eyes with the cold-eyed stares of the soldiers I knew them to be.

      Good. They were beginning to understand the seriousness of the situation.

      “Anything you need, brother.” Gage spoke for the first time in what seemed like days.

      I nodded my thanks.

      “From me, too,” Nash echoed Gage’s vow.

      Mason stared at me a few beats before his eyes flicked over my shoulder and then back to my face. He eased back in his chair again, kicking his legs out in front of him, crossing them at the ankles.

      I recognized his trash-eating grin and braced myself.

      “So what do we get if we find her?” Mason asked.

      I blinked. Not the reaction I was expecting. I narrowed my eyes at Mason. “What do you want?”

      “Maybe a kiss from your woman? You know like a little token of appreciation for my superior tracking skills.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      My bear all but roared and my lips curled back from my teeth. “You might want to ask for something else real quick.”

      Mason shrugged, completely unconcerned with the imminent threat of attack. “You know what? No worries. You can owe me one.”

      “I think we need to locate her before you start getting cocky, jerk.” It was all I could do to keep myself planted in the chair. Everything in me wanted to jump across the table and take him down just because he teased about putting his lips on my woman.

      “Oh, yeah, about that. Mission accomplished. Looks like your girl just walked through the door.”

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      Alyssa

      

      I hurried into the back room to hang up my jacket. Somebody needed to tell Mother Nature it was spring. Judging by my numb fingers and frozen nose, she hadn’t gotten the memo.

      “You’re late.” Kelly stormed into the break room to harass me.

      I sighed. So what else was new?

      College tuition, college tuition, college tuition. I kept my back to her while I repeated the mantra in my head. The last thing I ever wanted to do was end up working for Kelly Carson at the Bear Trap.

      But I was so close to having enough money to move down to the lower forty-eight and go to college full-time. If that meant picking up extra shifts at the Bear Trap any chance I got, I would suck it up.

      I pasted on a grin before I turned around. “Sorry. I didn’t think I started until six tonight.”

      Kelly huffed out a breath, but I knew I had her. My shift did indeed start at six. A glance at the clock hanging on the dark paneled wall told me I had another five minutes before I was due out on the floor.

      I snatched up an apron and tied it around my waist, tucking a pad and pen in a pocket. “Has it been busy tonight?”

      Kelly pursed her lips, looking for all the world like she was sucking a lemon. I held back a laugh.

      “It’s always busy on Fridays. Make sure you get out on that floor right away.” She marched out the door and I saluted her retreating back.

      I ducked into the small powder room and checked myself in the mirror. I smoothed down a few strands of the hair that had escaped from my ponytail and rubbed a finger under my eye to get rid of a spot of smeared eyeliner. I applied some pink lip-gloss and stared at myself for a second. Guess that’s as good as I was going to get.

      With a sigh, I headed out to the barroom, snatching up a tray as I went.

      As soon as I hit the busy floor, the bartender called out to me. “Hey, babe. Can you pick up table four?”

      I threw him a smile instead of the lip curl I wanted to at hearing him call me babe, and headed over to the table under one of the ginormous televisions. Four of my regulars sat at the battered round table.

      “Hey, guys. How were the tourists today?” I offered them a smile. They owned an outdoor expedition company and were always good for a few hilarious stories about their customers. It didn’t hurt that they were great tippers, too.

      “Surprisingly quiet,” Asher, a guy who graduated high school a few years ahead of me, shared. “Not one of them tried to get up close and personal with the local wildlife.”

      I laughed. “You sound disappointed.”

      A wide grin took up residence across the bottom half of his face. “It keeps things interesting when I have to pull one of them out of the Bay or rescue one who thought it was a good idea to take pictures with a cute moose.”

      “I think you just might have a mean streak, Ash.” I shook my head and laughed along with the guys before slipping my pad and pen from my apron. “You guys up for your usual?”

      I got their orders and headed toward the bar. A glance over the room told me Kelly hadn’t lied. The place was jammed with a mixture of locals and tourists.

      Bits and pieces of conversation drifted my way as I skirted tables, chairs, and patrons. Most of it filtered out, but then…

      “…I heard Kaden, Mason, Nash and Gage are coming back for good this time. I’m so happy to hear it…”

      I froze in place for a long moment until someone jostled me from behind. I shook off the stupor and hustled to the bar with my orders. Usually I’d pick up another order while the bartender filled this one, but at this moment my mind wasn’t functioning well enough to make me capable of coherent speech. I kept my back to the crowd and stared off into space as I fought to get my breathing under control. I quickly found something that helped me—mental math.

      I stood there and started to add up the numbers in my bank account, plus the scholarship money I’d been offered, and compared it to the cost of living I’d come up with. My plan had been to stick it out in Kodiak until next November before I finally, finally headed off to Oregon to start school in the spring semester.

      But the mention of Kaden’s return blew all those plans right out of the water. My heart raced at the prospect of coming face-to-face with the shifter I’d done my best to avoid since around the time I’d hit puberty.

      Kaden was the one werebear who could tempt me to throw away all my plans with just the crook of his finger.

      I shuddered at the thought. As hard as I’d fought my mother’s reputation my entire life, my reaction to Kaden Black made one thing crystal clear—I was just like her.

      But I refused to make the same choices she’d made. I wouldn’t throw away my dreams just so I could get the attention of any werebear who showed the slightest interest. Wouldn’t the locals just loved that?

      My eyes scanned the men bellied up to the bar, mostly locals and mostly werebears, though a few humans mixed in, too. Mostly they lived and worked together in our small town just fine. But I’d have to be blind and deaf not to hear the opinions that got slung around the bar from time to time.

      We had old shifters living here since before the rest of the world knew shifters existed. They’d wanted to preserve the werebear bloodlines and had no trouble expressing their disgust when they saw humans and werebears pairing off.

      And the humans weren’t any better. Those around long enough to remember a time when they lived in blissful ignorance about the existence of shifters wished they had been able to go right on living with their lack of knowledge.

      Both sides had looked down on my mother and her obvious attempts to lure every male werebear in a fifty-mile radius into her bed in the desperate hope one of them would stick around longer than a night. And those nasty comments and disparaging glances were very often directed at me by extension.

      Reason enough for me to want to stay away from the good natured, ruggedly handsome werebear who had featured prominently in my daydreams, not too mention a few naughty fantasies, over the years.

      Not that Kaden had ever seemed that interested. But why tempt fate?

      I had enough money saved to get things moving a little sooner. Maybe if I left a month or two earlier than planned, I’d get out of Kodiak before Kaden made his return. I could put in my two weeks notice with Kelly by the end of October.

      A smile skimmed my lips. I might be terrified at the thought of seeing Kaden, but not so terrified I couldn’t take a second to enjoy the idea of telling Kelly Carson to take her job and...

      “Order’s up, Alyssa.”

      I jolted back to reality to find my tray loaded with three frosty beers, condensation dripping down their sides, and a big basket of popcorn for Asher and his friends.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge my unsettled thoughts. I offered the bartender a weak smile. “Thanks.”

      I pulled in a deep breath, squared my shoulders and picked up my tray. I might have to make a slight adjustment to my plan, but I still had a plan. I didn’t have to panic at the mere mention of Kaden Black.

      By the time I got back to Asher’s table, I managed to conjure up a genuine smile for the trio. “Three ice cold ones, guys.”

      I tossed cocktail napkins on the scarred tabletop and served the men their drinks. “Enjoy. Let me know when you’re ready for another round.”

      I moved off toward another table. Before I reached them, a hand fell on my shoulder.

      I jumped and spun around, dislodging the hand with my jerky movements.

      “Sorry.” Asher smiled and held up his hands, palms facing out. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I gave him a rueful grin. “No worries. I think I’m just a little jumpy tonight.” Understatement of the century. “Did you guys change your mind about ordering some food?”

      “No, no, nothing like that.” Asher leaned in close and his scent teased my nostrils—warm male, clean soap and maybe a little tang of the sea from his days spent taking tourists out on his boat. “I actually wanted to see if you wanted to grab dinner. With me. This weekend.”

      I stared at him blankly for a few seconds as my mind tried to decipher what he was saying. And then it hit me—he was asking me on a date.

      Mild panic held my stomach in its grip. Nothing like the major anxiety attack I’d had a little while ago when confronted by the prospect of seeing Kaden. Still, I always hated when the guys I waited on asked me out. Most of them were locals and most of them were well aware of my mother and the way she was with the werebear shifters in the area. I didn’t think Asher was any exception.

      I sighed inwardly. He was cute. And under other circumstances, I’d say yes in a heartbeat.

      I couldn’t say I wasn’t disappointed by Asher’s invitation. I’d always thought of him as one of the nice guys. But I couldn’t help but question his motives for asking me out.

      For a very brief moment, I entertained the fantasy that Asher was the good guy he seemed like and he was asking me out because he was genuinely attracted to me. But I knew the truth—my first date would have to wait until I put Kodiak, and the reputation that had rubbed off on me through no fault of my own, behind me.

      My mind boggled for a second, thinking about life after I started college. I’d get to have a sex life for the first time in my twenty-two years. But before that happened, I’d have to deal with one more Kodiak werebear trying to get in my pants.

      I smiled. That was my thing. I had to live here with the shifter community, knowing they thought my mother was dirt and their opinion of me wasn’t much better. I depended on many of them for my living. So no matter what, I kept that smile pinned to my face.

      But the smile I offered him was not the same one I’d given him a few minutes ago when he was just my customer. I knew it must look forced and fake. It was the best I could do.

      “Thanks for asking me, Asher. But I’m actually planning on moving pretty soon. I’ve been picking up every extra shift I can before I head off.”

      His face fell slightly, his smile dimming. But then it brightened again and he opened his mouth. I braced myself, fully expecting him to try to convince me. The guys who wanted what my mother gave so freely to any shifter who so much as breathed in her space wouldn’t be deterred by the fact I was leaving town soon. They only needed an hour or so to get what they wanted.

      “Asher.” I did my best to jump in and head him off before he could ask me again. “I just don't think it’s a good idea.”

      Before he could push any more, a hand clamped down on my wrist. I jolted and dropped my tray with a clatter. I raised my head and found myself staring into the burning black eyes of the last man I wanted to see.

      “It’s not a good idea,” Kaden growled at Ash without ever taking his eyes from me.

      I swallowed hard and my mouth went dry. I ignored the stuttering of my heart and the butterflies that darted around my stomach with overeager fluttering.

      Looks like I waited too long to make my escape. Kaden Black was home.

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      

      Kaden

      

      I was done waiting to claim my mate. As I watched some jerk try and pick her up, my bear woke with a snarl, ready to fight for what was his.

      As I stalked across the crowded bar toward Alyssa, I realized I knew the guy. Asher Bellingham. He was a den mate. Not one I was particularly close with, but one I’d known my whole life in of our small community. We’d exchanged friendly words over a beer a time or two.

      But we weren’t so friendly that he’d get to keep his hand if he so much as thought about touching my mate.

      I was near enough to hear Alyssa trying to let him down easy, but even with that, my bear wasn’t appeased. Part of me wanted to tear into Ash, make a show of it so everyone would know to keep their paws off my woman.

      But the larger part of me just wanted Alyssa. And that part of me wouldn’t be denied for even one more second.

      I grabbed her wrist and she jumped in my grasp. Her face turned up to mine and her lips parted, a small gasp escaping her. Her ever-changing hazel eyes widened and she stared up at me with a mixture of green and gold swirling in their depths.

      Despite my temper, something eased inside me the moment my skin made contact with hers. Finally, I had her.

      I snarled something at Asher, and I didn’t wait for Alyssa to recover from her surprise or for Asher to jump in and offer his assistance. I tangled my hand with hers and, with a sidelong glance at Ash that told him everything he needed to know, I tugged her as gently as I could manage to the back of the bar, ignoring the twisting heads and wagging tongues that followed our progress.

      I didn’t stop until we reached a small nook behind the pool table, the spot lots of couples used as a preliminary to getting a room. I pushed Alyssa into the corner and used my body to block out the nosy stares of everyone in the bar.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      Alyssa absently rubbed the wrist I’d clamped down on, staring at me with enormous eyes.

      Incredible. I reached forward and took her wrist in my hand, cupping it gently while I examined it. Had I been harsher than I realized when I grabbed her?

      “Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Are you okay?”

      She stared at me mutely but after a few seconds she shook her head, sending her ponytail swaying.

      “Are you sure?” I couldn’t find any signs of bruising or redness.

      “I’m sure,” she said softly. And swear to all that is good and holy, her soft, sweet voice was enough to give me a hard-on.

      I closed my eyes and clenched my back teeth together as I fought for control. No easy feat considering I was standing inches away from the woman I’ve waited years to claim. I still gripped her hand in mine and her sweet floral scent filled my nostrils. I think if I was blindfolded in a stadium full of people, I could find her by her scent alone. I breathed deeply, trying to pull more of her into me.

      I opened my eyes, and I can only imagine what she saw in them because she scrambled backward, scooting further into the corner.

      With a superhuman force of control, I let go of her hand and stepped back just enough to give her the comfort of a few inches of space between us. It was the most my bear would allow me to do. Even then, he clawed and growled inside me, demanding we take her somewhere we could lie her down and make her ours.

      I squared my shoulders and gritted my teeth, promising myself that very, very soon we’d get to claim her completely.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you.” I was proud at how calm my voice came out. I half expected only snarls and growls to escape when I opened my mouth. “I was just surprised to see you here. Why are you here, Alyssa?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean, Kaden.”

      God. My name on her lips. I tightened my hands into fists at my sides. Lock it down, soldier.

      “It’s a simple question. What are you doing here?”

      She shrugged, her eyebrows pulling together, confusion clear in her gorgeous eyes. “I work here.”

      “I got that, sweetheart.” At the endearment, her eyes widened farther. “You were supposed to be gone.”

      “Supposed to be gone?”

      “I didn’t expect you to be in Kodiak when I got back.”

      I knew immediately I’d said the wrong thing. The confusion faded from her face and her nose wrinkled. She narrowed her eyes and glared at me. She stopped cowering in the corner, leaning forward while her hands landed on her curvy hips.

      I fought down a grin. It was almost worth pissing her off, just to see how adorable she looked when she got angry. But I figured I had enough of an uphill battle ahead of me convincing her she was my mate, without angering her further.

      “Just where did you expect me to be, Kaden Black? I didn’t realize sharing the same town with me offended you so badly. Maybe you can tell me a place you never plan on visiting and I can head there right this minute!” Her voice rose louder as she spoke so she all but yelled the last word.

      I lost the battle with my smile. I grinned down at her even as I prepared to grovel a bit. But before I got the chance, another voice intruded.

      “What is going on here? Why aren’t you waiting on tables like I pay you to do, Alyssa?” Kelly pushed her way into the cubby.

      I lost my grin as my bear surged forward, ready to remove the threat to my mate by any means necessary. “Kelly...”

      Kelly’s gaze flew up to my face. She shook her head and offered me a placating grin, placing a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry, Kaden. I should have known Alyssa would pull something like this the second you guys got back into town. You know what they say...” She threw a sneer in Alyssa’s direction. “Like mother, like daughter.”

      The words hit me like a punch to the gut and my bear reared up inside me, anger and sheer animal rage pushing out all common sense and logic.

      I glared at Alyssa as memories of her mother bombarded me. Rena Parker was the town joke. She worked at the Bear Trap for years, swishing around in tight, barely there clothes and laughing about working at a place called the Bear Trap when all she wanted to do was trap herself a bear.

      And she’d made her way through any and all of the male werebear population that would have her, desperate to find one who’d keep her.

      Alyssa was the exact opposite of her mother. Everyone always thought she was sweet and helpful, even as a kid. Shame she has that woman as a mother, were words often heard when Alyssa’s name came up.

      But all his bear cared about now was how much she’d obviously changed. That explained why she still worked at the Bear Trap. She must have stayed in town in the hopes of snaring her own bear shifter. Just like her mother.

      And I’d almost been the punch line to that joke. I’d almost offered her exactly what she wanted—a werebear, any werebear, to get her claws into.

      I reared back and a small snarl broke from me, my top lip curling. Disgust rose up inside me when I saw Alyssa had resumed cowering in the corner.

      Anger caused a red haze to tint my vision and my bear would not be denied a moment longer. I threw one more snarl in the direction of the two women and strode straight to the front door of the bar.

      Mason called my name, but I didn’t slow down. When I got outside, I picked up speed, shedding my shirt as I went. By the time I hit the tree line, I’d managed to strip off the last of my clothes and surged into a flat out run as my bear took over, shifting and twisting my body until the human part of me took up only a small corner and the bear had free rein to run off his agonized anger.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you so much for reading Bear to Have and Hold!

      I have to admit, I hadn’t thought about writing a shifter romance until an author friend approached me to join the Alaskan Den Men Collection. But I’m so happy I did!

      Not only have I gotten to work with some truly amazing and talented authors, but I had so much fun playing in the world of the Kodiak Den werebears. Trent and Kayla are two of my very favorites! I felt like Kayla was the heroine most in need of the kind of family only a den of bear shifters could provide. I loved seeing her get her happy ending after such a tough start in life.

      I hope you’ll keep in touch!

      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
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