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CHAPTER 1

R yker Windsor stood in the storeroom and wiped his greasy hands on arag as he
stared at the empty spot in the center of the space. After nearly twenty-four years, it
was weird to not have to look at the food truck whenever he entered this part of his
shop, and though he was glad it was gone, he couldn't shake the feeling that
something was missing.

Which was completely stupid because he definitely didn't miss the thing.

Even covered in the tarp the truck had been a huge eyesore, and as he looked around
again, he realized just how much space he'd let it take out of hislife. Both in his shop
and in his head. In the beginning, he'd held onto the vehicle out of guilt—wondering
if he could have done anything different—but as the years went on, he'd kept it as a
reminder to never make the same mistakes again.

He probably would have kept the thing forever, but something changed last summer.
Suddenly, and with no probable cause, the weight of the truck felt like a burden he
didn't want to carry anymore. The feeling weighed on him heavy, but it had still taken
a couple more months before he'd brought up the subject with his boys.

Their adamant responses to get rid of the vehicle had shocked him, but honestly, he
wasn't sure why. Although their mother had wanted the food truck, she'd never
actually used the thing. It was just another one of her whiny ways to manipulate him,
and he'd been stupid enough to do anything to try and make her happy.

Unfortunately, that had been an almost impossible feat from the start.



Of course, they'd had fun in the very beginning, playing house before the twins were
born, but once they got married and the babies came, everything changed. He'd spent
four long years trying to make her happy, and honestly, he'd been relieved when she'd
findly called it quits. Unfortunately, they had officially mated—at her request—and
the only way to break the mating bond was death. He'd still had to deal with her
inside his head for another year before she'd gotten herself killed, but aside from the
fact that his boys would never see their mother again, the only thing he'd felt was
relief.

He knew that made him an asshole, but he didn't care. He hadn't loved his ex, and
though he'd been trying to do the right thing by marrying her, mating with her had
been stupid.

Never again.

Nope, he would never make that mistake again. Not that he was looking for a mate,
because he wasn't. He never wanted to own that burden again, and aside from a few
one-night stands a couple of towns over, he'd never had a need for a mate. He'd
raised his boys without any help, and even though he'd barely been an adult
himself,he'd done a damn good job.His boys were good men, and he was proudof all
three of them.

And he hadn't needed a mate for that.

It would be nice to have a true mate, though.

It was the same feeling that had plagued him last summer. The thing that had made
him wonder if holding onto the food truck had been a mistake all these years. It made
him wonder if maybe holding onto it had slowly turned him into a grumpy old man.
Not that he was ancient or anything, but he certainly felt older than his forty-six
years. Not physically—his bear form kept him active, and he often lifted more than



his share of weights—but mentally.

Even after al of his boys had moved out, he'd been content to be alone. Hell, he still
relished in the quiet house, and though he loved their Sunday barbecues, he didn't
miss his kids when they were gone. Maybe it was because they all lived in the same
town, and he saw at least one of them daily, but he didn't think that was it. He just
enjoyed the quiet that had been missing from his life since he was eighteen.

Not that he regretted anything—well, except for his failed mating—~but if he hadn't
met his ex, then he wouldn't have his twins, and he had never once regretted them.
His oldest had come to him first, but even though they weren't related by blood, he'd
been born to be the man's father, and he'd never regretted that decision either.

But he still liked the quiet, and he was glad that everyone now had their own placesto
live.

Of course, that meant he now had a house that was way too big for him alone, but he
didn't plan on selling anytime soon— if ever. This house sat closer to the National
Park than most of the other houses in the area, and it was a big plot of land so his
neighbors were a nice distance away. The river flowed next to his backyard, but his
property was high enough that he never had to worry about flooding, and the sun
warmed his back patio in both the summer and winter, which allowed him to connect
with nature even when he didn't feel like running in his bear form.

One of the best things though, was the small bridge he'd build to connect his property
to the other side of theriver. It was a drawbridge that used a large tree as an anchor,
and he could lower it when he wanted to cross the river into the National Park. It
made shifting into his bear form easy, because all he had to do was cross the river and
disappear into the trees. His shift was instant, and the magic allowed him to keep his
clothes on during the change, but he also had the added bonus of privacy. The part of
the park that was across from his land was barely visited by people, and he never had



to worry about finding strangersin his specia spot.

He also didn't have to worry about anyone using the bridge to cross into his land, but
that didn't mean that he didn't take precautions. No Trespassing signs were posted on
the tree on his side of the river, and he'd also attached a sign to a chain that he used to
block the entrance to the bridge. He also used his bear senses to check the area before
coming and going, and he had never found a trace of anyone, other than his family,
crossing into his land.

He checked the clock on the wall and realized he'd been staring at the empty spot in
the middle of the storeroom for way too long. Normally he locked up promptly at five
unless a customer asked him to stay late, and that hadn't happened today. No, he'd
just been wasting time thinking about the past. Except... that wasn't exactly true,
because he was al so wondering about that nagging feeling he'd felt back in August.

It had been the thing that had finally pushed him to fix up the truck and put it up for
sale, but he'd never even made it that far. In late December another shifter—Liam
Rivers—had showed up wanting to buy the truck, and even though the man's story
about Santa sending him sounded crazy, it was the only thing that had made any
sense.

Because he hadn't told anyone about the truck, and neither had his boys. In fact, all
three of them had admitted later that they hadn't believed he would ever sell the thing,
and he understood their position. He'd sat on the truck for months after talking to
them about it, and when he'd finally started working on fixing it up, it had been
without a lot of fanfare. He didn't keep his work a secret, but he also hadn't talked to
them much about the process.

Ryker thought again about the story Liam had shared with him and shook his head. It
had sounded unbelievable—it still did—but he was a man who could shift into a
grizzly bear, so he knew some things were unbelievable. Plus, while Liam was



reserved, he was also sincere, and Ryker had no reason not to believe the other man's
story.

Admittedly, despite all the work he'd done, he'd still been on the fence about selling
until Liam had shown up out of the blue. He'd taken it as a sign and sold the vehicle
for the price of new parts and nothing more. The other man had balked at the price,
claiming it wasn't enough, but in that moment, Ryker had known it was time to let the
monstrosity go.

He still believed in that choice, but unfortunately, that nagging feeling still remained.
He'd thought selling the truck would settle him, but yet, it had been nearly a month
and he still felt like something was missing. His bear grumbled in agreement, and he
shook his head as he threw the rag into a nearby bin.

It had been a long time since he'd sought out a woman for release, and maybe that
was all he needed. Someone to warm his bed for the night. His bear growled this
time, and he dismissed the thought almost as soon as it had formed. A one-night stand
held little appeal, and even less when he considered searching a few towns
over.Aside from his ex, he'd never had a relationship with anyone in town, and that
wasn't about to change. He'd had plenty of offers—way too many—but their motives
had always been selfish, and he wasn't about to repeat any of his past mistakes.

Especiallywhen he didn't feel anything toward any of them.

He used to think it was because he was angry, and that his stance would change over
time, but his indifference had never waned. Sure, there were some pretty women in
town, but he'd never felt anything more than a slight appreciation for their looks. And
that definitely hadn't been enoughto change his stance on finding someone new. If
anything, it had cemented his resolve, and he'd accepted the fact that he would never
be mated again.



That nagging feeling felt stronger now, and he rubbed a fist over the center of his
chest at the same time the bell on the door chimed.

Fuck mel

He'd forgotten to lock the front door, and though most people read the posted hours
and didn't bother him once they were closed, every now and then he was greeted with
an annoying soul who thought the world revolved around them. Usually he would
help them anyway, but right now he was feeling out of sorts, and he didn't want to
deal with anyone.

He started walking toward the front, but stopped in his tracks at the sound of the
unfamiliar voice.

"Hello?"

C arly Masters smiled as she walked down the path on the side of the raging river.
She loved the way the river rolled over the rocks, and she could watch the swirling
rapids all day. She glanced across the river, and saw a grizzly bear eyeing her
curioudly, but she didn't l[inger or make eye contact with the animal. In order to get to
her side, the bear would have to cross the bridge that went over the rapids, bringing it
closer to town, and though it could do that, she wasn't worried about the animal
following her.

She'd moved to Hickory Bear Rapids nearly six months ago, and during that time
she'd seen lots of grizzlies, but none of them had paid her any attention. She loved
being outside and surrounding herself with nature, but being a city girl, she could
admit that seeing a grizzly for the first time had been frightening. Luckily, the feeling
had only lasted afew seconds, and she'd relied on the information pack she'd received
in the mail from both the National Park and the city council on what to do when
encountering a bear in the wild.



She hardly ever ventured very far into the National Park on the other side of theriver,
but the bears were frequent visitors of the water, and since she was aso a frequent
visitor, she was used to their presence. It wasn't unusual to see a bear splashing in the
water, or just wading around in the shallower pools, and when it was warmer, she'd
even seen one or two sunbathing on one of the larger rocks. Now that she was used to
seeing the animals nearly every day, she loved getting to view them up close.

A gust of wind swirled around her and picked up some of the soft powder that
covered the path. The powder-like crystals seemed to float around her feet as if by
magic, and she shivered dlightly as the chill battered her coat. She still had time to get
to get to Windsor Auto before they closed, but she needed to move faster so she didn't
freeze before she got there.

One of her coworkers had planned to drive her to pick up her car, but the other
woman had gotten a call to pick up one of her kids early from practice, and by the
time Carly had learned of the news, most of her other coworkers had already gone
home. At least, all of the ones that she'd feel comfortable asking for a ride. Luckily,
she didn't mind being out in the cold with the right coat, and she loved walking.

As soon as she reached the end of the path along the river, her phone rang, and after
glancing at the caller 1D, she only answered it because she still had a while to go
before she reached her destination.

"Hey Jules, what's up?"'

"Oh, so you are still alive.”

“"Funny." Carly rolled her eyes, but still forced out alaugh.

She knew her friends meant well, but none of them had understood her desire to
move away from the city, and she received these kinds of calls weekly. She loved her



friends, but she was thirty-four years old and single, and everyone she knew was
married and having babies. Though she loved kids—that's why she'd chosen teaching
as a profession—she didn't want any of her own, and she definitely didn't want to
become a full-time baby sitter. Not that anyone took advantage of her single status or
anything, but she'd babysat all of her friend's kids at least once during an
"emergency", and that wasn't the way she was going to spend her life.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason she'd moved, but combined with the fact that
nearly al of the schoolsin the city had cut art and music from their curriculums, and
the fact that she preferred being outdoors more than anything else, it had made sense
for her to make the move. Especially since she wasn't tied to anyone, and she wasn't
getting any younger.

Besides her friends, there was nothing holding her in the city, and she rarely saw the
other women anyway. That didn't mean she didn't miss them, but she needed to make
the changes that were right for her life, and she believed moving to Hickory Bear
Rapids had been the right thing for her.

S0, guess who | saw yesterday?"

The other woman said the words in a sing-song voice, and Carly knew whoever it
was had to be a man. Either someone from their collage days that was now married
with kids, or someone Jules knew from work that she'd tried to set up Carly with and
failed.

Never again.

Ugh! Sheld allowed exactly two friends to set her up on blind dates, and they had
both ended badly, though not in the same way. The first guy had been a complete
disaster less than five minutes in, but the guy Jules had chosen had actually seemed
nice.



At least in the beginning.

That facade hadn't lasted long though, and despite looking good on paper, his
personality had been shit. At first it was a bunch of little things that could be easily
overlooked, but over time, hiswhiny, super needy, and clinging behavior just got old.

They'd only dated a couple of months, but though she'd ended things with him nearly
two years ago, he'd put her off relationships in general. She liked her independence,
and her alone time, and she wasn't going to give those things up just to be in a
relationship. Not to mention the sex hadn't been good. The man had been way too
overconfident considering his skills, and though he gushed about loving on her curvy
body, every encounter had been a waste of her time.

Of course, her vibrator could only do so much, and if she could find a man who knew
what the hell he was doing, then she would definitely be down for some sexy times.
She didn't need a relationship, although she wasn't opposed to that if she found the
right man, but she did miss the weight of a man on top of—and behind and
inside—her.

She wasn't holding her breath though, because Hickory Bear Rapids wasn't a huge
town, and she'd known when relocating here that the move might have cemented her
single status for life. The situation wasn't ideal, but she'd known the truth when
making her decision, and she wasn't upset about it.

"Who?" She glanced around the street, and noticed nothing looked familiar.

"James Wheeler."

“Um... eww!"

James was her ex—the one Jules had set her up with—and the other woman knew



why they had broken up. Why her friend thought she would be happy hearing about
the man was beyond her, but it was just another example of how they were slowly
drifting apart. The woman's next words confirmed her assumptions, and a wave of
sadness washed over.

"What do you mean, eww?" Jules chastised. "It's been two years, and people change.
He was driving a brand-new car, and he asked about you."

Anger replaced the sadness, and she hated the fact that her friend would allow, or
even encourage, her to settle for someone less than what she deserved.

"He's a big baby who sucked in bed, and I'm sure that new car has put him deep in
debt. | honestly can't believe you're even bringing him up. You didn't tell him
anything about me, did you?"

The silence on the other end of the phone told her everything she needed to know.

"I just worry about you," Jules said. "And | want you to move back here."

"And what?' she said, her voice hard. "Marry James Wheeler? Settle for some loser
so al of your friends can be married? That actually kind of sucks."

"God, you're right,” her friend said, blowing out a breath. "I do suck. | aso told him
where you lived and gave him your number again. | wasn't thinking, and it was a
shitty thing to do. I'm sorry."

Carly looked around again and swore. She would forgive her friend over time, but
she'd also taken a wrong turn somewhere and the Auto Shop was nowhere to be
found. She needed to retrace her steps and hurry up if she was going to make it before
the owner closed for the night.



"Okay," Carly said. "I have to go now, but don't give my number—or my
location—to anyone else.”

"I'm sorry, Carly."

"I know, but | have to go."

She hung up the phone and opened her GPS, thankful her phone had good reception
in this town. She typed in the name of the repair shop, and then started backtracking
her steps. She'd turned one street too early, and she'd walked quite a long way before
realizing her mistake, so now she had to pick up the pace.

Unless she could get there in ten minutes, the shop would definitely be closed when
she arrived, and the temperature was already dropping as tiny flurries fell on her nose.
Hopefully she'd get lucky and the owner would still be around, otherwise she'd have
to try again tomorrow, and she really didn't want to trek back home in the snow.

Twenty minutes later, she arrived at the shop, and despite the closed sign being
clearly visible, she pulled on the door and smiled when the thing opened. The little
bell tinkled against the wind, and though the place wasn't overly warm, she was
happy to be out of the elements. Her jacket was warm, but she'd been walking for a
while, and her cheeks and fingers were freezing.

She usually enjoyed being outside, but right now she was cold and tired, and all she
wanted to do was get home and snuggle under a warm blanket. All she had to do was
get her car and get going, but the counter in front of her was vacant, and no sounds
were coming from inside the building.

In fact, it seemed like the place was completely empty, and her smilefell.

Please |et there be someone inside.



"Hello?"
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CHAPTER 2

R yker forced his feet to move, angry that he'd been thrown by a voice. Since when
did he react to avoice... especialy one that belonged to a woman. It didn't matter that
the unfamiliar ache had seemed to ease almost immediately, or that his bear had also
sat up and taken notice. He wasn't a man who could be moved by just one word.

He left the storeroom and started walking through one of the bays at the same time a
woman poked her head into the space.

Holy fuck!

Not only was she gorgeous, but she felt like his, and in that moment, he knew that he
would give her anything. Though the feeling was completely different from when
he'd met his first mate, the desire to make her happy was the same, and he was never
going down that road again.

"We're closed!”

He was closer now, only about a cars-length away, and his words bellowed across the
small space between them as if trying to push her back out the door. Instead of

backing down like most normal people, she narrowed her eyes at him.

"I'm well aware of that, and I'm sorry," she said, her voice calm. "I took awrong turn,
and didn't realize until | had already been walking for awhile."

God damn!' S he was beautiful.



Her light brown hair was streaked with gold highlights, and the wavy locks were
pulled back into a messy bun piled high on the back of her head. As he moved closer,
he noticed how pretty her eyes were, andhow the amber color seemed to sparkle with
flecks of gold. Did they do that all the time, or only when she was angry? Would they
do it while he fucked her? He definitely wanted to find out everything about her, and
at that thought, his dick started to swell.

What the fuck!

His body's reaction pissed him off, and he wanted to send her away. He opened his
mouth to do so, but at the same time, her words registered and he was angry for
another reason.

"Wait! You waked here?'

He looked at her again and his anger flared when he noticed the dark pink color in her
cheeks, and the tiny flurries stuck to the top of her head. How far had she walked, and
why wasn't she wearing a hat?At least the rest of her outfit was appropriate, although
he didn't miss the fact that she hadn't removed her gloves yet, and the knowledge
made him angry. She'd been out in the elements along time.

"Yes, and | took awrong turn, hence I'm late. Now can | get my car or are you going
to hold it hostage?"'

She was feisty and sassy, and his dick swelled even more. It didn't help that she was
tall with curves that went on for miles, and he knew that he wouldn't have to hold
back with her. He could pound into her hard and she could take it.

Fuck mel

He stepped behind the counter, and she watched him warily. He knew he should say



something, but he was too busy trying to get his dick—and his bear—under control.
The animal had sat up at the sound of the woman's voice, but now he was pacing
under his skin, desperate get out and claim his mate.

The feeling was odd—and foreign—and though he'd known his first mating hadn't
been true, he wasn't prepared for this ondaught of feelings toward a complete
stranger. He didn't need a mate, didn't want one, and all he had to do was get rid of
her and he would never see her again.

His bear growled beneath the surface, but he ignored the animal and went to the box
they kept on the counter that held the keys and cards for the completed cars.

"Name?'

He practically growled the word, and something akin to pride washed over him when
she didn’t shirk away or back down.

"Carly Masters. It'sthe black SUV out front."

He nodded and tried not to look at her. He glanced at the card matching her name and
silently swore. He'd never worked on the car before, and the work he'd done had been
simple routine maintenance, but he'd been impressed by the condition of the vehicle.
Especially since it wasn't exactly new.She'd taken care of the thing, and that was
something he admired.

Shit!
He had to keep it together. He didn't want to charge her for the work, but if he didn't,

that would be more awkward, right? Yeah, of course it would. More so because he
was acting like acompleteidiot. Still, he didn't want her to leave.



He glanced down at his hands, and for the first time in twenty-four years he wished
they weren't covered in grease. He'd wiped them on a rag, but even though he wasn't
leaving traces of the black stuff on everything he touched, it was embedded into his
fingers and it would be until after he got home and showered. That's just the way it
was when you worked on cars for aliving.

He shook his head as another wave of anger raced over him. He hadn't thought about
his hands in over twenty years, not since his first mate had complained about how he
looked dirty all the time. It didn't matter that the dirt paid for all of the things she
wanted, including that stupid food truck, or that they took care of their family and
provided everything they needed to survive.

Fuck!

Would this woman be like his ex? Not that it mattered because he didn't want a mate.
He didn't need to impress her, but he noted that the other women he'd slept with
hadn't seemed to mind his hands.

Of course, he didn't go searching for women straight from work, and he never told
any of them any details about his job. In fact, he'd always tried to keep his personal
information private. He hadn't cared what any random strangers thought about him.

But he cared what this woman thought.

Carly Masters.

He tested her name in his head as he pulledup the computer program that held the
invoice so he could take her payment. The name suited her, but he'd never seen her in
town before, and suddenly hewondered if she even lived in Hickory Bear Rapids.He
looked at her again when he told her the price, and she smiled back at him as she
swiped her card in the card reader.



"Thank you so much for doing this," she said. "I know it's a huge inconvenience."

The thanks was sincere, but he could also tell that she was mocking him just a little
bit. One side of his face twitched at her feistiness, and she smirked at him knowingly.

"Do you livein town?"' He blurted.

"Yeah," she gave him a genuine smile. "l just moved here about six months ago."

That was when the unfamiliar ache had started. The thing that had prompted him to
sell the food truck and let go of the past. That couldn't be another coincidence, could
it? It might be, but he didn't think so. Even though he didn't want a mate, he was
definitely open to having some fun, and he would like to have some fun with this
woman.

"Have dinner with me."

The words came out like a demand, and he winced until she started laughing.

The sound surrounded him, wrapped around him like a cloak, and he realized that if
he had this woman for the rest of his life, he would never tire of that sound. It was
pure joy, and the only time he'd ever heard it before had been coming from hiskids. It
reminded him of family—and of home—and his bear roared beneath the surface,
desperate to claim their mate.

And that's when he smelled the subtle hint of her arousal.
She was still smiling, but also studying him curiously, and he did his best not to

squirm under her scrutiny. He felt as if she could see into his soul, and it bothered
him that she might not like what she found there.



"Are you asking me or telling me?"

"Both." He nearly growled the words, loving the way her eyes seemed to sparkle at
hiswords.

That scent of arousal wasn't so subtle now, and his fingers twitched at the need to
touch her. He wanted to carry her into his office, bend her over his desk, and make
her scream as he fucked her from behind.

Asif she'd read his mind, her eyes flared again, and he knew he was screwed. Asking
her out had been a mistake, and he suddenly wished he could take it back. At least
until she spoke again.

"When?"

Even though he was an asshole, she clearly didn't think he was—or didn't care—and
if she was agreeing to go out with him, he wasn't going to take back the offer. Of
course, she could have other motives like the rest of the women in town, but he didn't
think that was the case. At least he hoped it wasn't, because even though he didn't
want a mate, he did want this woman, and it was the first time he'd ever felt anything
like this.

"Tonight. There's an Italian place on Main Street that's pretty good. We could split a
pizza if you want. Or if you don't like Italian, we can go someplace else.Someplace
nicer. Wherever you want."

God damn, shut the fuck up!

What the hell was wrong with him? He sounded like afucking idiot.

"Pizza sounds perfect,” she said.



"Great. How about | pick you up at seven?’

"Seven is good, but I'll meet you there," she smiled. "Is it the place next to the
sheriff's office?"

It was, and his oldest son was the sheriff.
Ugh! Well, this should be interesting.
The chances of avoiding his son were ailmost zero percent, but he was surprised that

he didn't really care all that much. He didn't want a mate, but he did want everyonein
town to know that she was his.

IlIt iS."

"Oh good, because | love that place," her eyes sparkled again. "By the way, what's
your name?"

She laughed and the sound went directly to his dick, but her question made him
smile.

"I'm Ryker Windsor," he said, "and | own this place." He raised his hand to show her
his dirty palm. "I'd shake your hand, but this stuff is a bitch to get out, and | don't
want to dirty your pretty gloves."

"| appreciate that," she laughed. "I guess we'll just have to have aformal introduction
later."

It was an innocent comment, but the way his body reacted to it was anything but
innocent. He wanted to introduce himself to her in a very different way, preferably
naked, so she could scream his name over and over. He also wanted to mark her as



his, and that thought left him speechless. He didn't want a mate, but he wanted to
claim this woman with every fiber of his being.

Luckily, she didn't wait for him to respond.

"Sounds good. See you later, Ryker."

C arly tightened her fingers around the keys in her pocket, and tried not to think about
the fact that Ryker was watching her ass as she walked away. Underneath her winter
coat, she was dressed in her favorite comfy jeans and a long sleeve t-shirt that was
her basic work attire on colder days. She knew the jeans didn't flatter her ass the way
some of her other pairs did, and she cursed as she dlid into her car.

The first thing she noticed after locking herself inside was how clean the driver’s side
door and steering wheel were. She couldn't count how many times she got her car
back after repairs only to find grease or dirt on some of the surfaces. She'd accepted it
was part of the process, but she was impressed that Ryker had taken extra care to
clean up after himself. Of course, maybe it was just a fluke, but after meeting the
man, she didn't think so.

She knew he didn't work alone, and that thought made her pause. She'd talked to a
woman on the phone both before dropping off the vehicle, and when she'd gotten the
call that it was ready, and she briefly wondered who the woman was. Not that it
mattered. She didn't think he would have asked her out if he was involved with
someone, and the woman was probably just an employee who worked the front desk.

Thinking about the desk made her pussy tingle, and she desperately wanted to know
what it would feel like to have Ryker pound into her from behind while he bent her

over basically any surface.

To say that the man was hot was an understatement, and everything about him made



her want to strip down and let him do whatever he wanted to her body. The feeling
was at odds with her more independent nature, but unlike her ex, she had a feeling
Ryker knew exactly what he was doing when it came to making a woman come.

That thought, though probably true, pissed her off, and she didn't like thinking about
him with other women. Which was just stupid. Of course he'd been with other
women. Hell, even though he didn’t seem that much older than her, he probably had a
lot more baggage.

Shit!

Had she made a mistake in agreeing to go out with him? Did he do this with all the
new women in town? Or with all the ones passing through? God, was she just some
sort of conquest for him? She didn't think so, but what the hell did she know. She'd
only been in town for six months, and even though everyone was mostly nice, maybe
Ryker liked to mess with women.

The sinking feeling wanted to take root, but she didn't let it. She wasn't looking for a
boyfriend anyway, and as long as she had some fun, it probably wouldn't matter.
Unless he humiliated her or something, but she didn't think that would happen. The
few women at work she hung out with liked to gossip a lot, and they hadn't
mentioned anything about the man. If there was news worth sharing, she probably
would have heard about it already.

Besides, she liked Ryker, and it had been along time since she'd liked anyone so she
wasn't about to pass up the opportunity to get to know the man better. Not when just
looking at him made her pussy ache. He was sexy, there was no doubt about it, but
that wasn't all. She was drawn to him, as if they were meant to be together, and she'd
never felt anything like it before.

Honestly, it was probably just her mind going into over-drive because she'd been



alone for so long, but she wasn't about to pass up a chance to be with this man. Not
when every fiber of her being was pushing her toward him.

When he'd first bellowed the words about being closed, she'd had the odd feeling that
he was trying to scare her away. As if somehow his scowl could make her leave.
Instead, the look had had the opposite effect, and she'dwanted to see how far she
could push him. When he'd smiled at her teasing, she'd known that he was different,
but him demanding that they eattogether—and her reaction to his gruff tone—had
both been a surprise.

She wasn't into dominant assholes, but Ryker didn't seem like an asshole. She'd
noticed the vulnerability when he'd mentioned the grease on his hands, but all she'd
seen were strong capable hands that could handle a woman her size. And his hands
weren't the only large part of this his body. Hell, the man was at least seven inches
taller than her five-foot, nine-inch frame, and he was alot wider, too.

He'd been dressed completely in black, and the t-shirt covering his chest had been
snug. It had clung to his body with every movement, and she'd wanted to rip it off
and rub her hands al over his glorious form. She knew he'd be hard everywhere, and
even now, that thought sent a fresh wave of heat through her body.

Aside from the tee, he'd been dressed in black jeans and black work boots, and his
head had been covered in a black beanie. The jeans had surrounded tree trunk legs,
and she'd definitely noticed that he was big all over. There was no way he could hide
his thick cock, and she desperately wanted to know what it felt like to be filled by
him.

God!

She'd been thinking about sex since she'd met him, and even though she was almost
home, she couldn't get him out of her head. She needed to take the edge off if she was



going to get through dinner with any semblance of a normal person, and a few
minutes later, she was in the shower with her fingers between her legs.

She plunged two fingers in and out of her pussy as she thought of Ryker's dark,
midnight blue eyes, and wondered what his hair would look like under the black
beanie he'd been wearing. She'd seen strands of both grey and black sticking out from
under the fabric, and if his beard matched the hair on his head, she knew that it would
be a nice salt-and-pepper mix. He looked way too young to have so much grey, but
she didn't mind. On him, the look was sexy as hell, and just the thought of that beard
scraping over her skin sent her over the edge, and she bit her bottom lip in an effort to
stifle the moans caused by her orgasm.

She didn't need to do that, but for some odd reason, she wanted to save those sounds
for Ryker.

Oh my god! I'm losing my fucking mind!

She'd never obsessed over a man like this, and her thoughts were crazy. Hell, Ryker
might be crazy, and after tonight, she might never see him again. Why the hell was
she worried about saving him sounds? Or orgasms? The odd feelings pissed her off,
and she finished her shower quickly, annoyed that her release had barely taken the
edge off.

Not that she should be that surprised. She'd been without a man for nearly two years,
and while she had no problem making herself come,her fingers and toys weren't the
same as a man who knew what the hell he was doing.

God, | hope Ryker knows what the hell he's doing!

A quick glance at the clock helped clear her mind, and she spent the next half-hour
carefully choosing her outfit and getting her hair just right. She knew they wouldn't



be getting naked today—at |east she didn'tthink they would be—but she was glad that
her legs were shaved and that her toenails still looked pretty from the painting she'd
done over the weekend. It was way too cold outside to wear anythingbut close-toed
shoes, but knowing her toes were pretty gave her a boost of confidence that rivaled
the sexy bra and panty set she wore.

After onelast ook in the mirror, she left the house excited for her date.
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CHAPTER 3

R yker stood outside the Italian restaurant, and plastered a smile on his face when he
saw his oldest son, Luke, walking toward him. Picking a place to eat that was right
next door to the sheriff's office had been the only flaw in his plan, and he knew his
dinner would be interrupted more than once tonight.

"Hey, dad." Luke walked right up to him, stood at his side, and looked up and down
the street.

Ryker's smile grew as pride filled him. He loved al of his sons—and the men they'd
become—and he was proud of al three of them.

Luke had aways been the peacemaker of the family, and his cam and logical
thinking made him an excellent sheriff, even in a town where the crime rate was
relatively low.Hell, that ability to stay calm when everything went to shit was what
had kept him alive when he'd been abandoned at the young age of seven.

Ryker had been barely an adult when he'd found the boy, but he never regretted
adopting his son and becoming aparent so early in life.

"Hey, son. How's work?"'
"Normal," Luke laughed. "What are you doing?"

Y eah, cause what he was doing was completely not normal, and he knew Luke would
ask questions if he spotted him out here. Still, he hadn't wanted to wait inside for



Carly.

"Just waiting."

"Waiting for what?'

He sighed. He'd known being evasive would never work. Luke was too damn aware
of everything around him, and he'd always been the one to find out all of the details
before making a decision on things.

"l have adate."

"A date?' Luke's eyes lit up like it was Christmas morning, and he knew Noah and
Rhys would know the information before the other man made it back to his office.
"With who?'

He understood his son's shock. He never dated, and if he shared a mea with
someone, which was rare, it was never with anyone in town. Hell, he couldn't
remember the last time he'd been on an actual date, and he glanced down at his outfit,
suddenly wondering if he looked okay.

Fuck! His woman was making him crazy!

His woman? What the hell? They hadn't even had dinner yet. He didn't know
anything about her, and wasn't sure if he'd ever see her again after tonight... Except,
deep down, he knew he would. She was different from anyone he'd ever met, and his
bear was desperate to mark her. Unlike his first mate, his animal actually liked Carly,
and they didn't even know her yet.

Luckily, he wasn't as impulsive as the animal. After the last time, he knew he never
wanted another mate, but even though he was determined to stay single, Carly called



to his human side amost as much as she called to his bear. HEd be a fool not to at
least enjoy her company for alittle bit.

That last thought didn't sit right, but he pushed the feelings away and focused on his
son.

"Her name is Carly Masters, and she's new in town. | did some work on her car, and
she came to pick it up late this afternoon. That's how we met. Now get out of here
because shell be here any minute, and | don't want you hanging around when she
arrives."

"Okay, okay," Luke laughed, putting up his hands in surrender and taking a step back.
"I'm going. Y ou look great by the way. Have fun!"

Ryker shook his head as Luke ran back to the sheriff's office, and he made a note to
warn Carly about his sons. He knew they wouldn't stick around and be a nuisance, but
his boys were definitely going to show up and get a good look at his woman.
Good...then they'll know to stay away from her.

The unfamiliar, possessive thought shocked him, especialy since it was directed at
his boys, but he wasn't sorry. He didn't have a problem with the other men being
around her in a family capacity, but even though they were closer to her age, Carly
was his, and he didn't want anyone else—especially his boys—thinking she was
availableto date.

What. The. Actual. Fuck?

Damn! | am so screwed.

He didn't want mate, and yet, he was ready to take Carly off the market before they'd



even gotten through their first date. Hell, he might not even like her. Maybe she was a
bitch who kicked puppies in her spare time or something. Maybe she hated bears and
wanted to hunt them all down while they dept in their dens. Hell, maybe she was just
agold digger looking for money. He wasn't loaded, but he did have a very substantial
savings. Maybe she was just looking for a sugar daddy to buy her anew car.

He wanted her, but he also needed to keep some perspective. She could be exactly
like his ex, and despite the pull he felt toward her, he was never going through that

again.

God... Maybe this date had been a bad idea after all.

He glanced at his watch, and noticed that she was aready late. It was only two
minutes, but maybe she'd stood him up. Maybe he'd been obsessing over her for
nothing, and she wouldn't even show.He glanced down the street, impatient and
angry, but when he caught a glimpse of Carly, al of his wayward thoughts
disappeared.

She looked like a goddess walking toward him, and all he could do was stare.

Unlike earlier, her hair was down, and the long, wavy locks were parted down the
middle. It was easier to see the golden highlights with this style, and they shimmered
as they caught the light of all of the businesses and streetlights she passed. She wore a
dark brown coat that hung down to her mid-thigh, and it hung open allowing him to
see a pretty, pink top and dark jeans that accented all of her curves. Her calves were
encased in boots the same color as her coat, and for the first time in his life, he was
jealous of apair of shoes.

Though he only wore a sweater and jeans, the weather had cooled down a few
degrees from when he'd seen her earlier, and anger flared as hebriefly wondered why
she hadn't fastened her coat.When she stopped and pulled her phone out of her



pocket, the look on her face caused a different emotion to swamp him.Something on
that text had made her angry, and he didn't like the idea of anyone bothering his mate.

She shoved the phone back in her pocket without typing a response, and then she
looked up and smiled at him and all thought fled his mind as his dick started to swell.

Fuck, she was gorgeous!

Serious cavemaninstincts were telling him to skip the meal, throw her over his
shoulder, and take her to his secret spot. Once he had her there, he would strip her
bare, and then lick and kiss every part of her body. By the time he was done, his scent
would be embedded in her skin, and everyone would know who she belonged to.

WEell, every shifter, and that was enough. For now. For the humans, he'd put aring on
her finger and dare anyone to come near her. Those thoughts both excited and scared
him, and he shook his head, trying to clear the crazy, and willed his cock to go down.
They were having dinner, that was all, and he wasn't getting married—or marking
anyone—any time soon.

"Hi," she said when she reached him. "Everything okay?"

Her smile had fallen just a little bit, and he hated that he'd been the one to make that
happen.

"Y ou look gorgeous,” he practically growled the words. "And everything is perfect.”
Her radiant smile returned, and his bear preened beneath the surface.
"Thank you. Sorry I'm late. The free lot is practically full, and | had to park near the

back. It took me longer to walk here than | thought it would. Y ou should have waited
for meinside."



"No," he growled again, affrontedthat she thought he would enter the dwelling
without her. "We enter together. Unless you're here before me, then you wait inside.”

"Okay," she smiled again.

"Good." He put his hand on the small of her back, and led her to the front door. "Are
you hungry?"'

"Starving," she laughed. "What about you?"

"I'm definitely starving."

Her eyes sparkled at his words, and he had a feeling she knew his hunger had nothing
to do with food.

Once inside the restaurant, the hostess took them to the table in the back he'd asked
them to hold for him, and he took her coat and placed it on one side of the round
booth at the same time he motioned her to dlide in the other side. He loved that she
did to the middle so he could slide in behind her with no questions asked, because
there was no way he was sitting across from her at the huge table.

Her knee casually bumped his as they looked over the menu, and he found that he
liked the feeling way too much. He aso liked that she wanted a pizza with everything
on it—his favorite—and that she wanted breadsticks, too. He liked to enjoy his food,
and shifters ate a ton. While he didn't care how much she ate, he hated it when a
woman ordered something smalland then just picked at her plate and watched him
edl.

After the waitress took their order, he glanced toward the front of the restaurant and
openly groaned.



"I'm sorry in advance," he laughed. "I thought I'd have more time to warn you, but
we're about to have visitors."

"What?'She glanced at Luke walking toward them, and her smile dlightly fell. "What
do you mean? What's going on?"

"That's my son, Luke, and I'm guessing the other two will be by shortly."

"Arethey...," she glanced at Luke again. "Are they here to check me out?'

Her eyes sparkled, but her smile didn't meet her eyes, and he didn't miss the dight
worry in her voice.

"Yes, but only because you're the first date I've had in years, and they want to meet
the woman responsible for that."

C arly gaped at Ryker. She really wanted to know more about why this man hadn't
dated in years, but she didn't have time to ask any questions, because suddenly, Luke
was there, standing at the edge of their table.

"Hi, I'm Luke," he said, stretching his arm across the table.

She started to reach for his hand, but stopped when Ryker pushed his arm away.
"Carly, thisismy son, Luke. Luke, thisis Carly."

The sheriff had a huge grin on his face, and she couldn't help but notice that he wasn't
that young. At least he didn't look it. He actually looked right around her age, and

Ryker definitely didn't look old enough to be this man's father.

"It's nice to meet you, Luke," she smiled.



"Okay, you've seen her," Ryker growled, "now let us eat in peace, and tell your
brothers to say home."

"Y ou know that's not happening,” Luke laughed. "But, I'm leaving. Bye, Carly, | hope
to see you again soon."

They both watched the sheriff walk away without looking back, and once the man
was outside, Ryker spoke before she could.

"Sorry about that," he sighed. "The other two should be here shortly, and then we can
finish our date without any more interruptions. Well, unless my niece shows up,
which is a very real possibility. She's the one you spoke to on the phone. She works
the front desk for me part-time until lunch."

Carly smiled, happy to know more about this man, including who the woman he
worked with was. Still, he didn't look old enough to have full-grown sons, and she
wasn't going to hold back on her questions.

"|s the sheriff really your son? He looks about my age, and you definitely don't look
old enough to be his father."

"He probably is your age," he laughed. "But he is my son. | adopted him when | was
eighteen and he was eight. The twins were born later that same year, so | was avery
young dad."

He'd been a dad at eighteen? God, she couldn't imagine having that responsibility so
young. Hell, she didn't want that responsibility now. She liked kids, but she liked
them better when they went home to their own parents.

Another thought crossed her mind, and she wondered if she was going to have some
crazy ex visiting them next.



"And their mom? Does she live in town?"

"She left when the twins were four, and died a year later."

"Oh, I'm sorry, Ryker. That must have been devastating."

"It surprisingly wasn't,” he said, his voice hard. "Here come the twins."

WEell, she definitely wanted to know more about his ex, but Ryker's tone gave her the
impression the topic was closed, and she wasn't going to pry. At least not now. The
topic seemed way too heavy for first date conversation, and though she felt a little
self-conscious, she was enjoying the enthusiasm of his sons.

Two men practically raced toward them, crossing the restaurant with purpose, and
when they arrived at the edge of their table, their smiles were huge. Unlike Luke, who
was huge with brown hair and brown eyes, these two men actually looked like Ryker.
They were shorter, with a smaller build, but there was no lack of muscles on either
man. They were identical twins, with black hair and deep blue eyes that weren't as
dark as their dad's, and if she did stay in Ryker's life, she hoped she would learn to
somehow tell these two apart.

"Hil"

They said the greeting nearly in unison, and she couldn't stop the laugh that bubbled
up. Had Ryker really not had a date in years? It certainly seemed that way with the
way his sons were acting, but that couldn't be true. Could it?

IlHi .l|

"Carly, thisis Noah and Rhys." She liked that he pointed to each man specificaly as
he said their names. "Boys, thisis Carly. You've seen her, now leave. And don't tell



your cousin about this."

"We aready told her," Noah laughed, "but she's busy and can't come."

"Hey, Carly," Rhys said. "Can we take your picture?’

"No, you can't," Ryker growled. "Leave. Now."

"It was worth atry,” Noah grinned. "It was nice to meet you, Carly."

"See you soon," Rhys added.

Both men walked out of the restaurant amost as quick as they entered, and Carly
watched them leave with amusement.

"Well, that was... interesting," she laughed.

"Y eah, that's one way of putting it," Ryker smiled. "Do you have kids?"

She wanted to laugh at his segway, but she didn't fault him for wanting to know.
More so because he'd already raised three sons, and probably didn't want any more
children. Or maybe he did, and because his ex was dead, he was looking for someone
to give him those babies.

"Uh, no," she shook her head, "and | don't want any either. I'm a teacher—I teach art
at the elementary school—so | obviously like kids, but | also like to send them home
to their parents at the end of the day. What about you? Do you want more children?"

The look he gave her made her laugh out loud.

"No. | love my boys, but I'm definitely done with having my own kids."



She nodded, happy he wasn't looking for something she wasn't, and a few minutes
later she practically groaned when the pizza came.

"Oh, my god, this looks amazing."

While they ate, the conversation flowed between them easily, and after telling him a
little bit about her job and her reasons for leaving the city, she stopped eating when
she found him just staring at her.

Oh god! Had she eaten too much? Was he one of those men who expected their dates
to only munch on part of a salad. She eyed the pizza, and while it was almost gone,
she knew she'd only had two pieces plus a couple of breadsticks.

"What isit?' She asked. "Is there something on my face?"

"No, and nothing," he shrugged. "I'm enjoyingwatching you eat."

And that wasn't weird at all.

"That's... weird," she said, pushing her plate away.

"Y eah, maybe that came out wrong,” he laughed, pushing her plate back. She had
been done anyway, but his words made her feel self-conscious. "l just meant that
watching you enjoy your food is sexy-as-hell. The few times I've actually shared a
meal with awoman, they've barely eaten anything at all, and it's not enjoyable to dine

with someone like that."

WEell, when he said it like that, she couldn't be mad. She picked up another breadstick
and dunked it in the dipping sauce, and she was thrilled when he did the same.

"So, did your sons realy come to check me outbecause you haven't had a date in



years?'

"Yes," he laughed. "And, not only that, I've never dated anyone in town, so they've
literally never seen me with awoman before.”

"Wow, that's...," She didn't actually know what to say to that. Why had he decided
she would be the one? Was it because he was turning over a new leaf and she was the
first in a soon-to-be line of conquests, or was it because he felt that same weird pull
toward her that she felt toward him. She wasn't about to ask that question, so she just
left her comment hanging.

"It's too much,” he laughed, "especially for afirst date. Sorry, but I'm not really good
at this."

"It'sall right," she smiled. "So, did | pass the test? Do they approve?"

"Oh, they definitely approve.”

The way he practically growled the words sent a wave of heat racing straight to her
core, and liquid heat dampened her panties. Rykers eyes flared, as if he could scent
her arousal, and she once again wondered what it would be like to have him moving
his thick cock in and out of her body.

This date had been alittle weird, and there was a tiny place deep inside that wondered
if Ryker was telling the truth about dating, but the way his sons had showed up
seemed so innocent and wholesome, and she wanted to believe him. Was that stupid?
Maybe, but she didn't think so. Not when her body felt drawn to him in a way she
didn't understand.

Of course, it could all be because she hadn't been turned on by a man in a little over
two years, but she didn't think it was that. She'd seen gorgeous men before—hell, his



sons were gorgeous men, too—but she hadn't felt anything aside of appreciation for
any of them.

Ryker was different, and she wasn't giving up on him yet.

A little while later, Carly stopped on the street after exiting the restaurant, and
fastened her coat. Despite the flurries on her walk to pick up her car from the auto
shop, the temperature had warmed up a couple of degrees when it was time to meet
Ryker, and she'd left her coat undone so that he could see her cute outfit when she
arrived. The look on his face had been worth it, but now that it was later, the air was
crisp, and she was cursing the fact that she'd left her gloves at home.

She shoved her hands in her pockets and curled them into fists as Ryker narrowed his
eyes. He'd mentioned her lack of hat in his shop earlier, and she had a feeling he was
about to chastise her about forgetting again.

"Thank you for dinner,” she smiled.

"Where are your hat and gloves?’

The words came out low and growly, and liquid heat dampened her panties.

"| was excited about our date and accidentallyleft them at home."

His eyes seemed to darken as he slowly inhaled, and once again, she got the feeling
he could smell her arousal. Of course, she knew that wasn't possible, so maybe he
was just fighting off the desire to kiss her or something. Disappointmentswamped
her, because she realy wanted him to kiss her, but she understood his reasons for

holding back.

"L et's get you to your car before you freeze."



He placed his hand on the center of her back to steer her in the direction of the free
lot, but then he let it drop once they were going in the right direction. She glanced at
him out of the corner of her eye, and noticed that even though he didn't touch her, he
stood close enough that people would know they were together.

It was exciting and oddly comforting to have him by her side, and she once again
admired his physique. Shed dated tall men before, but Ryker was a good seven
inches taller than her, and she liked that she could wear her heeled boots around him
without feeling like a giant.

He was dressed in black jeans and boots, similar but different from the ones he'd been
wearing at work, and a dark gray sweater covered his chest. His head was covered in
a grey beanie this time, and she desperately wanted to pull the knit cap off and see
what he looked like without it. Not that she hated it or anything, because he rocked
the look better than most of the men her age, but she wanted to know everything
about him, and the beanie felt like a barrier between them.

She also noticed that he didn't have a coat or gloves, and that he didn't look cold at
all.

"What about you?' she asked. "Y ou didn't bring a coat or gloves?'

"I have a t-shirt on under my sweater, but | run really warm, and don't need anything
more than that."

A blast of wind swirled around them as they turned into the lot, and while she felt the
chill all the way to her bones, Ryker seemed to barely notice the cold.

He found her car easily, and walked her right up to the driver's side door. There were
still plenty of carsin the lot, but because she was parked in the back, it felt like they
had alittle bit of privacy.



"Thanks again for dinner," she smiled. "I had awonderful time."

"You don't ever have to thank me for feeding you." He growled the words, but before
she could think about what that meant, he continued. "1 want to kiss you now."

Though he didn't ask a question, she had a feeling he wanted her permission.

"Okay."

His hands encircled her hips, and she instinctively moved closer and placed her hands
on his chest. Heat seemed to radiate off of him, seeping into her skin, and she
desperately wanted to know what it would feel like to touch him with no barriers. His
mouth descended on hers slowly, and when his lips finally touched hers, she felt it all
the way to her core.

He must of have felt something, too, because he kissed her again, harder, and when
she opened her mouth dlightly, he shoved his tongue inside at the same time he pulled
her flush against his body.

And... damn!

He was hot and hard everywhere. She could feel the heat of him from her chest to her
knees, and even though they were separated by the layers of their clothes and her
coat, she could feel his hard, thick shaft between them, pressing into her lower belly.

Ryker deepened the kiss, tightening his hands on her hips, and she met his tongue
stroke for stroke.

She dlid her hands up his chest and around his neck, weaving them in between the
short strands sticking out from underneath the beanie. And that had been a mistake,
because he immediately grabbed her forearms and took a step back. The sudden lack



of heat radiating from his body, combined with the abrupt change in his demeanor
caught her off guard,and she stared at him dumbly as the bittercold wrapped around
her.

"Your hands are freezing, sweetheart," he said, wrapping his fingers around hers.
"Y ou have to get home and get out of this cold.”

She knew he was right, but she didn't want to go. She wanted to kiss him some more,
but she could tell by the look on his face that he wouldn't touch her again tonight.
Sadness swamped her, but she did her best not to let it show.

"You'reright,” sheforced asmile. "l amreally cold.”

"Areyou free tomorrow night? If you want to come over, | can grill some steaks. And
we can watch a movie or something. Whatever you want."

She really hoped that ‘or something' meant that she would get to kiss him again,
because right now, that's all she wanted.

"Y eah, that sounds great. Should | bring anything? Like something for dessert?"

After the pizza, they'd ordered a plate of Italian cookies to share, and while she was
too full to eat more than one, she'd enjoyed watching him clean the entire plate after
making sure she didn't want any more. Watching that man pick up the crumbs with
his fingers had been sexy and endearing, and though it wasn't the same, she
understood why he'd been watching her eat.

"] do like dessert."

He growled the words while staring at her mouth, and she felt her pussy contract, asif
readying itself for his touch.



And she definitely wanted him to touch her there.

They exchanged phone numbers, and after texting her his address, he practically
shoved her inside the SUV. Carly wanted to laugh at the way he basically
manhandled her into the car, but she honestly thought it was sweet. As she drove
away, she could still feel the warmth of Ryker's lips on her own, and she couldn't wait
for their date on the following night.

Hopefully they would do much more than kissing.
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CHAPTER 4

C arly glanced down at the screen of her phone while she waited for Ryker to open
the door. The message was from a different number than the other ones she'd
received, but she was pretty sure they were all from her ex. It was the only thing that
made sense, even though the whole situation didn’t make sense at all. Why text her at
all—and why use four different numbersto do it?

The messages were harmless—though incredibly annoying—and she didn't
understand the point. Texting things like ‘how are you' and ‘what are you doing’
made no sense to her. Especially since she hadn't talked to the man in almost two
years.

Of course, they could all be random and have nothing to do with each other, but she
didn'tthink that was true. More so because the first one had arrived the day before, not
long after talking to her friend, Jules, and she rarely received random texts. If she did,
they never camein like this.

Four texts in less than twenty-four hours, al from different phones, seemed
excessive, and she was glad her ex lived in a different city that was very far away
from where she was now.

Jules told him where you live.
Her friend had given out that information, but honestly, telling someone what town

she lived in really wasn't that big of a deal. Especially when that person was a friend
of a friend. He was an ex-boyfriend, sure, but they hadn't ended on bad terms, and



though she didn't like the idea of him knowing where she lived, she wasn't hiding
from anyone.

Still, the texts were becoming too much, and an uneasy feeling settled over her at the
same time Ryker opened the door.

He took one look at her and pulled her inside, and then he scoured the street with his
eyes, asif looking for athreat. His actions were sexy as hell, and though she was sure
nothing was out there, she felt safe and protected in his presence.

Once seemingly satisfied that there were no threats, he joined her in the foyer.

"What isit," he asked, gently pulling off her hat. "What's wrong?"

"Sorry," she said, surprised that he could read her so well. "Nothing's really wrong,
but I've gotten a few annoying texts today, and another came in right before you

answered the door. | just felt strange about them.”

She shrugged, and started pulling off her gloves, and then bent down and grabbed the
bag she'd set on the floor and handed it to him.

"| got almond croissants from the bakery on Main. | hope you like them."

She smiled, but Ryker's face was set in a scowl, and he didn't take the bag.

"What kind of texts?"

He growled the words, and she felt the rumble all the way to her core.

"Stupid ones," she said, pulling out her phone. She showed him the last one, and he
growled again when he read the words. "My friend gave an ex my number and told



him where | live now, and then these messages started coming the same day. | keep
blocking them, but they are al from different numbers, and | don’t know if any of
them actually belong to him. | haven't talked to the guy in amost two years, so him
texting me doesn't make sense, but it also seems like a strange coincidence, and | just
felt weird about it."

"Understandable,” he nodded. "Did things end badly between you two?"

"No," she shook her head. "I mean, | was the one who ended things, but he had no
problem letting me go. If he didn't live so far away, I'd say it was just a booty call or
something, but | have no idea. | also don't care. | don't want to talk to him, and the
texts are more annoying than anything. | just hope he gets bored soon."

"If it gets more frequent, or more...," he shook his head, seemingly unable to find the
right word. "If they get more anything, then | think we should report it to Luke. If you
don't feel comfortable talking to him, then one of the deputies. Promise me."

The last two words fell out of his mouth on another growl, and she realized that she
would promise him anything if he kept using that delicious rumble. Liquid heat
dampened her panties, and all she wanted to do was strip down and ride his thick
cock. She glanced down and bit her bottom lip when she saw the huge bulge between
hislegs.

"Carly."
She met his eyes, and smiled. He obviously wanted her as much as she wanted him,
but he was aso waiting for her response, and she knew he wouldn't budge until she

acquiesced.

"| promise.”



The look on his face was amost feral, but she wasn't afraid. In fact, she wanted to
laugh at how much she wanted him, but then he took a step toward her, and all
thought of laughing died.He placed his palms on either side of her face, his fingers
gently cradling her head, and then he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers.
Her free hand immediately went to his chest, and when he kissed her again, she
closed her hand into afist around the fabric.

She could feel the heat radiating from him through her coat, and once again, she
wanted to know what it felt like to touch him skin to skin.

The first few meetings of their lips were soft and sensual, but when he dlid his tongue
inside her mouth, the dueling of their tongues became hard and urgent. She dropped
the bag of croissants onto the floor and slipped her hand under the hem of his shirt.
Her fingers dlid over his abs, and every bump was warm and hard.

Unfortunately, the sound of the bag hitting the tile seemed to break the spell, and he
let her go, taking a small step away. The distance was minor—she could still touch
him—but a second later his hands gently closed around her wrists.

"We have to stop," he said, his breath ragged.

"What? Why?' She definitely didn't want to stop.

"Because | haven't fed you yet—or given you the grand tour—and | didn't invite you
over just for sex."

Which meant he did want sex, but just not yet.

She could live with that.

"Okay, fine." She sighed heavily, teasing him, and started unzipping her coat. "l am



excited about the tour. | love that your place is so close to theriver. Do you ever have
to worry about flooding?"'

"Never," he shook his head. "The banks are surprisingly high in this area, and the
river is wide enough that when extra water does come through, it doesn't reach the

top.

"That's amazing."

A bout thirty minutes later, Ryker stood out on the deck, and smiled as he watched
Carly chop up a tomato for a small salad. He wasn't a huge fan of salad in general,
but something told him his mate would want more than steak and grilled potatoes,
and he'd been right.

In fact, even though she'd eaten heartily the night before, she'd laughed when he'd
showed her the steaks he'd prepared for the grill. He liked meat, and a lot of it, and
he'd forgotten that most humans—even full-grown men—couldn't easily finish a
steak cut the same size that a bear shifter could eat.

"No way," she'd laughed, shaking her head. "There's no way | can even eat afourth of
that thing. | do love grilled potatoes, though, and | can eat aton of those."

He knew she wasn't lying, and he also knew she was telling the truth when he'd asked
her about the salad and she'd been impressed over the fancy lettuce mix he'd
purchased. He didn't think Carly was someone who always had to have expensive
things, but he knew she had good taste, and he'd wanted to impress her.

She'd taken over salad duty easily, which had impressed him in return, and he had to
admit that working in tandem like this soothed his bear in a way that he didn't even
know was possible. His ex had made her share of meals, and had taken care of their
boys while he worked, but they'd never really fit—not even when they were doing



stuff together as afamily.

Being with Carly like this was definitely something he could get used to, and he
couldn't stop the wave of fear that washed over him. It was only their second date, but
she looked right in his kitchen, and felt right by his side. He still didn't want or need a
mate, but he knew that the more time they spent together, the harder it would be to let
her go.

He thought about the kisses they'd shared, and wondered if he was doing the right
thing by allowing himself to touch her. Or even see her. Hell, maybe he should have
never even asked her out. And what the hell had he been thinking bringing her to his
home. Now that he'd given her a tour, her scent would linger in every room, and it
would take forever for the smell to dissipate.

Fuck mel

He'd been thinking with his dick when he'd invited her over, and now he would have
to let her down easy. Because Carly wanted him almost as much as he wanted her. He
could seeit in the way she looked at him, and because they were made for each other,
he knew she could fedl the pull between them, even if she didn't know exactly what it
meant.

He looked at her again, and when she noticed him staring, she smiled and waved, and
he was lost al over again.

He loved thatshe was a strong woman who could hold her own, but she had a playful,
almost innocent side, too, and the combination made up the perfect woman.

Earlier, as they'd toured the house, she'd gushed over the light entering every room,
and had been enthralled with the views of the forest from the upstairs windows.
When he'd taken her to the river bank, she'd been amazed at how low the water was,



and how many rocks helped make up the rapids.

Unless she was the greatest actor in the world, she loved nature amost as much as he
did, and seeing her excitement did something to him. In that moment, he'd wanted to
skip dinner and take her to his secret spot, but something still held himback.

Fear.

Beneath the surface, his bear growled the word, and he couldn't stop the wave of
anger that swamped him. He wasn't afraid, he was smart. Something he hadn't been
twenty-eight years ago when he'd taken his first mate, and he wasn't about to make
the same mistake twice.

Except Carly didn't feel like a mistake, and his ex always had.

What did that mean?

He shook his head, and opened the lid of the grill to flip the steaks. Shit! He'd let his
mind wander, and he'd already ruined one side of the meat. He told himself it didn't
matter, that he didn't need—or want—to impress Carly, but he knew the words were
lies. He definitely wanted to impress her, and he'd fucked it all up because he couldn't
get out of hisown head.

He heard the dliding door leading to the patio open, and when he looked up, he was
once again struck by how beautiful his woman was. She'd put on her light blue coat,
the one she'd been wearing when she'd picked up her car the day before, but her hair
was down again, and he wanted to wrap the strands around his fist and pull as he
fucked her from behind.

Asif she'd read his mind, she traced her top lip with her tongue, and his dick swelled.



"Oh, it's freezing out here," she laughed, zipping up her coat. "The salads are ready,
are the steaks almost done?’

"Almost. | let my mind wander and burned one side, but they'll still taste good."

"Of course they will," she said, asif stating the obvious. "Do you want me to get your
coat?'

He was shocked that she wasn't worried about the steaks, but deep down, he knew he
shouldn't be. Without even trying, she made it really hard not to like everything about
her, and that was a problem when he was trying to convince himself that he didn't
need her in hislife.

"No, I'm good. | run really warm, remember?’

"I do remember." She practically purred the words, and once again, he wanted to
forget the steaks, throw her over his shoulder, and take her to his secret spot.

What. The. Hell?

He let out alow growl, wanting to get some sort of control over the situation, but her
next words made that task nearly impossible.

"Mmmm... | love all the sexy sounds you make, but I'm also freezing, so I'll wait for
you inside."

"I'm coming right behind you."

"| sure hope so0."

She threw the words over her shoulder as she walked back inside, and though they



were said innocent enough, the smile on her face proved she knew exactly what she
was saying. His dick went rock hard, and he was still staring when she turned back to
close the sliding glass door.

For some reason, in that moment, his control snapped. Both he and his bear knew
what they wanted, and he was going to get it.

He quickly removed the steaks and potatoes from the grill, and then rushed inside.
Carly had removed her coat, and was standing at the counter waiting for him. She
hadn't set the table, but she'd gathered up the plates and silverware they would need,
and everything was piled nicely next to the salads she'd made and two bottles of
water.

He set the huge plate of steak and potatoes on the counter, and then leaned up against
her, pressing his front against her back. He caged her in with his arms, and his hard
and aching dick fit perfectly between the soft globes of her ass.

"I want you," he growled. "Right now."

"Yes." The word came out sounding like a plea, and he found he liked her begging
way too much.

She pushed her ass back dightly, rubbing against him, and his dick started to throb. It
had been along time since he'd been with a woman, but the fact that she was his mate
wasn't lost on him. If she kept rubbing against him, he might come in his pants, and
that wasn't what he wanted for either of them.

"Hands on the counter, and don't move."

She immediately followed his orders, and her compliance made his dick swell even
more.



He wrapped one hand around her waist, and the other went to the button on her jeans.
He unfastened the tab easily, and the zipper easily came undone when he pulled on
the fabric.

"Is this okay?' He whispered in her ear before gently catching the lobe between his
teeth.

"It's more than okay. Touch me, Ryker."

He dlid his hand down the front of her panties, and she spread her legs alittle wider,
anticipating his touch. When he pressed his fingers against her swollen clit, she cried
out and pushed back against him. Her mound was bare, which he loved, and her soft
lips were warm and wet.

He did afinger into her opening, and when he found her soaking, he added another.

The walls of her pussy immediately started tightening around his fingers as he moved
them in and out, and he could feel her honey coating his hand. Her breath was ragged,
and tiny moans and mewls filled the air as she tried to force him to go deeper. The
only thing stopping her from riding his hand was his arm around her waist, holding
her against him.

"Y ou're soaking wet, sweetheart,” he growled, licking the juncture between her neck
and shoulder. The urge to sink his canines into her perfect skin was strong, but he
kissed her instead, and added athird finger into her hole. "Isthisall for me?"

"Yes." She bit out the word as more honey drenched his fingers. "Ryker, please.”
His cock was hard and heavy against her ass, and al he wanted to do was pull down

her pants and bury his cock deep inside her pussy, but he wasn't going to do that in
his kitchen. Not this time.He wanted to be face to face when he fucked her for the



first time.

He pushed his fingers deep at the same time he pressed his palm hard against her clit,
andshe exploded, screaming his name as her pussy clenched down on his fingers like
avice.

Fuck!

Everything about this moment—about his mate—was so damn sexy, and all he'd
done was finger her. What would it be like to watch her come with his dick buried
deep inside her? Even as he thought the words he already knew theanswer.

It would be perfect.

When her breathing started to return to normal, he slowly pulled his fingers out of her
cunt and brought them to his mouth. The scent of her honey was amazing, and he had
to taste her. He sucked his fingers into his mouth, and immediately realized his
mistake. She was pure ambrosia, and he would never get enough of her.

"Fuck! Y ou taste amazing, sweetheart."

Amazing seemed inadequate, but his brain wasn't fully functioning.

She turned in his arms and smiled, and his bear growled beneath the surface. The
animal wanted to claim their mate, and he didn't understand what the human side was
waiting for. Seeing his woman smiling and sated from his touch made him feel ten-
feet tall, and he was having a hard time remembering why he was holding back.

"Thank you," she said, her hands reaching for his belt. "Now it's your turn."

She started pulling on the leather, and his hands grabbed hold of her wrists.



"I won't last if you touch me," he growled. "l want you too much."

"So?" She laughed. "I definitely don't see the problem."

Fuck yeah!

He let go of her wrists,and watched dumbly as she unfastened his pants and pushed
his boxers down to free his cock. She wrapped one hand around the base, and started
stroking him with the other, and his brain nearly short-circuited.Hed never felt
anything close to the way Carly's hands felt on his skin, and he couldn't wait to know
what it felt like to sink hisdick into her soft pussy.

Asif reading his mind, shetightened her grip and stroked him hard and fast.

He placed one hand on the counter behindher to steady himself, and gathered up her
long hair in the other, wrapping the locks around his fist. The move forced her to look
away from his cock, and the look on her face pushed him over the edge.

He leaned his head back and roared as he exploded, his come shooting in spurts
against his shirt and dripping over her hands.

Carly kept stroking him until there was nothing left, and when he could breathe
normally again, he pulled her head back and kissed her. Hard. Unlike their other
Kisses, this one was a claiming, and his bear roared beneath the surface when she dlid
her hands up his chest and claimed him right back.

When they finally came up for air, he leaned his forehead against hers, and closed his
eyes. He wanted to take her to the bedroom to finish what they started, but her

stomach growled causing them to both laugh.

"You're amazing," he said, grabbing atowel off of the counter and handing it to her,



"but I'm feeding you now."

She wiped her hands on the towel while he pushed his still-hard dick back in his
pants, and then she went to the sink to wash her hands.

"I'm going to change my shirt, and I'll be right back."

Just like the night before, the conversation between them flowed easily. He told her
all about how his dad had given him the money for the down payment on his shop
when he turned eighteen—just a few months before he found Luke and married his
ex—and how he'd purchased the house he owned now when Luke had turned sixteen,
because they needed way more space and he wanted all of his sons to have their own
rooms.

By the time they finished talking and eating both dinner and dessert, it was late, and
he was walking her out to her car, cursing the fact that he hadn't thought to pick her
up so he could now drive her home.

"I still don't likeit," he said, "but text me when you get there."

"It's the only plan that really makes sense," she said, placing a soothing hand on his
chest, "and | will."

"And text me when you get back tomorrow night."

He knew he was probably out of line, but she didn't seem to mind.

"I will," she smiled, "and I'll see you, Friday."

He wouldn't see her tomorrow because she was going to dinner and a movie with
some people from work, and even though he knew they both had their own lives, he



was feeling grumpy about not getting to see her every day.

"Goodnight, Ryker."

She kissed him then, just a chaste brush of her lips against his, and then she slid into
her car and started up the engine.

"Goodnight."

He stood in the street until he could no longer see her taillights, and then reality
seemed to punch him in the guit.

He wanted Carly, but he didn't want or need a mate.

What the hell was he supposed to do now?
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CHAPTER S

C arly parked her car in the lot next the park, and couldn't help but smile when she
exited the vehicle. Despite the cold weather, lots of townspeople aways gathered in
the park for the Winter Concert Series, and the available parking spots were filling up
fast.

She hoped Ryker was able to find a space, but then quickly dismissed the thought.|f
he arrived too late and had to walk a few extra blocks to meet up with her, then that
was on him. Of course, after the way he'd acted when she'd left his housetwo nights
ago, she'd expected that he'd want to ride together, and the fact that he was meeting
her here bothered her.

Only alittle bit...

Okay, alot.

She didn't want it to bother her, but it did.And she knew she was being silly. And
probablyreading more into it than she should, butshe couldn't help it. She liked
Ryker, and he seemed to like her, too. After what they shared two nights ago, she'd
thought he'd be more eager to see her again, and she could admit that she was

disappointed that he wasn't.

He might be... maybe he has a good reason for meeting you here instead of arriving
together.

She knew the words were true, but even if they weren', it shouldn't matter. They'd



only known each other a few days, and though she felt a pull toward him that she'd
never felt before, she'd never fallen so fast for a man. Maybe she was just lonely.He
was a sexy man, there was no denying that, and a few days ago she'd been content
being single.

Still, Ryker hadn't cancelled their date—at least not yet—so she was going to do her
best to focus on having fun, and try not to read too much into this one little thing.

She walked across the parking lot to the tree they'd marked as their designated
meeting spot, and inwardly groaned when she saw Jessica, one of the women from
work that she didn't like, standing a few feet away. She forced a smile when Jessica
caught her eye, and then silently cursed when the other woman started to approach
her.

"What are you doing?" Jessica sneered. "Waiting for your man?"

She'd never called Ryker her man, and had only mentioned her date with him to two
other people from work. Either one of them had talked, or, more likely, the woman
had been eavesdropping on their conversation.

"I'm waiting for my date, yes. What are you doing?"

She didn't really care about the other woman, but she definitely didn't want to talk
about Ryker—or anything else—with her. Jessica was a gossip, but she was aso
mean and liked to stir up trouble when there was none. Carly found it odd that the
woman was a teacher, but she had to admit that the children always seemed happy
when she enteredJessica’s classroom every week.

"Just seeing what there isto see.”

Which meant she was looking for gossip.



"Oh, look. There's your man."

Carly barely held in the urge to roll her eyes as she followed the woman's gaze, but as
soon as she found Ryker striding toward them, only one thought filled her mind.

Mine!

He wasn't her man—at least not yet, and maybe never—but she wanted him to be.
She also wanted her coworker to leave so that she could have him all to herself. Of
course, there was no way to make that happen, so she did the next best thing.

"I've got to go," Carly said. "Have fun tonight."

She walked away before the other woman had a chance to respond, and hurried to
meet Ryker halfway. She knew Jessica was watching them with rapt attention, but at
least she was far away and wouldn't be present to hear their words.

"Hey," he said, as she walked right up to him. "Why didn't you wait for me?"

"I missed you," she shrugged.

She didn't want to tell him about the nosey coworker, so she left that part out.
"Hmmm... | missed you, too."

He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers, and though the kiss was chaste,
heat raced to every nerve-ending. She'd dressed in enough layers to keep warm while
they enjoyed the concert, but it was nice to know if a gust of wind came around, all

she would have to do was kiss him to warm up.

The thought made her smile, and she realized how much she'd overreacted to him not



wanting to arrive together. After she'd left his house on Wednesday night, she'd
texted him when she got home, and then texted again the next night after going out
with her friends. Both of those times he had replied back quickly and they'd even
chatted a bit. It was only his message from today stating that they should meet at the
park instead of arriving together, which had put her on edge.

The kiss hello had definitely pushed some of her doubts away, but the feeling didn't
last long.

As they started walking toward the stage, she reached for his hand and he abruptly
pulled it away. Considering he'd just kissed her hello a few minutes ago, the action
shocked her, and she glanced up in time to see the regret on his face.

"I'm sorry," he said. "It was just a natural reaction. It's not you."

She understood that, especially since he'd claimed that he never dated, but she also
noticed that he didn't try to fix the situation by reaching for her, and those feelings
from earlier came rushing back to the surface. She was disappointed and
embarrassed, and it didn't help that she knew her nosey coworker was watching their
every move.

This was why she didn't date. She didn't have time for games, and she hated feeling
like anidiot in public. She wanted him to leave, but she wasn't going to make a scene,
so she just shrugged and forced a smile.

"Don't worry about it," she said. "I think the band is about to start. Did you want to
get some hot cocoa?’

The heat she'd felt from his kiss was long gone, but she knew the chill she was
feeling had nothing to do with the weather. Still, holding the cocoa would give her
something to do with her hands, and she planned on keeping her cup filled until she



decided to leave. Because it was definitely going to be an early night.

“Carly, I..."

When he didn't elaborate, she got the feeling that the kiss he'd greeted her with really
hadn't meant anything at al, and that maybe he wanted to leave. If that was the case,
then she wanted him to go and stop wasting her time.

"Did you want to go? | do this every week, so I'm perfectly fine with hanging out
here by myself."

"What? No!" He growled the words, and she hated the way her body reacted. "I want
to be with you, I'm just sorry about what happened. | don't want to hurt you."

He aready had, but she wasn't about to tell him that. Not when they had only known
each other afew days and he didn't owe her anything. She wanted to tell him that he
hadn't hurt her, but she wasn't going to lie.

"It's way too soon for hand-holding. | get that. If you're staying, then we should start
heading over to the stage. | like to hear the band introduce themselves before the set,
and | want to get some hot cocoa. Y ou're wearing a coat today, does that mean you're
actually cold?'

She knew she was rambling, but she was willing to say almost anything to get out of
this hell. Ryker was just staring at her, as if trying to find the words to some big
speech, and she was about to say goodbye when he opened his mouth to speak.

"I'm staying," he said. "Let'sgo."

"Great."



She shoved her hands in her pockets, and fell in step beside him. When they entered
the park, she led them to the hot cocoa booth, and made sure to have her money out
before Ryker could even think about paying for her drink. She was still hurt, and right
now, she didn't want anything from him.

A few minutes later, Carly stood next to Ryker and sipped her hot cocoa as she
looked around the park. The large grassy area was next to a very shallow part of the
rapids where the river swelled out to create a nice sized pool of water that didn't have
any rocks. Behind the pool was a mountain that had another body of water flowing in
from the National Park, and the water poured down to create a waterfall that acted as
the backdrop for the pool.

During the concert nights, they set up the stage with the waterfall in the background,
and the band and all of their equipment stopped alot of the cold blasts that came from
theriver.

Still, the evening was chilly, and she was glad she now had both hands wrapped
around the steaming cup of cocoa.

"Thisisnice," Ryker said. "I haven't been to this park in awhile."

"I love it here," she said, thankful for his attempt at some sort of conversation. The
quiet between them would have been fine if they hadn't suffered that awkward
moment in the parking lot, but she was having a hard time moving past his rejection.
"Although, it's pretty crowded in the summer, and | prefer the walking path over this
area. | visit it almost every day."

The same river that bordered his backyard cut through the entire town, and the little
bit of land on the opposite riverbank connected to the National Park. She wasn't
exactly sure how much land on the other side of the river was actually part of Hickory
Bear Rapids, but it didn't really matter because the National Park was free for



everyone to enjoy, and there was even a bridge connecting the two sides on the
walking path.

"Have you ever seen any grizzlies?'

"I've seen afew, and have even gotten some really good pictures, butl mostly stay on
this side of the bridge. Usually, they just stare at me for a little while and then go on
about their business."

"Y ou're not afraid of them?"

"No," she shook her head. "I mean, they're wild animals, and it's their land. I'm not
going to approach them or anything, and | try my best to keep my distance and not
look like athreat."

"Smart plan."

Duh!

Of course, it was smart. She rolled her eyes at his ridiculous choice of words, and
wanted to die when she saw a familiar face walking toward them. The sheriff was
dressed in his uniform that included a thick black jacket that had a law enforcement
patch on the front, and a pair of matching gloves.

"I saw that," Luke laughed as he came to stand next to them. She didn't know his sons
well enough to know what kind of scene Luke would make, and she wished this night
would just end aready."Is my dad being dumb?"

"What?' Ryker said. "Why would you ask that?"'

"Um, because sometimes you are dumb,” Luke laughed, "and | just saw Carly roll her



eyes at something you said."

“Traitor." She grumbled the word, pretending to glare at Luke, but his smile was
infectious, and she burst out laughing. "He just told me | was smart to stay awayfrom
bears, so yes, heis being dumb."

She and Luke both started laughing, and Ryker's lips turned up in a smile. She could
tell that he had no problem teasing and bantering withhis boys, and Luke's approach
had actually broken through some of the awkwardnessbetween them.

Luke took off when the band walked on stage, and though she liked to support the
arts, she lasted through only two songs before her ears couldn't take anymore.

"Thisisbad," she said to Ryker, careful to keep her voice low.

"Very bad," he nodded, hisvoice equally low. "Want to take awalk?"

"Sure."

She didn't really want to walk with him, but if he was looking for a way to end
things,then she liked that he wanted to do it face-to-face. Not that there was redly
anything to end, but she would rather him be honest to her face, rather than just send
atext, or worse, completely ghost on her.

R yker gripped the skinny handles of the paper bag he held, and tried to get his
thoughts in order. He knew he messed up earlier, and he wanted to tell Carly
everything, but that conversation would have to wait until they had more privacy.
Mainly because he wanted to show her his animal, and even though he could scent
that there was no one around, he wouldn't shift on this side of the rapids.

A gust of wind blew around them, and he inwardly cursed when Carly shivered and



tried to bury her hands deeper into her pockets. He'd decided to walk along the river
because of how her eyes had lit up when she'd talked about the walking path—and
because of his need for privacy—but he should have just walked them down Main
Street until they reached the street that would take them down to the exact spot where
he wanted to go on theriver.

There were a few benches along the path, but the area that held the bridge also
housed a few trees and a couple of cropping of rocks that were the perfect height for
sitting. The area had been landscaped for decoration more than anything, but lots of
people used it as an unofficial picnic area, especialy in the summer when the trees
hel ped block most of the sun.

He was counting on those trees to work the same way against the wind coming off the
river, and when Carly shivered again, he was happy they only had a few more feet
before they reached their destination.

He wanted to put his arm around her and tuck her against his side, but after refusing
to hold her hand earlier, he knew the action would be unwanted, and he only had
himself to blame.

Fuck!

The look on Carly's face after he pulled his hand away was one he never wanted to
see again. He honestly hadn't meant to hurt her, but deep down, some part of him still
wanted to reject what was staring him right in the face. It was the reason he'd insisted
on meeting her at the concert instead of picking her up, even when it went against
every one of hisinstincts.

Unlike his ex, Carly was his true mate, and punishing her—and himself—because of
what the other woman had done was beyond stupid. He'd been holding onto the pain
of that mistake for over twenty years, andit wastimeto let the past go. He knew it last



summer when the ache in his chest forced him to think about selling the food truck,
and he knew it a few days ago when Carly walked into his shop and instantly made
the ache go away.

If he didn'tget his shit together and fix what he'd done, then Carly wouldn't stick
around, and he would have no one to blame but himself.Their initial bond was strong,
but it could be easily be broken if she found someone new, and there was no doubt in
his mind that she would find someone.

He shot her a sideways glance, just to look at her again, but he didn't need another
visual to know how beautiful she was.

When he'd arrived at the concert, he'd immediatel ysought her out, and the image of
her standing under the tree in her light blue coat called to both the man and the bear
in a way that soothed his soul, but the certainty that she was his scared him half to
death and stopped him in his tracks.

For a moment he'd just stared, and though he could tell that she was irritated with the
woman next to her, he doubted anyone else would pick up on the subtle difference in
her demeanor. Though he didn't like the idea of her talking to someone that she didn't
like, he knew it was sometimes necessary, and pride filled him at the way she faced
the other woman with her head held high.

Minutes later, she'd impressed him again when he'd pulled his hand away. Not
because she hadn't made a scene, though that was something he was grateful for, but
because even though she'd been hurt and embarrassed, she'd been able to keep a level
head. Hell, she'd even offered him away out, which would have only hurt her more.

He'd seen the way the woman by the tree had been watching them closely, and after a
second look, he recognized her from his shop. The woman was a notorious gossip,
and after several failed attempts to capture his interest, she'd started taking her car



someplace else for repairs. He was glad that she'd finally given up on him, butthe
woman talked a lot, and those willing to listen would know how he'd abruptly pulled
away from his mate.

When they reached the rocks, he was happy to note that the trees did block some of
the wind. Unfortunately, he hadn't taken into account how cold the rocks would be, so
he took off his jacketand spread it across the surface before motioning her to sit.

"Ryker, no," she shook her head. "I don't want you to be without your coat."

"You need it morethan | do. | run warm, remember?'

When she opened her mouth to protest, he continued.

"Besides, we're going to share it."

She eyed him skeptically, but reluctantly agreed and sat down as close to the edge of
the garment as she could get. He wanted to laugh at the way she tried to make herself
small, but he didn't dare. Instead, he sat down on the other half of the coat, |eaving
about an inch of fabric sticking out, and he wanted to laugh when she |eaned over to
make sure he was completely on the garment.

Once satisfied, she scooted about an inch closer to him, and he wanted to pump his
fist in the air at the small victory. They still weren't touching, but she wasn't keeping
the maximum distance between them, so he took it as a win and reached into the
paper bag he'd set on the ground between hislegs.

Before leaving the park, he'd stopped at one of the food stands and bought a few meat
and cheese hand pies and a couple of bottles of water. Unlike what happened at the
cocoa stand, Carly had seemed fine with letting him pay for the food, but just in case,
he didn't let her get anywhere near the payment window.



What she'd pulled at the cocoa stand had been annoying, but he'd understood her
reasons, and the small gesture had been another push for him to get his shit together.
It was his job—nhis privilege—to take care of his mate, but if he didn't step up, then
she would take care of herself.

He handed her one of the pies, followed by a napkin, and they ate in silence for afew
minutes. When she was done, he handed her one of the bottles of water, and then
downed half of his own bottle in one gulp.

"Thank you for thinking to get those," she said. "I didn't even realize | was hungry."
His bear roared beneath the surface as pride filled his human side.

Feeding her was a small thing, but each time he'd done it she'd been grateful—even
when he'd messed up and burned the steaks. Her gratitude was a gift, and though his
ex had often said the words in the beginning, something had always been lacking.
Sadly, it had taken him way too long to figure out what that something was.

He didn't want to compare Carly to his ex because there really wasn't anythingto
compare, but the differences betweenthe two women were like night and day, andhe
was blown away by how perfect she was for him.

"Do you want another one?"

"No, I'm good. Thanks."

If she was done eating then so was he, and that meant that it was time for him to start
talking.

"I'm sorry about pulling my hand away earlier. | 2—"



"Y ou already apologized," she said, keeping her eyes forward. "It'sfine."

He hated that she wouldn't ook at him, but he understood why she didn't.

"It's not fine. It was astupid, and | promise I'll never do anything like that again.”

"Ryker..."

She sighed, and he knew he wasn't going to like her next words, so he pushed
forward before she had a chance to say anything.

" want you to come to dinner with me and the boys on Sunday. Hattie will be there,
too, and she's dying to meet you."

This time she did look at him, and the shock on her face told him she knew exactly
what a big deal his invitation was. Sunday dinner at his house was family night, and
he'd never invited awoman—or anyone el se—to the weekly event.

She shook her head and gave him a small smile that didn't meet her eyes. He hated
that smile, and he knew what her answer would be before she even spoke the words.

"I don't' think that's a very good idea.”

"I do." He linked his fingers with hers, grateful that she didn't pull away. "l know I
messed up, but I'm not letting you go. At least... | don't want to. | know it's too soon,
but | want us to beexclusive—I want you to be my girlfriend—and see where this
goes. That means you'll be part of my life in al ways, and | want you to know my
boys and Hattie."

"Y ou want me to be yourgirlfriend?'



Her voice was serious, but he could see the sparkle in her eyes.

"That's adumb word, isn't it?"

God, he felt like such an old man calling her his girlfriend. Not because of their age
difference, but because he was forty-six years old and using the word girlfriend
sounded ridiculous. But that's what she would be until they got married.

Or mated.

His bear didn't understand that humans didn't use the word mated, so Carly would
still technically be his girlfriend, but he didn't correct the animal. He still wasn't sure
he ever wanted to be mated again, but he did want Carly in hislife, and he wanted to

show her all of himself, including his bear.

A small part of him worried that Carly's reaction would mimic his ex's, but if she
agreed to date him, he wasn't going to keep a piece of himself hidden.

"It's not a dumb word," she laughed, "but I think I know what you mean."

She raised their entwined hands, and looked at him again.

"So, if you're my boyfriend, then we'll hold hands in public?

"Always."

She turned to look back at the water, and even though it was less than a minute, it
seemed like an eternity before she spoke again.

"I like you, Ryker. And | feel drawn to you—Iike we just fit—but | don't like playing
games. | don't want to date someone who doesn't want to hold my hand in public, or



doesn't want to arrive places together. | know that last one seems silly because we
just met, but after dinner at your house on Tuesday, and then texting the last couple of
days, | expected more. | don't expect a proposal or anything—I know we're not ready
for that type of commitment—but I'm aso not willing to settle for less than |
deserve."

Damn!

He loved the fact that she was strong and fierce, and his dick started to swell at the
same time a hard gust of wind blew through the trees. Carly shivered, and he stood,
pulling her up with him.

"What are you doing?' The words came out as a whisper, and he inwardly cursed at
the disappointment she failed to hide.

" Getting you warm."

He picked up his coat, wrapped it around her shoulders, and then sat back down on
the rock and pulled her down onto his lap. She was sitting across his legs sideways,
so that both legs were hanging on the same side, and he slipped his hands under his
coat and wrapped them around her waist.

"Better?"

"Mmmm... yes," she said, pulling the lapels of his coat tighter around her. "I do love
how warm you are."

The look of contentment on her face made his dick swell even more, and he wanted
to kiss her then, but he knew he couldn't. Not yet. Not until she agreed to be his.

"For the record, | fed that pull toward you, too, and | don't want to lose you. You



deserve everything, and I'm going to do my best to be the man that you need. | can't
say I'll never make a mistake again, but if | fuck up, then | expect you to tell me so |
can try to make it right."

"Okay," she nodded.

"Okay?"'

He needed to hear her say the words.

"Okay, I'll come over for dinner on Sunday."

A huge smile lit up her face, and he knew she was teasing him. He tightened his hold,
and pulledher closer. When she felt his thick cock between them, her eyes flared and
her tongue swept across her top lip as she looked at hismouth. She wiggled a little
closer, and that urge to throw her over his shoulder came back full force.

He wouldn't do that now, not when they hadto walk through the crowd at the concert
to get to their cars, but he was doing that soon. MaybeSunday, becauseunfortunately
he wouldn't get to see her tomorrow.

"And?' He couldn't keep the growl out of hisvoice.

"And... | will beyour girlfriend.”

His bear growled beneath the surface, and he leaned forward to kiss her, loving the
fact that she met him half way. Their lips touched tenderly at first, just a soft meeting
of their mouths, but when she let go of his jacket to fist his sweater in her hands, he

was | ost.

He dlid his tongue between her lips,eager to taste her everywhere, and she kissed him



back with the same urgency. They were only kissing, but everything about the
moment felt right—perfect—and he didn't pull away until he sensed that someone
else was walking down the path.

He hated to stop, but he didn't want to share this moment—or his mate—with anyone,
and he knew Carly wouldn't want that either. He wanted her to keep his coat around
her shoulders, but after insisting that he take it back, she snuggled up against his side,
and they walked back to the parking lot with his arm firmly around her shoulders.
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CHAPTER 6
" So, Carly," Rhys started, "what made you decide to become a teacher."

"Oh, here we go." Hattie rolled her eyes, and shoved another forkful of food in her
mouth.

"And why art?' Noah added, unfazed by his cousin.

Carly looked around the table and smiled at Ryker's family. She'd been right about
Luke being close to her age—he was only two years older—and at twenty-eight, the
twins were only six years younger. Hattie was the youngest of the group at twenty-
six, and even though she was their cousin, they all treated her more like a little sister.
Not that she couldn't hold her own. The woman fit in with this group of guys easily,
and wasn't afraid to call them out on their bullshit.

She couldn't think of any of them as kids, but their questions were similar to the ones
she received from her students, and she'd been dealing with curious kids for more
than a decade. Of course, she wanted to make a good impression, but the only thing
she could do was be herself and hope for the best.

"Well, | redlly love art," she smiled, "but the idea of being a starving artist didn't have
any appeal, so | decided to teach. I've done painting parties and other things like that,
but | wanted a steady income that would also allow me to have free time to work on
my own art, so | decided to become an art teacher. Sadly, art is being phased out of a
lot of schools, so it might not be a forever type of thing, but until that happens, I'll
keep doing it. | think it's important to share art with the world."



"Is that why you moved to Hickory Bear Rapids? Was your last job phased out?

This time it was Luke asking the question. Unlike the twins, Luke was much more
reserved, and she didn't miss the way he seemed to watch everything while still being
an active part of the group. He aso had a caming presence about him, and she
understood why he made a good sheriff.

"Yeah," she nodded. "That and | was tired of living in the city. It's crowded and
expensive, and | really like being around nature. | love walking along the rapids every
day, and you just can't do something like that in the city. Not every day. So, when
they phased out my job, | looked around for something better, and was lucky enough
tofind it here."

"And you found dad, too."

Noah's voice was serious when he said the words, but it only took a couple of seconds
for everyone to burst out laughing, including herself. Ryker gently squeezed her
thigh, and though he was laughing too, she took the gesture as some sort of
affirmation his son's words.

The conversation flowed easily for the rest of the evening, andas she got to know his
family, her attraction to Ryker grew. He'd raised his sons all on his own, and had had
ahuge influence on Hattie's life, and al four of them were pretty great.

After they cleaned up the mess from dinner, she brought out the box of cookies she'd
picked up from the bakery, and everyone started teasing Luke when he only put one
on his plate. Going by the amount of food she'd seen Ryker eat, she'd gone with two
dozen cookies thinking his boys would have the same enormous appetites. As she
glanced inside the nearly empty box, she knew she'd made the right decision.

"Y ou don't like chocolate chip cookies?' She asked.



"No," Rhys laughed. "He likes them too much."

The guys all had their mouths full, so Hattie explained.

"Luke is in love with the bakery owner, so he visits the place every day. And
practically keeps her in business with all the cookies he buys," Hattie laughed.

"I do not keep her in business,” Luke practically growled the words. "She does that
al on her own. | just visit to show my support.”

"And to hope that one day she'll go out with you," Noah chimed in.

"Why won't she won't go out with you?' Carly asked.

"She'sbeing..."

"Smart!" Noah and Rhys nearly shouted the word.

"Cautious," Hattie added.

"Thank you," Luke nodded at his cousin. "She's being cautious, and that's fine with
me. | will wait forever for her."

"Shelll come around son.” Ryker said matter-of-factly, and all of the others nodded.
She loved that they could all be joking one minute, and know when to stop in the

next.

Carly smiled at Luke and started on her own cookie when someone changed the
subject.

Hattie was the one to leave first, followed by the twins, and then Luke started saying



his goodbyes.

"Hold on, son," Ryker stopped him. "Carly, have you received any more of those
texts?'

"Texts?' Luke asked, quickly turning professional.

"Ah, a couple,” she said, looking between the two men. "The last one was Friday,
though, so I'm hoping he might have finally given up."

"She's been receiving daily texts—sometimes more often—possibly from an ex, for
about aweek."

“I'm not sure it's him," Carly added, "but the texts started coming the same day a
friend told me she gave him my number. | haven't seen him in two years, and deleted
his contact info out of my phone right after we split, so | have no idea if any of the
numbers actually belong to him. So far, all the numbers have been different, so | just
keep deleting and blocking.”

After explaining what types of messages were coming in, Luke agreed with Ryker.
"Right now, this just seems annoying, and maybe that's all it is, but it does seem
weird. Sometimes things that seem like nothing are actually something, so if you get
another text, even one that seems harmless, don't delete it and bring your phone down
to the station. Whoever is doing this is probably trashing the phones after each text,
but we can try to trace it and see if we find anything."

"Okay," she nodded. "Thank you, Luke."

"It's no problem," he smiled. "I'm goingto head out, but you kids have fun tonight."



They all laughed at his joke, and Ryker walked him to the door whileshe hung back
to let the guys talk. Aside from the box that now only held two cookies and some
crumbs, the kitchen and dining area were spotless, and she was once again impressed
by Ryker's family. After the main meal had ended, everyone had done their part to
put away all of the leftoverfood, load the dishwasher, and clean the table.

They were like a well-oiled machine, and though it didn't seem like anyone was
assigned one specific job, they all joined in and did what needed to be done. She'd
done her part, too, of course, but that had mainlyinvolved taking her plate to the sink
and handing it off to Noah.

Waitching everyone move gracefully and efficiently around the kitchen made her
smile because it was one of the things that she taught in her classes at the beginning
of every school year. Because she spent her days moving from classroom to
classroom, she only had a limited amount of time to actually teach a lesson, and
training the kids on efficient clean up gave them more instruction time when they
moved on to bigger projects.

"What's that l0ok?" Ryker smiled as he moved back into the kitchen.

"Just thinking about your family and how well every one works so together. | really
like them, and | had fun tonight. Thank you for inviting me."

"They really like you, too, and I'm glad you came,” he said, wrapping his arms
around her. "l missed you yesterday."

They hadn't been able to see each other the day before because he'd had to go out of
town to renew one of his certifications, and after their declaration to be exclusive on
Friday night, not seeing him had been weird. They'd texted though, and she hoped he
didn't want her to leave yet, because she really wanted to spend some time with him
alone.



"I missed you, too. They told you they like me?"

"They didn't have to. | can just tell. Can you stay a little longer? | want to show you
something."

She hoped whatever he wanted to show her involved him being naked, because she
could feel his thick cock pressing against her belly, and she really wanted to know
what it felt like to befilled by him.

"l can stay."

He brushed his lips against hers, and then he let her go and moved to the coffee
maker.

"Good. Go get on your coat and gloves. We're going to take alittle walk."

R yker handed Carly the thermos he carried, and slowly lowered the draw bridge that
would connect his land to the National Park on the other side of theriver.

"This is amazing," Carly said. "You can't even see the bridge unless you're really
looking for it."

Y eah, he'd built it that way on purpose. Because even though no one ever visited this
part of the National Park, he wasn't dumb enough to ever let his guard down.He'd
aready sniffed the area before showing Carly the bridge, and even though there was
no one around, he would still sniff his special spot before allowing her to enter.

Once the bridge was lowered, he took the thermos back and grabbed her hand.

“I'll gofirst," he said. "It's safe, but make sure to hold onto the rail as you cross."



"Okay," she nodded, her excitement pal pable.

Ryker crossed the river and then waited on the other side for his mate. The way her
face lit up as she crossed over the rocks made him feel amazing, and beneath the
surface, his bear even sat up taller. There was no doubt in his mind that she was made
for him, and some of the tension he felt at showing her his bear dissipated.

Carly was nothing like his ex, but that didn't mean he could predict how she would
act at seeing his bear, and a small part of him still wondered if she would reject him.
He didn't think so—not when she seemed to fit him so perfectly—but the possibility
was there. It was one of the reasons he didn't want to wait to show her this part of
himself, even though he wasn't ready to compl ete the mating bond.

When Carly met him on the other side, she bounced on the balls of her feet.

"That was incredible,” she practically squealed. "Thank you for sharing that with
me."

"There's more."

"More?'

He laughed as he secured the chain thatheld the "No Trespassing” sign so that it
blocked the entrance to the bridge.

"Y eah, alot more. Come on."

He grabbed her hand and led her down the small path that led to the entranceof his
cave. Of course, it wasn't really his, but he'd claimed it as his own years ago, and no
other man or beast had ever entered the space. Whenthey reached the entrance, he
subtly sniffed the air again, and then pulled Carly through the nearly hidden opening.



"Oh my god, thisis beautiful."

The space was the size of a small bedroom, both in square feet and in height. One
wall housed a small waterfall that came in from another water source, but the real
treasure was the light pool on the opposite wall. The pool was oval shaped, and only
about four-feet wide, but the rock inside sparkled and glittered like diamonds. The
water covering the rocks caused all of that light to reflect on the walls and ceiling of

the cave, making it look like he'd lit alamp.

Unlike the brisk air outside, the space was warm, and Carly had already removed her
gloves and was starting to unzip her jacket.

"How is this possible,” she asked, walking over to the pool. "How is it so warm in
here with all of this water? How is that rock lighting up this room like that? Can |
touch it? Isit safe?'

"It's one of the miracles of nature,” he shrugged, "and it's completely safe.”

She dipped her hand in the water, and ran her fingers over a stone.

"I can't believe how warm that is."

"There's a place to hang your coat. If you want to take it off."

He walked over to the wall, and showed her the knobs that looked like they were
carved from the stone.

"Did you carve these?' She asked, trailing her fingers over the rock.

"No," he shook his head. "They are just another wonder of nature."



"Wow."

She hung her jacket on the knob, and looked around the space again while he walked
over to the tiny alcove where he'd stashed the oversized sleeping bag, blanket, and
pillows. There was also a bag that held two disposable cups with lids, some bottles of
water, and a couple of energy bars.

"Now, | did stash this stuff here," he said, showing her al of the provisions.

"Oh, good," she laughed, helping him spread out the sleeping bag. "l was hoping we
were going to hang out here for alittle while."

As soon as the slegping bag was ready, she sat down and started taking off her shoes.
They hadn't actually talked about sex yet, but he knew from the sparkle in her eye
that she at least wanted to play, and he wanted that, too. So much. But she was
important to him, and he wasn't going to sleep with her without telling her about his
animal.

IlWait! n

He hadn't meant to shout the word, but he never wanted her to feel trapped, or
frightened, with him. If she freaked out about his bear and decided to run, she would
either fumble to get her shoes on, or run without them and get hurt. Both thoughts
caused his chest to ache, but he pushed the feeling aside. He wasn't going to let fear
stop him from telling her the truth.

The worried look on her face was so different from the teasing one she'd held a
minute before that he wanted to forget this plan and join her on the sleeping bag, but

he knew he couldn't. Not yet.

"Sorry," he said. "l didn't mean to yell, but before we go any further, | have to tell



you something. If you decide to leave, it will be better if your shoes are already on."
"Okay."

She dragged out the "O" while looking at him skeptically, and he knew he was totally
fucking this up. Aside from his ex, who had found out about his bear by accident,
he'd never actually told anyone about his animal. He was only telling Carly because
she was his mate, and even though he didn't want to complete the bond, he did plan
on keeping her in hislife.

"Fuck," he swore, and glanced at the ceiling before taking a deep breath and meeting
her eyes again. "l know thisisweird, and I'm fucking it all up, but I've never actually
shared this part of myself with anyone before. At least... not on purpose.”

"Just spit it out, Ryker. That's the best way."

"You're right,” he nodded. "No matter what happens, just know that | will never hurt
you, okay?"

"Okay."

He could sense a small amount of fear radiating off of her, but she wasn't running yet,
so he pushed on.

"I'm a bear shifter. | can change, or shift, into agrizzly bear."

She stared at him afull minute before speaking.

"Y ou can change... Into a bear?"

She cocked her head to the side, as if trying to figure out whether or not he was



telling the truth, and though the small amount of fear was still there, it wasn't as
strong.

"Yes. I'm still me, but | just change forms. Do you want me to show you?"

"You'll know it's me sitting here? Y ou won't think I'm food?"

"WEell, I'm dying to taste you again,” he smiled, "but that has nothing to do with me
being able to change forms. It will still be me; I'll just look different on the outside.”

"Okay," she nodded. "How does it work?"'

"The change is instant, so | keep my clothes on and sort of... call my bear. One
second it will be me standing here, and the next it will be my animal form. You can
talk to me, and | can understand you, but | can only respond back in grunts or
growls."

"Hmmm." She laughed, and he could smell a small trace of arousal filling the air. He
knew she liked the sounds he made, and he hoped that worked to his advantage in
some way. She stood up, and disappointment flooded him. she was going to leave,
and he had no idea how to stop her.

Fuck!

"Okay," she said, standing close to the knob that held her coat. The entrance to the
cave was only a few feet away, and he liked that she was prepared to run if needed.
Not that she could actually outrun a bear, but he wouldn't chase her if she left. "l do
want to see him."

He shifted forms, and then sat down on his hind legs and watched her.



"Fuck," she swore. "Y ou were telling the truth. | mean, | wanted to believe you, but...
Ryker, thisis amazing."

She took atentative step toward him, and then paused.

"Y ou do know it's me, right?"'

He grunted and rolled his eyes, causing her to laugh as she took another step closer.
"Can | touch you?"

He nodded and she crossed the room slowly, keeping her eyes on him the whole time.
"You know the pamphlets say not to make eye contact with a grizzly, or they will
take it as a challenge. Is this why you were asking me about the grizzlies? Have you
seen me out walking before? No, | don't think you have, because you are darker than
the other bears I've seen. Wait? Are Luke and the twins bears, too? What about
Hattie? Are there other shiftersliving around here?"

She was babbling again, something he knew she only did when she was nervous,
which wasn't often. He had to give her credit, though, because she was handling this

like the fierce woman he knew she was.

When she finally reached his side, she only hesitated a minute before dragging her
hand against hisfur.

"Oh," she said, petting him again. "Y ou're soft."
She dug her fingers into his fur, and suddenly, he was anything but soft. The feel of

her tiny hands threading through his fur was fucking amazing, and he wanted to shift
back and bury his very human dick in her cunt.



"l thought your fur would be coarse," she said, letting her hands roam, "but you're so
soft. And look at those paws. My hand looks so tiny next to this thing."

She traced his claws with one of her fingers, and then she looked him in the eye.

"Y ou have the same eyes," she said, placing one hand on his cheek. "I bet no one ever
gets close enough to see that, but it's definitely you in there.”

He turned his head, and gently licked her palm. Her eyes flashed, and a new wave of
arousal filled the air, pushing away any trace of fear.

"Ryker," she said, her voice barely above awhisper. " Shift back.”
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CHAPTER 7

C arly watched as Ryker shifted back, and up close, the process was even more
amazing. One minute he was an animal, and the next he was a man. Her man. She
had so many questions, but right now, she only wanted one thing.

"Please tell me you have condoms in that bag," she said, wrapping her arms around
his neck.

She was on the pill, and hadn't been with anyone in amost two years, but they hadn't
talked that much about his past. She knew he never dated anyone in town, and that
he'd only had one-night stands over the years, but they hadn't gone into the details
about any of that yet.

"I do,” he nodded. "I haven't been with anyone in over a year, but | aways use
condoms and then get tested after. Y ou're safe with me, sweetheart.”

"It's been almost two years for me, and I've been tested as well. I'm also on the pill."

He growled and then dlid his hands under her ass, picked her up, and carried her to
the sleeping bag. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and was surprised at how
carefully he laid her down on the soft bedding. Instead of kissing her like she hoped,
he started untying her shoes and then moved to the button on her jeans.

When he started pulling the fabric off, she glanced the entrance of the cave and a
dliver of fear washed over her. She'd never had sex outdoors before, and they were in
acave. What if someone—or area bear—decided to come inside?



"This cave is too high up on the mountain for any of the tourists to reach, and the
bears stay away because they know it's mine. Plus, | have a really good sense of
smell, and can tell if anyone is nearby, or has been inside. No one has ever entered
this space except for me and you."

"Not even the boys? Or Hattie?"'

"No. Our animals are territorial, and they've always known this space is off limits."

"Thank you for sharing it with me,” she said, sitting up and removing her top. She
was wearing a dark, navy blue lace bra and if he ever got her pants off, he would see
the matching panties that barely covered her ass. She laid back down on the slegping
bag, and snuggled into the soft fabric.

"Mmmm... This thing is so soft and comfy. It doesn't even feel like we're on the
ground.”

Ryker growled again, and she looked up to find him staring at her. She'd aways
embraced her curves, but the fact that she was half undressed and he still hadn't
removed her pants made her wonder if he didn't like the view. So far, they'd only
kissed and touched with their clothes on, and maybe he hadn't realized how many
curves she actually had.

"What is it?" she asked. Her head was resting on one of the fluffy pillows, so she
could see him perfectly without moving, but she glanced at her top, happy that it was
still within her reach. If Ryker changed his mind about her, she could grab the
garment and cover up easily.

"Y ou are so beautiful," he growled.

"Thank you," she smiled. She was glad that he liked the view, but she didn't want him



staring at her, she wanted him fucking her, and he was taking way too long to get her
pants off. "I'm also very wet."

She watched him inhale, and then he started tugging on her jeans. Once her body was
free from the fabric, he leaned down and placed a kiss on her mound. She spread her
legs, showing him her damp panties, and he inhaled again.

"Fuck, you smell good."

Without another word, he grabbed the strips of fabric covering her hips and ripped
the lace off of her body. Holy hell! She'd never had a man literally rip her panties off,
and she liked it. A lot.Her pussy started convulsing, and liquid heat seemed to gush
out of her core as she spread her legs wider.

"So pretty," he said, dragging one calloused finger around her plump lips. "And so
wet."

He dlid hisfinger into her core, and her hips shot up off the ground.

"No," he shook his head, and draped a meaty arm over her hips."You have to stay
still."

He was strong, and she liked the idea that he could pick her up—or hold her in
place—more than she should, but right now she needed to come, and she wasn't
above begging.

"Ryker, please..."
He growled again and added a second finger to her hole. She felt full, but it wasn't

enough, and she grabbed her lace covered breasts and started rubbing the hard nipples
through the fabric.



"That's it sweetheart,” he said, moving his fingers faster. "Sgueeze those pretty
nipples.”

She was so close, but she still needed more.

She was about to tell him, but then he sucked her clit into his mouth and she was |ost.

The orgasm raced through her body at lightning speed, and she screamed his name as
he continued to lick her clit. The way he feasted on her was too much, and the way
his beard scraped against her inner thighs only added to the sensations racking her
body. When she thought there was no way she could take anymore, she grabbed his
head to push him away, and pulled off his beanie instead.

The long strands of his hair tickled her skin, and when she treaded her fingers through
the locks and tried to bury him further into her cunt, he added a third finger to her
pussy and sucked on her clit again. She screamed again as another,stronger, more
intense orgasm raced through her and seemed to go on forever.

She had no concept of how much time had passed, but when she finally felt semi-
normal again, she could feel Ryker's tongue gently licking her pussy. She glanced
down at him and smiled at the way the strands of his hair fell downaround his face.
She hadn't seen him withoutthe beanie on yet, and now she understood why he wore
it al the time.

She reached down and smoothed a hand over his head, and when his eyes met hers,
she was shocked by the intensity she saw there.

“Thank you," she said. "That was amazing."

"You are so fucking perfect,” he growled, slowly crawling up her body, "and you
never have to thank me for making you come."



He kissed her then, and she wrapped her legs around him, hating the fact that he was
still fully dressed. She could feel his thick cock pressing against her clit, and she
couldn't wait to feel him inside her. The kiss was hard and demanding, as if he was
claiming her in some way, and she loved that his lips tasted like her.

"You have to ride me," he said, pulling back abruptly. "I have to feel that pussy on
my dick, and | can't go slow."

He removed his clothes quickly, and then laid down next to her and pulled her on top
of him. She immediately spread her legs and straddled him as she ran her hands over
his expansive chest.

Damn! The man should never wear clothes. She knew he was big, but no one had
ever manhandled her the way he did, and now she knew why. She'd never been with a
man built like Ryker.

It's because he's a bear.

That thought caused her pussy to pulse again, and she reached for the bag that held
the condoms. She didn't want any barriers between them, but though she trusted
Ryker, she knew that something bad had happened between him and his ex, and she
didn't want to push the issue. They had plenty of time to make decisions about
condoms later.

"No," he said, grabbing her wrist. "We've both been tested, and you're on the pill. |
trust you, too, sweetheart."

She was surprised at his decision, but she wasn't going to question him on it. Not
when he was naked under her and looking so gorgeous her pussy was already soaking
wet again.



She wrapped one hand around the base of his dick, and then slowly lowered herself
down. He groaned when only the tip had entered her wet hole, and continued
alternating between small grunts and deep breaths until he was buried balls deep.

She'd never felt so full in her life, and she needed a minute to adjust to his size.

"Take a deep breath, sweetheart,” he said, sinking his fingers into the fleshy globes of
her ass. "Y ou were made for me."

She removed her bra, and started moving slowly at first, gliding up and down his
cock at a leisurely pace, but when his hands moved to her hips, she knew she didn't
have much time. She could feel his cock pulsing, strumming against the walls of her
pussy, and she leaned forward to kiss him.

He stopped her half way and shook his head.

"I can't kissyou?"

When he shook his head again, something clicked, and she narrowed her eyes at him.
"Show me."

"Don't be afraid."

The murmured words slipped out right before he took a deep breath and showed her
his teeth. His top two canines had grown larger than his other teeth, and while they
were nowhere near the size of what they were when he was in his animal form, she

understood why he thought she would be afraid.

“I'm not afraid of you, Ryker," she said, leaning down closer. "Does this always
happen during sex?"



"No," he shook his head. "This has never happened before."

She didn't know what it meant, but she knew her reaction was important. She |eaned
down closer and kissed him gently. When he didn't respond, she dlid her tongue
inside his mouth, and licked one of his canines. His tongue tentatively brushed
against hers, and she smiled as she stroked him again. He let their tongues mingle for
less than a minute, but it was enough.

Suddenly, he gripped her hips at the same time he raised his own, and she sat back up
and started rocking against him. This time she moved faster, bracing her hands on his
chest, and using her knees to bounce up and down his cock. His fingers dug deeper
into her hips, and she absently wondered if shed have bruises later, but she didn't
care.

She rode him hard, and when she faltered, he used his hands to move her at the pace
he wanted. She was desperate to come, but she'd aready had two orgasms and didn't
want to go first. Shekept moving until he roared beneath her, andthen she let herself
go, screaming his name.,

Waves of pleasurewracked her body over and over until she'd milked him dry, and
then she collapsed on top of him. One heavy armimmediately came around her,
holding her close, and the other grabbed the edge of the sleeping bag and pulled it
over both of their bodies. She was vaguely aware that he was still buried deep inside
her—and still half hard—but there was no way she could move right now, so she
closed her eyesinstead.

She knew Ryker would keep her safe, and a second later she felt himkiss the top of
her head and mumble something, but sleep had already called her.

She had no idea what the whispered words were.



R yker cursedas hishand slipped and he broke off anotherbolt under the hood of the
truck he was working on. He'd been having trouble concentrating on work for more
than a week, andthat was because all he could think about was Carly.

They'd had a couple of dates since that Sunday in the cave, and she'd come to dinner
with his family again the night before, but they hadn't had sex again. They'd even
visited the cave again a few nights ago, and though they'd made out and done a lot of
touching, he hadn't wanted to take things further.Luckily, Carly had seemed okay
with just hanging out with him, but his bear was going crazy.

The animal wanted to mark her—to clam her—and it didn't like being denied its
mate.

Honestly, he wanted nothing more than to be buried deep inside her perfect pussy, but
the fact that his canines had started to elongate while she rode him had scared him
half to death. What if he had marked her by accident, and bound them together for the
rest of their lives? Carly would hate him for taking her choice away, or worse, she
would leave him forever.

As much as he wanted her in hislife, he still wasn't ready to mark her. Once a shifter
marked their mate, a mating bond formed that could only be severed by death. It
came with the ability to communicate with one's mate telepathically,and his ex had
taunted and teased him through that bond for the final year of her life.

When the other woman finally died, all he'dfelt was relief, and he never wanted to be
bound to another person in that way again.

Still, he knew he could only go for so long without having sex with Carly, and that
meantthat he had to tell her the truth—or at least some version of it—and find a way
to get his animal under control before he touched her. He hadn't had the problem
when they were just touching or making out, and maybe it was just being inside her



with no barrier.

The bond was formed when he bit her while being inside with no protection, so
maybe that had been the problem. Maybe if he did wear the condoms—and took a
long run before he touched her—then he could keep his animal under control.

Of course, that was a big maybe, but he had no other options.

The bear growled beneath the surface, but he ignored the beast and turned back to his
work.

He also ignored the ache in his chest. The feeling had disappeared the day he'd met
Carly, but this morning it had returned full force.He rubbed his chest, but the ache
only intensified, and his anger grew. He'd thought that meeting Carly had put an end
to the pain that had plagued him since last summer, and now that it was back, he
wanted to question everything.

She was his true mate—he could fedl it in his soul—but maybe she wasn't supposed
to be his.

The ache intensified, but he pushed it away when he heard the twins laughing in the
lobby.

"Hey, dad," they said in unison when he stepped out from behind the truck.

"Hey, boys," he said, looking between them. They might be grown men, but he could
still tell when they were up to something. "What's up?"

"Where's Carly?' Noah asked. "Doesn't she come over to visit you after work?'

"Not every day," he said, narrowing his eyes, "but she is stopping by today. Why?"



"We wanted to take you guys out for dinner tonight,” Rhys chimed in.

"Why?" He growled.

"What do you mean, why?' Noah questioned.

"Y ou guysjust saw her last night. What do you want?"'

"We don't want anything except to spend time with you guys. What's wrong with
you?"'

Fuck!

Noah was right. What the hell was wrong with him? It wasn't unusual for any of his
sonsto join him for dinner out of the blue, and this time they wanted to include Carly.
They accepted that she was part of hislife, and even though she'd joined them for the
past two family dinners, they still wanted to spend time with her. He knewthat he
should be ecstatic that his boys liked Carly so much, but he was in a grumpy mood,
and for some reason their acceptance just pissed him off.

"“I'm just in agrumpy mood," he said, shaking his head. "Dinner sounds great."

Ryker moved back under the hood of the truck, knowing that his boys would keep
talking. He'd practically raised them in his shop, and it had always been this way
between all of them. Even Hattie.

"Good, because we redlly like her,” Rhys said.

"Yeah,” Noah added. "Do you think she'll let us call her mom after you guys get
mated?"



He could hear the teasing in his son's voice, but something inside him snapped. He
left the truck, and turned to face them.

"We are not getting mated,” he growled.

"What do you mean, you're not getting mated ? She's your mate, isn't she? Why
wouldn't you mark her?"

"Carly and | are just having fun?—,"
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“No, you both need to understand this," he said, raising his voice. "I'm glad you guys
like her, but this thing between us is just temporary, and I'm never getting mated
again.

"Dad!"

The humor on both of their faces was gone, and they were both looking at him with a
mix of shock and worry.The visual was so at odds with their usual smiling faces, that
it took him aminute to realize someone else was in the room.

Carly!

He turned toward the door, and saw his mate standing there. Her hair was up in the
usual messy bun she wore to work, or to paint, and she still had on her favorite light
blue coat. Her hands were holding a familiar white box, letting him know that she'd
stopped at the bakery on her way over, but her eyes were sad, proving that she'd
heard most of what he'd said.

Fuck!



"Carly, |7—,"

"Well," she said, setting the box down on the stool next to her. "l guess that's my cue
to go."

She turned and left without another word, and for a moment, he couldn't move. She
was everything he'd ever wanted, and he was going to lose her because he was an
idiot. Yes, he'd made mistakes in the past—and paid for them—but Carly wasn't his
eX. She was his true mate, and he needed to get over himself and start treating her the
way she deserved.

And part of what she deserved was a mating bond. Not because it was what he or his
bear wanted, but because it was the deepest connection a shifter could have with
anyone, and they both deserved to have that happiness.

He dropped the wrench he was holding and raced out of the shop. She'd parked across
the street, and had just reached the driver's side door when he called her name.

"Carly!"

She reached for the door, but then paused and brushed a hand across her face before
turning to face him. He caught up to her a second later, and the tears pooling in her
eyes shook him to his core. His beautiful, strong mate was hurting, and it was all his
fault.

"I'm sorry," he said. He wanted to touch her, but knew he couldn't. Even if his hands
weren't covered in grease, he'd fucked up, and she wouldn't welcome his touch right

now. "l didn't mean those things."

"Then why did you say them?"



"Because I'm an idiot. Please come back insde so we can talk. I'll explain
everything."

"I can't," she shook her head. "Not right now, and maybe never. Y ou're the one who
said you wanted to be exclusive, but you've been holding back since that first night in
the cave, and it's clear that we've been moving way too fast. You're obviously not
ready for any kind of commitment, and | don't really do the whole just having fun
thing.l think it's time for us to take a step back, and maybe even take a break."

No!

"We're not taking a break."He growled the words and took a small step closer. The
only thing stopping him from kissing her was the fact that he was covered in grease,
and he didn't want to ruin her outfit.

"We can talk about it later. On the phone. If you call, then I'll answer, but right now, |
need some space.”

He didn't want to give her space. He wanted to lift her over his shoulder and carry her
to his cave, but he knew he couldn't. Not now. She wouldn't appreciateit—not even
after he explained everything—and he hadresponsibilities that needed his attention.
One of his customers just pulled in to pick up their car, and he still needed to finish
the truck before the end of the day.

"Y ou'd better go. A customer iswaiting."

"The twins can handle it." But he did have other work to do, which was the only
reason he was letting her leave. "I'll give you space, but thisisn't over."

He took a step back, and she turned away and got in her SUV without another word.
She started up the engine without looking at him, and only rolled down the window



after he knocked on it. She looked at him then, but he ailmost wished she hadn't. The
pools of unshed tears seemed bigger, and he hated the idea of her driving while

crying.

“I'll befine," shesaid, asif reading hismind. "I'm not an idiot."

"No, today | own that title."One corner of her mouth raised, but it wasn't a full-on
smile, and the ache in his chest intensified."I'll call you later."

She nodded, and looked away, reaching for the button to roll up the window.

"Goodbye, Ryker."

The words drifted toward him on a whisper as the window was rolling up, and as he
watched her drive away, the ache in his chest kept his feet planted on the asphalt until
he could no longer see her car. Even though she'd said they could talk, her leaving
felt too much like afinal goodbye, and his bear roared beneath the surface.

"Dad?'

He turned to see Rhys leaning out of the shop's door, and after another quick look
down the road, he walked back toward the shop even though working was the last
thing he wanted to do. He had a customer waiting, and tons of other responsibilities,
so he allowed those things to occupy his mind until he could talk to Carly again and
try to fix the mess he'd created.

He just hoped she would answer the phone when he called.
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CHAPTER 8

C arly stopped pushing her cart and casually glanced around the produce department.
There was a guy shopping aone looking at an eggplant, a woman with two kids
having a very loud discussion about apples, and an elderly couple arguing about
lettuce. The elderly couple's banter made her smile, but she couldn't shake the uneasy
feeling that crept over her skin.

She'd also felt it in the parking lot after work, but shook it off as a reaction to
everything that had happened the day before.

Ryker's words still rolled around in her head, and even though they weren't meant for
her ears, she'd heard them. The irritation in his voice hadn't been surprising—the
twins were obviously teasing him—but the vehement way he'd delivered the words
about them not being serious had shaken her to the core. They'd only been seeing
each other for a couple of weeks, but hearing him say those things had hurt alot more
than it should have. Maybe that feeling had something to do with the weird pull she
felt toward him, or the fact that he could change into a bear, but either way, she didn't
likeit.

It was way too soon to feel so devastated by his words, but she couldn't help the way
she felt.She could push it away and bury it deep, though, and that was exactly what
she was trying to do.

Ryker had called her the night before just like he'd promised, but he'd wanted to meet
up to talk in person, and she hadn't had the strength to see him. Not when she craved
his touch even as her heart was breaking. She hadn't been lying when she'd said she



needed space. They had been moving fast, but she'd gone with it because he'd told her
hewasall in.

Hearing him say they were just having fun ,even if he hadn't meant it, had been a
wake-up call.

They needed to slow way down, and though she didn't want to end things, it seemed
like the right move. She didn't like to play games, and hearing Ryker say those words
had immediately put her on aert. It had been nice to have sex with someone who
knew what the hell he was doing, but she didn'tneed aman in her life.

Especially not one who never wanted to be "mated” again.

She was pretty sure that was a bond for his animal that was similar to marriage, but
she didn'tknow because Ryker hadn't explained anything about that. All she knew
was, whatever it meant, he didn'twant it with her.

Their phoneconversation the night before had been short, aimost too short, and the
fact that he'd ended it after she'd refused to meet him in person spoke volumes. She
was okay for agood time, but he didn't really want her in hislife.

The words didn't feel right, especially after meeting his family, but it was the only
thing that made sense.

Sadness seemed to wrap around her like a vice, and after another glance around the
produce department, she hurried to gather the other items she needed.

The feeling that she was being watched lingered for the rest of the shopping trip, and
it followed her out into the parking lot. She glanced around, looking for anything out
of the ordinary, but nothing stood out so she got in her car and started driving home.
The uneasy feeling continued for a few blocks, and after severa glances in her



rearview mirror, she passed the road that would lead to her house,and drove to the
sheriff's office.

She picked a parking space away from the street, and as soon as she shut off the
engine, she bowed her head and covered her face with her hands.

What the hell am | doing?

She'd never been so messed up over a man, and she was sure that's what was causing
whatever this was, because she hadn't seen anyone in her rearview mirror, and she
knew she wasn't being followed.

Shewasjust a hot mess.

And she had to get out of here. Like now.

She shook her head and reached for the key when someone knocked on her window.
The shadow hovering over her car made her jump, but when she looked up to see
L uke standing there, she burst into tears.

"Hey," Luke said, trying toopen her door. She unlocked the thing automatically, and
after pulling it open, he sguatted down next to her as she bowed her head. "What's
going on? Are you hurt?’

"No," said, shaking her head. She swiped at her eyes, willing the tears to stop, but the
action only caused more to fall. She felt like a complete idiot crying in the parking lot
next to Ryker's son, but she knew he needed answers.

"Not hurt, just dumb,” she sniffed. “I felt like someone was watching me—following
me—so | pulled in here. | was just being stupid.”



"Could be nothing, but maybe not," he said. "Either way, | doubt you were being
stupid. I'm going to go inside and get one of my deputies to follow us while | drive
you home, okay? After we check out your place, you can tell us everything, and we
can go from there. How does that sound?"

"Good," she nodded. "I'm sure | just overreacted, but | appreciate that, Luke. Thank
you."

"No reason to thank me." He had an easy smile, and she understood why so many of
the townspeople loved him. He was good-looking, sure, but it was more than that. He
had a calming presence that made you feel like everything was going to be okay.
"Did you already call my dad?'

"No," she shook her head. "l don't need to call him. We... um... We're not together
anymore."

"That's not possible,” Luke smiled as he stood. "Whatever dumb thing he did, | can
guarantee that he didn't mean it. I'll call him when | get inside. Stay here and lock the
door while you wait for me."

Carly didn't argue with Luke, and instead did what he said while she waited. She
wanted his words about his did to be true, that Ryker hadn't meant the things that he'd
said, but it was a silly thing to hope for because he'd aready told her that he didn't
mean them, and she didn't want a man who could spout off lies so easily. Still, she
could admit that it would be nice to have Ryker's strong arms wrapped around her
right now, but she knew that would never happen. His shop was open for at least
another hour, and he wouldn't close it down early because she freaked out over
nothing.

Besides, they weren't together anymore, and she was sure he had tons of better things
to do.



She pulled down the visor so she could look in the mirror, and wanted to die at the
image staring back at her. Several loose strands of hair had fallen out of her messy
bun, and her eyes were red and puffy. She could see traces of salt marring her cheeks,
and her nose was running.

She dug in her glovebox for a napkin, and did her best to wipe away any remnants of
her crying jag, and then she pulled the hair tie out of her hair and fixed her bun.

By the time Luke came back, she looked more presentable, and she gladly moved to
the passenger seat so he could drive. She could see his deputy following behind them
in the side mirror, and she couldn't help but take a minute to close her eyes. Her work
day had only been over for a couple of hours, but it seemed like forever ago, and she
was so tired.

" Shit!"

Her place wasn't far from the sheriff's office, but apparently she'd fallen asleep,
because the next thing she heard was Luke's angry curse. She jolted in her seat, and
then followed his gaze to her home. The large front window that led into her living
room was broken, and the hole in the middle was huge. It looked like someone had
thrown a basketball through it, and the glass surrounding the hole had so many cracks
that it looked like it would cave when a strong wind came.

"Stay here,” Luke said, opening his door. "l need to call for backup before we go
inside."

She nodded, trying to fight off another round of tears as she stared at her house. She'd
only lived in town a few months, but she couldn't think of any reason why someone
would do this to her property. Had it been a random act of violence, or did this have
something to do with the how she'd felt in the grocery store? Had someone been
watching her? What if she'd come straight home instead of going to the sheriff's



office? She could have been inside when this happened.

Fresh tears started to fall, and a tiny scream escaped when someone opened her door
so hard the entire SUV shook. She leaned into the center console, trying to get away
from the threat until Ryker's face came into view.

"It's okay, sweetheart," he said, diding his hands under her back and knees. "I've got

you.

She leaned into him and let the tears fall. Despite what had happened between them,
she trusted Ryker to keep her safe.

He carried her to his truck, and after opening the door to the backseat of the cab, he
placed her on the seat and dlid in beside her. His arms encircled her, and she leaned
into him while they waited for Luke and his team to search her house. Ryker's warm
body chased away a lot of the fear, and after using her sleeve to dry her eyes, she
eventually pulled away from him.

He didn't let her go far, and for that she was grateful. She took another look at her
house, and even though she was further away, the damage to the window was huge.
She wondered what had been used to make a hole that size, and a new wave of fear
washed over her. Even if she could get the window patched up, there was no way she
was sleeping in that place tonight.

"You'll stay with me tonight,” Ryker said. "And every night after. At least until we
know it's safe.”

She met his eyes, startled by his words. It always amazed her that he seemed to know
what she was thinking, but as much as she wanted to stay with him, she knew she
shouldn't. They obviously wanted different things, and she couldn't do casual. Not
with him.



"Ryker..." She tried to find the words, but they wouldn't come, and something else
was bothering her. "How are you here? | mean, | know Luke called you, but your
shop is supposed to be open for another hour."

"Are you kidding me? Y ou went to the sheriff's office because you were scared and
possibly in danger.l don't give a fuck about the shop when it comes to your safety. |
only care about you. | will always come when you need me, sweetheart.l would have
picked you up in town, but Luke wanted to check out your place, and it's a good thing
he did. Once all thisis over, we're going to have along talk, and I'm going to explain
everything. Because you are mine, and we are definitely not over."

"But..."

God, she was so confused. He wasn't acting like a man just having fun. He was acting
like her boyfriend—a very possessive boyfriend—and she liked it way too much.

"Hush," Ryker growled. "Just rest until Luke and the guys are done."

She laid her head on his shoulder, and smiled at his bossy attitude.

R yker walked into his bedroom, and his dick instantly went hard.

Carly was curled up against the headboard flipping through one of the art magazines
she'd brought from her place, and the sight of her in his space—in his bed—felt
perfect. When she looked up at him and smiled, he wanted nothing more than to sink
his cock into her pretty, pink cunt, but he couldn't do that. Not yet.

Not until he told her everything.

"How are you feeling?”'



"Good," she nodded. "I'm still alittle freaked out, but | feel better. Thanks again for
letting me stay here, and for having the boys patch up my window."

After Luke and his deputies had completed their initial investigation, he'd called the
twins to come and board up the window. Tomorrow he would find someone to repair
the glass. Of course, she was still fighting him on that, but it was a fight she would
lose.

"I'm glad you feel better, but you don't have to thank me—or them—for the window.
You're part of this family now, and we will always help with whatever you need."

"Ryker, I.."

She closed the magazine, and pulled the blanket she was snuggling in up to her neck.
He realized it was her way of protecting herself, of creating a barrier between them,
and he didn't fault her for it. Not when he'd hurt her so bad the day before.

When Luke caled to tell him that Carly was in the parking lot crying, suddenly
everything clicked into place, and he understood the ache that had returned the day
before. For some reason, fate had finally brought him his true mate, and instead of
celebrating that miracle, hed only been half-in. He'd been giving just enoughof
himself to keep Carly around, but fighting the bond with everything else he had
inside.

His bear grumbled beneath the surface, reminding him that it wasn't everything. The
animal had been wanting to mark her since the day she'd walked into his shop looking
for her car, and it was only the human side that had protested.

Never again.

Carly was his, and she deserved the truth. Hell, she deserved everything, and he was



done running from the past.

"I've been a complete ass," he said, moving across the room. He sat down at the foot
of the bed, keeping enough distance between them that she didn't feel trapped. If she
wanted him to leave, and sleep somewhere else for the night, then he would, but he
didn't think it would go that far. "And I'm not just talking about yesterday."

"Okay."

Her tone was skeptical, but she gave him her full attention, and lowered the blanket to
her waist.

He took a deep breath, trying to figure out where to start, but there didn't seem like a
good place, so he jumped right in.

"The moment you walked into my shop | knew you were mine. | didn't want you to
be, but | knew it, deep in my soul, and | couldn't stay away from you."

"That's aterrible beginning." She narrowed her eyes, and pulled the blanket back up.
Terrible was an understatement, but she wasn't trying to leave, so he barreled on.
"You're right,” he nodded, "but | promise it will get better. Or | hope it will. I've
never actually told this story before, but the reason is because you're the only one
who will ever need to hear it."

"That's better,” she smiled. "Keep going.”

"When a shifter meets his mate, he just knows she's the one. It's not like a fated mates

thing—we do have a choice—but there is a connection. It's why you feel drawn to me
even though it's only been a couple of weeks. You might have even felt it that first



night in the pizza place, or even when you came to pick up your car, but you still
could have walked away, and | could have, too.

"Except, | didn't want to. Not really. But | was also scared, because for the first time
in my life, | wanted to mate with someone?—

mark them—and that didn't go so well for me the first time."

"Y ou and your ex didn't... get along?"

"We did at first, but it didn't last,” he took another deep breath. "When a shifter
decides to mate, it's more than just getting married. It's a bond formed by marking
their partner during unprotected sex. It's why my canines extended that first time in
the cave, and why I've been holding back that part of myself ever since. My bear
wants you, and | want you, but | was letting the past get in the way. Letting fear hold
me back, even when | know that you're mine,

"My ex wasn't mine. She saw me shift by accident one day when | was out trying to
teach Luke how to control his animal. I'm not sure why she even followed us that
day, but I'm guessing it was because she was a little bit jealous of the time we spent
together. I'm not exactly sure, but she saw me and became fascinated by what we
could do.

"Looking back, | understand that we were too young to make those decisions, and
that she manipulated me more than | care to admit. | knew she wasn't the one, butshe
convinced me to form the bond when she got pregnant with the boys by saying all the
right things. And | wanted those things. For myself, and for Luke, and for my future
cubs.

"So, | went al in. We got married and mated, and | tried hard to be a good husband
and father, but she soon lost interest, and despite giving her everything she wanted,



nothing ever made her happy. She finally left when the twins were four. As soon as
she was gone, amost everything got better. | started the business as soon as | turned
eighteen, so it was already building traction, and with her gone, | was able to put
more money into savings. She wasn't a bad mom, but she did only the bare minimum,
and the boys got over her leaving quicker than expected. Maybe it was because they
had Luke as an example, I'm not sure, but it was like a weight had been lifted off of
all of us, and we were all glad she was gone.

"What the boys don't know, was the hell | went through on the other side. When a
shifter marks his mate, the bond that is formed allows the pair tocommunicate
telepathically. You can't read each other's minds, but you can share thoughts to
communicate. To talk to each other. After the first year, her thoughts were never
overly affectionate, but after she left, they were..."

He didn't know how to put words to what it was like hearing her voice in his head. It
wasn't just petty teasing and taunting. There was also anger and hostility that went
beyond normal, especiadly when he had worked so hard to give her
everything—including that stupid food truck.

"God, that must have been horrible," Carly said, linking one of her hands with his,
She covered their joined hands with her other one, and then laid her head on his

shoulder. "What afucking bitch."

He smiled at her outburst, shocked that he'd been so consumed by his story that he
hadn't even realized she'd moved away from the headboard.

"Yeah," he nodded, placing a chaste kiss on the top of her head.

"Did you ever worry that she would expose you and the boys? Tell anyone about your
abilities?



"Not at first. Probably because she hadn't been so filled with hate when she left—or
at least, she didn't seem that way. But later | did wonder if she was trying to bait me.
To get me to come after her and expose myself somehow. I'm not sure what the end
game would be? Maybe to try and get the business? Or to gain sympathy that | had
tricked her into fucking an animal? I'm not sure. She just left one day with no notice,
but | knew she wouldn't be back, so | filed for divorce the next day.

"I could have found her if | wanted to, but of course, | didn't reveal that information
to the courts, and after posting several public notices, the divorce was granted within
afew months. | doubt she ever found out about it, so it could have been that she was
just after the money. | honestly don't know. But, hurting or exposing me would have
hurt the boys, and that part | just don't understand. They were her babies, and even if
she didn't want them anymore, why try to destroy their lives?"

Her motives had plagued him for along time, but moving on had been easier after her
death. Though, apparently not easy enough, because he still carried around a lot of
the bitterness that had resulted from forming the mating bond with the wrong person.

"Anyway," he lifted his other shoulder. "The bond can only be severed by death, and
after about a year she killed herself. Not directly, and not on purpose, but she went
down on her boyfriend while they were driving home from some bar, and he lost

control and drove them off acliff."

"Whoa." She raised her head to look at him. "That's terrible, but oddly satisfying. |
kind of feel bad for her boyfriend though."

"Y eah, me too."

They sat there in silence for afew more moments before he spoke again.

"Last August, around the same time that you moved to town, | felt an ache in my



chest that didn't ease until you walked into my shop the first day we met. It returned
yesterday, and stayed with me all day, and that is what prompted what | said to the
boys. | was angry and fighting my animal, but those words were lies. They know it,
and Luke knows it, but | know none of that matters because you don't know it. |
meant it when | said | wanted us to be exclusive, but my bear wants to mark you and
that scares the shit out of me. One, because | don't want to make a mistake and
accidentally take your choices away, and two, because even though | know you'’ re not
my eX, having someone else's voice in my head isn't something | can get excited
about.”

"Given everything that's happened, | think that's completely understandable.” She
placed a soft kiss on his shoulder, and he could feel the smile on her lips. "So, what
does that mean for us? What do we do now?"

"The bond is only formed if | bite you during unprotected sex, so in theory, if we use
a condom, then it shouldn't be a problem. | also think | should go for arun in my bear
form first. That will hopefully help burn off some energy, and then maybe it will be
okay. Butmy canines have never elongated like that before—without me being able to
stop them—and | can't guarantee that they will stay hidden."

"And I'm not complaining about that," she said, squeezing his hand. "What happens if
you bite me while wearing the condom?"

"I honestly don't know. The bite to complete the bond is painful and forms a huge
bruise that fades within a few hours. What's left behind is a mark so minute only
another shifter can detect it. After that, any other bites are just as painful, and heal
just as fast, but they don't leave a mark behind.l've never heard of a shifter's canines
extending for anything except a mating, which is why I'm hesitant to try something
like that with you."

"Okay," she nodded. " So, no unprotected sex, and no biting."



"Right," he nodded.

Which sounds completely fucking boring.

"But you're al in for everything else? This isn't only temporary, and we're not just
having fun ?"

"Thiswas never temporary,” he growled, turning to face her.

"Good," she laughed, letting his hands go.”I think you should go for a run now."
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CHAPTER 9

C arly set down the last box of paint, and did a quick inventory of al the supplies
sitting on the table. She was painting with the first graders today, and she had come
into their classroom early so she could set up everything before they came back from
recess.

The stacks of paper, paint, and brushes always made her smile, and she was looking
forward to seeing the outcomes of the lesson she had planned for today. Even though
it was messy, painting was one of her favorite things to do with the kids, and she
loved admiring all of their finished projects.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and though nothing had happened in the past week,
she felt reluctant to pull it out and look at the message. She hadn't received any more
texts from her ex—or any random numbers—but Luke and his team didn't have any
leads on who could have vandalized her place, and though the two things could have
nothing to do with each other, she wasn't convinced.

She pulled her phone out of her pocket, and laughed at the GIF that Noah had sent
her.

Even though they weren't going to complete the mating bond, she and Ryker were
acting like a married couple, and the boys were having fun calling her mom and
sending her funny memes about cookies. She wasn't much of a baker, but she had no
problem stopping by the bakery on Main and making sure sweet treats were available
whenever they stopped by the garage.



Which was amost every day. Ryker and his family were close, and it wasn't odd to
see at least one of them stop by the shop for a few minutes each day. They sometimes
stopped by the house, too, but she was glad that they didn't do that without texting
first.

After she and Ryker discovered that his wearing a condom was a reliable way to stop
the urge to mate during sex, they had been making up for lost time by christening
every room in his house. They'd even had fun in her own home, but even though the
window had been repaired, and nothing else had happened to her property, she didn't
want to sleep there—not even with Ryker by her side.

And that worked out well, because Ryker wanted her in his home, and that's exactly
where she wanted to be.

A week ago, after Luke and his team had finished their investigation, Ryker had taken
her inside and helped her pack a bag—which had ended up being three bags—and
then he'd taken her back to his home and explained everything. The next day, he'd
arranged for someone to fix her window while she'd been at work, and when he'd
taken her out to dinner the next night, he'd been the one to grab her hand instead of
the other way around.

Everything was going great, and though she was happy, she couldn't stop the nagging
feeling that something wasn't right. Ryker felt it too, and though they didn't find any
evidence to the contrary, Luke didnt believe the vandalism to her place was
completely random. And it wasn't just because of the texts, either. Although that did
play a part in al of their thinking, it was morebecause of the weird feeling she'd felt
in the grocery store and then on the way home.

The feeling that had caused her to stop at the sheriff's office because she was afraid.

Neither man believed that feeling was just acoincidence, especially when her house



had been vandalized the same day.

The only place she'd been truly alone since that day was driving to and from work,
and luckily, she hadn't had the feeling of being watched again. Unfortunately, she
was still kind of afraid to be alone, and as much as she loved Ryker—because she did
love him—she still wanted to do things by herself. She was glad that he understood
her need for independence, but she hadn’t felt very independent this past week, and
that bothered her.

Not enough to do something stupid knowing that there might be a threat waiting
around the corner, but enough that she was wondering if they were al just being too
cautious.

She was still holding her phone when it rang, and when she saw it was her friend,
Jules, an uneasy feeling settled over her. Sometimes she would get texts from friends
during working hours, but they never called until she was on her own time. It could
be that her friend just forgot about the time difference, but Carly didn't think so, and
after aquick glance at the clock, she answered.

"Hey, Jules. | only have a couple of minutes before my break is over. What's up?"

"Carly." Her friend let out arelieved breath. "I'm so glad you answered. I'm sorry to
call during work, but thisisimportant."

"It'sfine," she said, that uneasy feeling growing stronger. "Everything okay?'

"I'm not sure, but | want you to be aware. | just found out that the car that James
Wheeler was driving wasn't his. Apparently, he lost his job a few months ago, and
stole that car after his girlfriend left him. | don't know why she left, but he told a
mutual friend that all of his troubles were all your fault, and that he was going after
you. I'm so sorry, Carly. | didn't know."



That feeling of being watched returned full force, and she looked out the windows of
the classroom, scanning for anything that didn't seem right. She could see the kids
playing on the playground several yards away, but the hallway looked empty.

"Why would he blame me? It's been two years since we dated, and he had another
girlfriend after me."

"I don't know. The story seems crazy, but what if it's true? Has anything happened?"

The bell rang, and she used that as an excuse to hang up the phone. Now wasn't the
time to tell her friend about her house being vandalized, and she needed to tell Ryker
and Luke this new information. She had given Luke al the details she could
remember about her ex, including his address and place of work at the time they were
dating. Hopefully Luke would be able to use his badge to get the local law
enforcement to check on him.

Or something.

She wasn't sure how it all worked, but if her ex told someone he was coming for her,
blaming her for whatever had gone wrong in his life, then she was pretty sure the
cops could do something.

She created agroup text with both Ryker and Luke, but she'd only been able to type a
few words when the door swung open and James Wheeler walked in pointing a gun at
her chest.

"Put the phone down and come with me."
She glanced out the window, and then looked back at him. Aside from a few strands

of hair out of place, his appearance looked good. He was wearing a pair of Khaki
pants, a blue polo shirt, and a dark brown blazer, and from where she stood, the



clothing looked clean.

"Wheat are you doing, James?'

Even if she could distract him, the phone was too big to conceal in the pocket of her
jeans.With no other choice, she set thedevice down on the table.

"What the fuck does it look like, bitch? You're coming with me, and then you're
going to pay for fucking up my life."

She didn't want to go with him, but she could hear the kids lining up outside the door.
Their teacher was walking down the hallway toward the front of the line, and she
knew they would start filing in any minute. If James was stupid enough to bring a gun
into the school, then there was no doubt in her mind that he would use it if provoked.

"Okay," she nodded. "I'm coming."

She started walking toward him, and when she reached his side, he grabbed her wrist
with his free hand and leaned in close so that his face was only an inch away from
hers. He wasn't an overly strong man, but his grip on her wrist was painful, and she

was sure she would have a bruise there | ater.

"Don't try anything stupid,” he seethed, "or someone will get hurt here today, and it
won't only be you."

"Okay," she nodded. "Where are we going?"

"That's none of your business. For now, just walk out to the parking lot."

He shoved the hand holding the gun into his pocket, and pushed her toward the door.
As soon as she opened it, she could hear the kids filing into the classroom from the



other side. Relief swamped her, but it only lasted a second.

"Miss Carly." One of the boys from the class ran up and grabbed her hand. "Where
are you going? Aren't we painting today?"

"We are," she said, smiling down at him, "but | need to go to the office first. I'll be
back in afew minutes."

"Who isthat?' The boy asked, frowning at James.

James moved closer and shoved the pocketed gun into her back.

"He's afriend, and | need to get him something from the office." She squeezed his
hand before gently pulling hers away. "Go back inside now, and tell Miss Anderson
that I'll be therein a minute."

The boy was still frowning at James, but then he looked at her and smiled.

"Hurry now," she said, "I'll be there, soon."

"Okay."

He turned and ran toward the door, and James pushed on her back again.

"Move!"

The word came out as a harsh whisper, and she started walking, hoping they didn't
run into any more kids on their way to the parking lot. Because she worked in every
classroom at least once a week, she knew most of the kids by name, and they all

knew her as well. It wasn't odd for any of the kids to strike up a conversation, and
some of the older kids would be able to pick up on the fact that something was



wrong.

Luckily, they made it to his car without any more distractions, and once she was
seated, he pulled some zip-ties from his pocket.

"Thisis so you don't try anything stupid like try to escape on the way." He tightened
one tie on each wrist, and then used a third to bind them together. He studied his
handiwork as he stood, and then he leaned down and pulled the plastic tighter. She
could feel the hard material digging into her skin, and she knew that if she moved the
wrong way the plastic would start to cut.

He lifted her arms by grabbing onto the middle tie, and then dropped them back into
her lap. The rubbing of the plastic against her skin made her wince, causing him to
laugh, and then he grabbed the plastic and did it again.

"Y ou're not so tough now, are you?' He nodded and stood. "l should have kept you
tied up like this during our relationship. Then maybe you would have learned your
place."

She wanted to roll her eyes at his stupid comment, but instead she just looked straight
ahead. She had no idea why he thought she'd ruined his life, and honestly, it was
probably something trivial.He was a needy baby who always wanted to be the center
of attention, and when things didn't go hisway, he always blamed others.

Choosing her to blame—and following her half way across the country to do
it—seemed excessive, but though he seemed mostly normal, he was obviouslycrazy,
and she was more concernedwith his end game than what his motives were.

Where was he takingher?

And more importantly, what did he want?



C arly was surprised when James drove her to Ryker's house.

"What are we doing here?'

"You'll see," he laughed. "You and your boy think you're so slick by going intothe
park to fuck, but you refused to suck my dickbefore my big presentation. Do you
remember that? | needed you to help me, and you laughed in my face. Told me you
didn't fuck in public places, and acted all haughty. Like you were better than me. |
knew you were lying, and my presentation was shit because of it. Because of you. So
now you're going to make it up to me, and your boyfriend is going to watch."

She remembered that day. Hed wanted her to suck him off while kneeling on the
floor in the men's bathroom, and she'd told him exactly what she thought of that idea.
She also ended things with him the next day, but neither of those things were the
reasons for his shit presentation. His presentation sucked because he'dbeen
overconfident and unprepared, and he was damn lucky his boss hadn't fired him on
the spot.

He reached down and tucked something into his jacket before getting out of the car,
and then hewalked around the front of the vehicle, keeping an eye on her the whole
time. When he reached her door, he did his hand back into the pocket holding the gun
and glanced around quickly. Even if there had been someone on the street,Ryker's
neighbors were far enough away that she knew the chances of anyone seeing them
and noticing her bound wrists were slim.

He led her to the side of the house, pulled a small crowbar out from under his
jacket,and started tearing down a few of the dats on the fence. When he got three
down, he pushed her through the opening, and led her to the riverbank.

There wasn't any snow on the ground, but the air was still chilly, and because she had
left her coat back at the school, she only had on a t-shirt as a barrier against the



cold.She couldn't help but shiver when the water coming up off the rapids swirled
around them, and though she refused to look down to check, she was sure her nipples
were peeking through the cotton.

"Don't worry," he laughed. "I'll get you warm soon enough."

Her stomach rolled at the meaning of his words, and she took a deep breath to try and
settle it. She wanted to believe that Ryker would somehow save her before James
touched her, but she hadn't been able to send that last text, and he wouldn't be home
for hours. Her stomach rolled again, and the only thing that chased it away was James
yelling at her.

"How the hell do you get this thing down?"

He was talking about the bridge that was hidden in the tree. She didn't want to tell
him, but she also didn't trust him not to shoot her, or throw her down into the rapids,
so she explained how it worked. He didn't use the same care that Ryker did, so the
thing was unsteady as they crossed, but there was no way to put the thing up from the
other side, so at least it would leave behind a clue to her whereabouts.

If she survived that long.
Hepushed her forward until they reached the entrance to the cave, and then he
practically shoved her inside. The path down the side of the rock was narrow, and his
careful footsteps gave her the impression that he'd never actually been herebefore.
Ryker had said that he could scent any intruders, so that meant he had somehow
watched them from afar.

His next words confirmed her suspicions.

"Thisisanice little set up," he nodded, walking around the space. "Y ou've fucked in



this water, haven't you?'

She hated that he was now wandering around Ryker's spot like he owned the place,
but she knew there was no way to make him |eave.

"We don't fuck in here," she said, her voice calm.

"Don't you fucking lieto me," he said, storming across the space.

He raised up the hand holding the gun, and hit her across the face with the barrel.Pain
seared across her cheek and seemed to radiate around her head astearsfilled her eyes.
"You guys come in here and don't come out for hours. | know what you're doing.
Fuck, the whole god-damned town knows what you're doing, and soon you're going
to do it with me. Get on your fucking knees."

He kicked the back of one of her kneecaps, and she fell to the ground. Her hands dlid
against the dirt,scraping her palms, and she dug her fingers into the earth to stop
themomentum.

He grabbed her messy bun and pulled hard, and when she sat back on her heels, he
smiled.

"That's better,” he said. "This is exactly where you're supposed to be—on your knees
so your faceis level with my dick. Well get to the fun soon, but first you have to call
your man. He's going to watch me feed my dick down your throat, and then I'm going
to kill him and fuck you hard while his body grows cold. I'll kill you, too, but how
fast or slow depends on how well you follow directions.”

Another wave of nausea swept over her, but she tried to remain cam. She knew
Ryker healed fast, so he might survive a gunshot wound, but he wasn't invincible. If
James aimed for his heart—or his head—Ryker could die on the spot, and there was



only one way in and out of this cave, so he wouldn'thave the element of surprise.

"Call him," he said, dropping a phone on the dirt in front of her. "Tell him to meet
you here, and make it fuckingbelievable. Give away any clues, and I'll still fuck you,
but I'll shoot you first. Maybe more than once."

She nodded and picked up the phone.

R yker took a deep breath, and glanced at the screen on his phone again. The metal
threatened to crack under his grip, and he forced himself to relax his hand. Destroying
his phone wouldn't help Carly, and right now, it was hisonly link to her.

And even that wasn't a guarantee.

They were only guessing that her kidnapper would have her call because he was the
new boyfriend, but in reality, the guy could take her far away from Hickory Bear
Rapids, and he might never see her again.

Fuck!

Standing around doing nothing was killing him, but it seemed like the best choice
considering they didn't have any leads. Of course, that didn't mean they were doing
nothing. Luke had deputies out searching the town and reaching out to neighboring
communities, and Noah, Rhys, and Hattie were searching the National Park in their
bear forms.

He wanted to be out searching, too, but he couldn't risk missing her call.

Their timeline had her missing for just over an hour, but a lot could happen in that
amount of time, and as the minutes ticked on, hisapprehension grew.



Of course, she would have been missing a lot longer if the teacher in her classroom
hadn't acted quickly.

After receiving a message from a student that Carly had left with a man and would be
back in a few minutes, the teacher knew something wasn't right when she'd found
Carly's phone and jacket left behind. They were aways careful about not leaving
devices outfor the children to find, and it was way too cold outside to be wandering
around without a coat.

Once the teacher had confirmed that Carly had never made it to the office, the school
called the sheriff.

While no one had actually seen her leave the school, the student had gotten a good
look at the man she'd left the classroom with, and the boy had been able to
positivelyidentify who had taken her.

Unfortunately, they still didn't know so much.

Where was her ex taking her? And why? Was he working alone?

They literdly had no answers, and thepossibilities of what was, or could be,
happening to her wereshredding him up inside.

More so, because this not knowing was all hisfault. If they had completed the mating
bond, he would know all of these answers, but most importantly, he would know that
she was safe, because he would have found her already.

Instead, he'd let the pain, anger, and fear from his past dictate what he did now, and
because of that, he might lose his mate forever. His true mate, who unlike his ex, is
his perfect match. Even thinking that she could be anything like his ex—that she
could ever be filled with so much hate—had been a mistake, and it was one that he



would never make again.

Beneath the surface, his bear roared in agreement, and in the next minute, everything
seemed to happen all at once.

Both his and Luke's phones started ringing at the same time, and when Ryker looked
at his screen, he actually had two calls coming in. He ignored the one from Noah, and
answered the unknown number.

"Hello?"
"Ryker." She let out a heavy breath, and her voice was strained, but she was alive.He

didn't have to see her to know that she was hurt, though, and both the bear and the
man wanted blood."It's me. I'm in the cave, and | want you to come and meet me

here.
Even if they didn't know that she'd been taken, those words alone wouldhave clued
him in that something was wrong. She liked visiting the cave, but she still considered
it his space, and she would never go there without him.

"Whose phone are you calling from?"

"Oh, um?>—"

She grunted, and there was a loud banging sound on her end of the line.

"Carly!"

"I'm here," she said. Her voice was tight before she forced out alaugh. "l just dropped
the phone. My new phone. Ihad to get a new one because | lost mine."



Like hell she did, but he was done asking questions. If he said the wrong thing, she
might get hurt again, and he didn't need any more information. They already knew
whereshe was.

"Okay. I'm leaving now, and I'll be there as soon as I can.”

"Okay...," there was along pause. "I love you, Ryker."

Before he could respond, the line went dead.

Sheloved him.

They were pretty much living together, and they'd already decided to be exclusive,
but they hadn't said those words yet.Maybe she'd only said it because she thought she
might die—or that he might—but he knew she wasn't lying. His true mate loved him,
and soon she would know that he loved her, too.

When he looked up, Luke was handing him one of the vests he'd brought from the
station.

"Put it on," Luke said. "Did she say she wasin the cave?'

"Yeah," he nodded. "Unknown number, and claimed it was her new phone. She was
already hurt, but he hurt her again when | asked about the phone. I'm taking my
weapon, but | know you might not be able to protect me if something goes down, and
that's okay, son. | don't want to jeopardize your job—or ruin your life—in any way,
so you do what you have to do, okay?"

"I will," Luke nodded. "One of the deputies found a stolen car parked on the street in
front of your house, and the side fence has been messed with. He used a crowbar to
take out three boards, and left the tool sitting right on top of the mess.| called



everyone else back in, so it's just you and me. Noah also called me after you didn't
answer and confirmed they found her. They didn't enter the cave, though, and | told
them all to take the long way back and meet us at your house. If this guy has a gun,
he'll definitely start shooting if a bear walks into the cave.”

Luke was right, and he didn't want any of his sons, or Hattie, to get hurt. He didn't
want Luke going with him, either, but he didn't bother bringing it up again. His son
took family, and his job of sheriff, very seriously, and there was nothing Ryker could
say to change hismind.

"WEell get her back, dad,” Luke said, clapping him on the shoulder.

"I know." And when they did, he was never letting her go. "Let's go."

" W hereisyour fucking boyfriend?"

Ryker could hear the shuffling of angry footsteps, and the way the sound was
transitioning from loud to soft told him Wheeler was probably pacing. If he was
moving around the room, then he wasn't touching Carly, and that was a good
sign.Whatever his plan, the other man wanted Ryker present for it, and that
knowledge eased some of the tension running through him.

He had no idea what he was walking into, but he needed to stay calm, and he
wouldn'tbe if Wheeler was touching his woman.

"He'll be here soon," Carly said. Even though he could hear the pain in her voice, he
doubted the other man could. Her words came out strong, and if he was standing in
front of her, he would see the firein her eyes. "His shop is on the other side of town."

"Y ou'd better hope he gets here soon," the pacing stopped. "Because I’ m getting tired
of waiting."



Carly's cry of pain pushed him forward, and he walked inside the cave. Carly was
kneeling on the ground with her hands bound in front of her,andWheeler was holding
her up by her hair, rubbing his covered dick all over her face. The man's other
hand,the one holding the gun, was resting at his side.

Beneath the surface his bear roared, and Ryker drew the weapon he had tucked in his
pants. He had no problem killing the man for touching and hurting his mate,but
Wheeler was too close to Carly, and he couldn't risk the man getting off alucky shot.

"Take your fucking hands off my woman, and drop your weapon."

His voice boomed around the cave, andWheeler jumped back in surprise, letting go of
Carly, but it only took him a few seconds to recover. He raised his weapon and
pointed it at Carly's head.

"l don't think so," he laughed. "I'm the one calling the shots here, and this bitch is
going to pay for what she did to me. Dead or alive, it doesn't matter, so | suggest you
be a good boy and put the weapon down."

Carly was sitting amost impossibly still, and if they had completed the mating bond,
he could tell her through their link that everything was going to be okay. He'd let her
know that Luke was standing just afew feet away, waiting to bust in like a hero at the
first sign of trouble, and that they would be going home soon.

Instead, he'dallowed hislife to be ruled by fear, and now he couldn't tell her anything.

The achein his chest tried to force its way back in, but he didn't allow it. Both he and
Carly were walking out of here alive, and then, when she was ready, he was claiming
his mate. He was done letting his bitterness over the past make his decisions, and
rightnow, there was nothing he wanted more than to hear her voice in his head.



But that would never happen if he didn't follow the haphazard plan he and Luke had
made.

"Okay," Ryker nodded. "I'm putting it down."

He leaned forward to place the weapon on the dirt, and took a deep breath as he stood
back up. He knew what was coming next, and he hoped that Wheeler didn't aim for
his head.

"Good boy."

Wheeler laughed, and then he trained the gun on him and pulled the trigger. The pain
that filled his chest was more than expected, but as he fell to the ground like he and
L uke had planned, he was damn glad the other man had aimed for his center mass.

"Ryker!"

Carly's scream filled the cave, and then Luke was there and more shots were fired.
When he heard the heavy sound of a body hitting the floor, he started to sit up at the
same time Carly arrived at his side. Tears were streaming down her face as her hands
roamed her body, and he realized she must have gone into traumatic shock.

He grabbed her hands and stilled them against his chest.

“I'm okay, sweetheart," he said, lifting her chin with his other hand. "I'm wearing a
vest, and he didn't hurt me."

As soon as his words registered, she sagged against him, and broke down into heavy
sobs. He pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her, wishing the heavy
vest wasn't between them as she buried herself against his chest.



He kissed the top of her head.

"I love you so much," he murmured against her temple. "Not knowing how to find
you nearly killed me."

When her sobs started to ease, L uke started walking toward them.

"He's dead, and I've aready called it in," Luke said, handing him atool that unfolded
into apair of scissors. "Use thisfor her wrists. I'll be outside waiting for the crews."

"Thank you, son."

"Anytime," Luke said. "Y ou know that. Y ou only have afew minutes."

"Let me cut these off," he said, loosening his hold so he could open the tool. He sat
back and brushed his thumb across the gash on her cheek, and he silently wished he'd
been the one to kill her kidnapper."The emergency crews will be here soon. Are you
hurt anywhere else? Did he... do anything else?’

She shook her head, and winced when he cut the zip-ties.

"He kicked me a couple of times, and pulled my hair like you saw, but that was it. He
was waliting for you. Wanted you to watch him rape me. | don't know why."

More tears started rolling down her cheeks, but these ones were silent,andhe wrapped
his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. Soon, they were going to have to
talk to the deputies and give statements—and she was definitelygetting checked out
by the paramedics—but for now, he was just going to hold his mate.
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CHAPTER 10

C arly opened her eyes and took in the silence of the room. She didn't have to rall
over to know that Ryker wasn't in the bed with her, but that didn't stop her from doing
it anyway, and she leaned forward and breathed in the scent of his pillow before
settling back on her own.He'd pushed most of the blankets on his half up against her
back, and his side of the bed was cool to the touch.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the celling while trying to bury her
disappointment.

Sunday was the only day the shop wasn't open, and she liked spending the morning
tucked against Ryker's side.

Of course, she'd been occupying that place for the past few days, and maybe he was
getting tired of her. She didn't think so, but things had been different since her
kidnapping, and they'd been around each other alot more in the past five days.

Not only had she taken the rest of the week off from work, but Ryker had closed the
shop completely for one day, and then only worked half days the rest of the week.
The result was alot more time together, and unfortunately, none of that time had been
having sex.

She hadn't wanted to at first, but after a couple of days, she'd been ready, and now
Ryker was the one holding back. They spent the days together in what she thought
was a comfortable harmony, and she'd spent the nights wrapped in his arms, but aside
from a few kisses, he hadn't touched her, and she was beginning to wonder if he



wanted her to leave.

The thoughts didn't feel right, but she knew he never wanted to mate, and now that
his cave had been invaded by her ex, maybe it was too much. When she'd tried to
apologize for her ex being in his space, and getting killed there, he'd quickly shut
down her worries, but they hadn't been back to the cave.

WEell, she hadn't. Maybe he visited the space alone, and decided she was no longer
welcome there.

Sadness swamped her, and she blinked severa times, trying to fight back the tears
that desperately wanted to fall.

After her ex was killed, it didn't take long for the law enforcement in the city to
confirm that he'd fixated on her for some strange reason. They'd found lots of pictures
and other things in his home that proved that he'd been planning to physically hurt
her, and combined with the things that had happened in Hickory Bear Rapids,
including her kidnapping, the case was closed pretty quickly.

After looking at all the evidence, Luke believed that the man had become obsessed
with her after hearing about her move from her friend Jules. Because of the stolen
car, he was already on a downward spiral, and hearing about her positive life changes
could have pushed him over the edge. More so when she didn't answer his initial
texts. Basically, because she wouldn't do or act the way he wanted,she became an
easy target to blame for al of the bad things going on in hislife.

She shuttered thinking about what could have happened if Ryker and Luke hadn't
showed up to save her, but she pushed those thoughts away. She could spend all day

going over different scenarios and possibilities, but honestly, she didn't want to know.

Luckily, she had been saved, and now the threat was gone.She could safely go back



to her own home if she wanted to, but that wasn't what she wanted.

Unfortunately, she might not have a choice.

She took a deep breath and swiped at an errant tear racing toward her ear. She had
brought a lot of stuff from her place, and she briefly wondered if she should start
packing, but quickly decided against it. If Ryker wanted her gone, then she would get
out of his space quickly, but she wasn't going anywhere until they talked.

"Hey, what's going on?'

God, she'd been so stuck in her own head, she hadn't even heard Ryker come in the
room.

"Nothing." She shook her head, and turned on her side to face him.

God, he was gorgeous.

He was dressed in a long-sleeved, black thermal shirt that molded to his broad chest,
and, as usual, a matching beanie covered his hair. She could see the silver and black
strands tickling his neck, and it thrilled her to know she was one of the few peoplein
town—if not the only one—who got to see him without the covering on.Dark blue,
denim jeans covered his legs, and though she couldn't see his feet, she knew they
were probably bare.

Bare and perfect, just like the rest of him.
He was holding ato-go coffee cup that looked like it had come from the bakery, and

though she was feeling unsure about what would happen next, she couldn't help but
smile.



"Isthat for me?" She sat up, and leaned against the headboard.

He narrowed his eyes, and walked around to her side of the bed.

"It is." He handed her the cup, and sat down on the edge. "There's aso a bunch of
scones in the kitchen for whenever you get hungry. Why were you crying? Areyou in
pain? Do you need more meds?”

"No, I'mnotinpan.|.."

She wasn't ready to have this conversation yet. Not when he was dressed and |ooking
so perfect, and she was till in her pgjamas probably looking like a hot mess. She
wanted to be on even ground, and that meant she needed to shower and get dressed

before they started discussing their future.

"l was just missing you," she shrugged, her voice weak. God, she sounded pathetic
even to her own ears.

He reached forward and cupped her cheek with his palm, and the tender look in his
eyestore her up inside. She covered his palm with her own and closed her eyes.

"What's going on in that pretty head of yours, sweetheart?"

She should have known better than to think she could hide from him. She opened her
eyes and dropped her palm, wrapping it around the coffee cup and clutching the
warm drink to her chest asif it would serve as some sort of barrier to his words.

"Do you want me to leave?'

"Wha..."



He dropped his palm, and tilted his head, studying her. His bunched-up forehead
would have been funny if her stomach wasn't doing somersaults inanticipation of his
answer, and she inhaled deep, breathing in the normally delicious scent of the coffee.
Unfortunately, the move had the opposite effect that it normally did, and she
suddenly felt nauseous.

"No." He shook his head, and one side of his mouth turned up in a smile as he took
the cup from her hand and set it on the nightstand. "I definitely don't want you to
leave. Why would you think that?"

She got the feeling he was teasing her, and hope flared. Ryker wasn't cruel, and if he
was teasing, then there must be areason for it. Still, she wanted—needed—him to say
the words.

"I basically moved in here after the kidnapping, and we've been spending alot of time
together, but haven't had sex. | thought you might have changed your mind about us,
and just don't know how to tell me. My house is safe. | don't have to stay here
anymore if you don't want meto."

Ryker smiled and shook his head, but when his gaze met hers again, all the humor
was gone.

"You were hurt," he said, the words almost patronizing. He gently slid a finger over
one of the scabs that still marked her wrist. "Y our wrists were red and bleeding. That
fucker drew blood on your face, too, and your legs were covered in bruises. I'm not
taking you like that. Not when you're in pain. But, unless you want to leave, I'm not
ever letting you go. | want you to sell your house and move in here permanently. If
you don't like this place, we can find another one. | don't care. All | care about is
having you in my life. And not just half way, either. | want to complete the mating
bond, and | want you to marry me."



God, she wanted to marry him, too, but she shook her head. Before her kidnapping,
he'd been very clear about his desire to never be mated again, and while they hadn't
talked about marriage, yet, she knew this was way too soon.

"It's not too soon," he said, shaking his head, "and it's not because of fear. The odds
of another incident like that happening again are basically nil, and though | could
have found you faster if we had been able to communicate while you were
missing,that's not what this is about. That's not why | want to mate. | want to mate
because | love you. You're my true mate, and | don't want to live without you by my
side. | will, of course. This isn't me saying I'm going to off myself or anything, but
I'm tired of letting fear dictate my actions when it comes to my mate. | want to give
you everything—all of me—and that won't happen until we complete the bond.”

He wanted to give her everything... All of him.

Forever.

And that's what she wanted, too.

"l love this house," she started. It was beautiful, and he'd never shared it with his ex,
so she didn't mind moving in. "But what about your cave? No one had ever been in
there before, and now it's been tainted with Whedler's death. Doesn’'t that bother
you?"'

"It only bothers me if it bothers you. | removed the blood and packed down some new
dirt that Luke gave me from the cave he likes to hang out in. We also found the spot
that he was watching us from, and he didn't find it by accident. Most people don't
venture that high into the park, so he had to have gone looking for it. Luke thinks he
probably followed you here, and then saw us cross the bridge and got way too
curious. He'd never been on the property before the day he took you. | know, because
| would have scented him, so | know he'd never been in our backyard before. But, if



that memory—or any other one—is too painful, then | have no problems moving.
Hell, we can build a new house if you want, and just live somewhere else until it's
ready."

She was touched that he would build them a new house somewhere else, but she
didn't want that for them. She loved Ryker's home, and she loved the connection he'd
made to the National Park. She hadn't been back in the cave, but she wasn't afraid to
go there. What happened with her ex was alittle traumatizing, but him bringing her to
the cave hadn't ruined the space for her.

"I don't want a new house. | want to live here, with you. If the cave becomes a
problem for me, then we can figure out what to do then, but right now, | feel okay
about going back there."

"I like that plan," he said, digging into his pocket.

He pulled out a ring box and flipped open the lid, and all she could do was stare. A
huge diamond sat in the middle of two smaller aguamarine stones, and everything
was set in a platinum band. The blue stones were the same shade as her coat, and she

knew he didn't just walk into the jeweler's and pick this ring up off the shelf.

"Before | got the scones, | got this," he smiled. "Marry me? Even if you never decide
to complete the bond, | still want you as my wife."

"Oh, Ryker." Her eyesfilled with tears. "It's so beautiful. When did you order this?"'

"The day after we met."

C arly snapped her gaze to his, and he didn't try to hide.

Rykerhadn't wanted to admit the truth, not even to himself, but he wouldn't lie to his



mate. He'd pushed the lunchtime meeting with the jeweler out of his head, but even
though he'd been fighting it, he'd known that she was his from themoment they met.

"I know it hasn't been a perfect couple of weeks—I know | haven't been perfect—but
| knew you were mine the moment you walked into my shop, and that will never
change."

She held out her left hand, and though he would understand if she was nervous, it
thrilled him that she was steady.

"Put it on me."

Confident, fierce, and oh so sexy. He loved everything about this woman, but he still
needed her to say the words.

"I'm going to need you to say the words, sweetheart."

"Yes," she said, her eyes sparkling. “To everything. | want to marry you, and mate
you, as soon as possible.”

He reached in the box at the same time her words registered, and when he looked
back up at her, she flashed him a knowing smile. His mate wanted to complete the
bond now, and he wasn't dumb enough to deny her anything.

As he dlid the ring down her finger, those thoughts didn't bother him like they would
have in the past. Everything about Carly was different than it had been with his ex,
and he was done wasting time comparing the two, because there was simply no
comparison. He trusted Carly, and he knew their life together would be amazing.

"Oh, my god," she whispered, moving her hand from left to right. "It's even more
beautiful out of the box."



"You make it more beautiful ."

He leaned forward and slid one hand into her hair. He loved the way her locks looked
when she first woke up. All wavy and out of control. It was the same way they'd
looked after she'd rode him hard in the cave, and though they’d fucked in every room
of the house, he’d only been inside her without a barrier that first time. He couldn’t
wait to see them spread out all over his pillow while he sank his cock deep inside her
channel with nothing between them.

He wanted to take his time and make everything perfect, but he could already feel his
canines pushing against his gums, and they were both still fully dressed.

Wséll, he was.

Even though it was cold outside, Carly was dressed in a pgjama set that consisted of
soft short shorts and a matching tank top that hugged her gorgeous breasts perfectly.
She wore socks to complete the ensemble, and when she moved around the house,
she wore a zip-front hoodie to help keep her arms warm.

He smiled as he remembered the night before. They were watching a movie on the
couch, and though her legs were wrapped in a blanket, she'd snuggled tightly against
him.He'd barely paid attention to the film, because al he could think about was her
soft body pressed against his hard one, taking all the warmth she needed.

His dick had been half-hard since he'd walked into the room, but the minute she'd
said yes, held swelled to the point of pain. He could feel the zipper of his jeans
pressing against his length, and his animal growled beneath the surface as he pressed
hislipsto hers.

He worried that he might hurt her, that maybe he should go for a run first to burn off
some energy, but his mate was having none of that.



"You're not leaving me," she smiled, even as she kissed him back. "I'm already
soaking wet, and | want my mate now."

She pushed him away, and ripped off her tank top.

Fuck!

Her nipples were hard, the taut peaks reminding him of candy, and her breasts
bounced as she shimmied out of her shorts and panties.

"Y ou're wearing too many clothes," she said, moving toward the middle of the bed.

She laid down flat on her back with her knees bent, and when she opened her legs, he
could how wet she was. Her honey was glistening on the lips of her pretty pussy, and
he could see her hard clit peeking out from under its hood. He ripped his shirt over
his head, knocking the beanie off in the process, and undid his pants. He pushed the
denim down along with his boxers, and kicked the material free before joining her on
the bed.

He crawled up between her legs and swiped his tongue from her wet hole to her clit.
The taste and scent of her made his bear growl beneath the surface, and he felt his
canines push through. The only other time this had happened, he'd been buried in her
pussy without a condom, and if he wasn't about to mark her, he would go for a run
and not come back until he was too exhausted to do anything but let her ride him.

Luckily, he didn't have to do anything so extreme. He kissed her mound, and then
kissed a path up her body, careful not to nick her soft skin. When he reached her

mouth, he placed a chaste kiss on her lips, but kept his mouth closed.

"Let me see."



He smiled big, relieved when she smiled back. He wasn't sure why he was worried.
She'd seen his canines extended before, but for some reason he'd been afraid that she
didn't remember what she was getting in to.

God, that even sounded stupid to him.

"I want this to be perfect,” he said, hiswords garbled. "But | can't go slow. | want you
too much."

"It's going to be okay, Ryker," she said, holding hisface in her hands. "I'm ready."

He nodded, and used one hand to position his cock at the entrance to her core. He
tried to dlide in slowly, to not take her like an animal, but her hands slid down his
back and held onto his ass at the same time she lifted her hips off the bed. He sank
into her channel swiftly, and alow grow! escaped hislips.

"Fuck, sweetheart.”

He grabbed her ass and lowered her back down to the mattress, and she immediately
wrapped her legs around him. The action pulled him deeper into her core, and he
never wanted to leave. Her pussy fit around him like a glove, and he could fedl the
soft walls convulsing around his dick.He pulled out of her channel slowly, trying
again for some semblanceofcontrol, but he was balancing on a thin thread.

He wanted nothing more than to slam into her cunt over and over, but they were
about to complete the mating bond, and even though he'd told her that he couldn't go
slow, he didn't want to ruin the moment. He pushed back into her slowly, and then
she grabbed the nape of his neck and pulled him down for akiss.

He stayed buried deep in her cunt, but kept his mouth closed while she licked the
seam of hislips.



"Open your mouth for me," she said, moving her hips in a circle. The sensation
caused his dick to throb, and when he growled, she used that opportunity to slide her
tongue inside his mouth.

And then she moved her hips again.

"I need more, Ryker,” she said, her voice low and nearly breathless. “You have to
move faster... and harder."

Each statement was expressed after dipping into his mouth and tangling with his
tongue, and then she licked one of his canines the same way she'd done in the cave.
That was al it took. A sizzle of electricity seemed to race through his body, and he
tingled all over. He moved in and out of her hard and fast, and every time he sank
deep, her pussy clenched around him like avise.

He kept pounding into her, in and out, until she tore her mouth away from his and
screamed his name. It was only a few minutes later, but holding onto his control so
tightly made it seem like forever, and he groaned as he sank his canines into the
juncture of her neck and shoulder. As soon as he made contact with her skin, he
came, roaring his release while he continued to move in and out of her soaking wet

pussy.

He continued to move until he was milked completely dry, and thenhe retracted his
canines and licked the wounds to seal them. The bruise on Carly's shoulder was huge,
and even though he'd done this before, he didn't remember the evidence being so

grotesgue.

He pulled back to ook at her face, and found her watching him intently.

Fuck! Did | hurt you, sweetheart?



Not even close. She smiled even wider. That was amazing.

Yes, it was.

Then what's wrong?

Her smile faded, and he knew he was fucking everythingup again.

"Nothing’'s wrong." He pulled his dick out of her channel, and laid down on the
oppositeside of the bruise. She immediatelyturned toward him, and he wrapped an
arm around her and leaned his forehandagainst hers. "The bruise is big, and it jarred
me alittle bit. That'sal. | thought maybe | had hurt you or something."

"It only hurt at first,” she said, snuggling closer. "After that it was nothing but
pleasure. Will it be like that every time you bite me?’

"I don't have firsthand knowledge of that, but my parents said it did."

He didn't want to talk about his ex while in bed with Carly, and he was glad that she
understood his meaning. His ex hadn't liked getting bitten as much as she'd thought
she would, and she'd never let him do it again.

Oh, we're definitely going to test that out, and soon. But not yet. She kissed his chest
before pulling away. | need my coffee and some of those scones. How many did you
buy? Oh, and | have to see this bruise.

He watched her ass as she walked into the bathroom, wondering what it would be like
to bite her there. He would have to do it on the weekend, and early enough that it
would heal before the boys came over. Besides the fact that he didn’t want her to be
in any pain—and sitting on a bruise that huge would definitely be painful—he also
didn’t want to embarrass her, or share their sex life with anyone.



Whoa! Thisthing ishuge. | wonder what it would be like if you bit my ass,

He glanced at the clock and decided they had time, and then he raced to the bathroom
and bent her over the counter.
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Three months | ater...

Ryker tightened his grip around Carly's hand, and the feel of her wedding ring took
away some of his nerves. More so when she squeezed his hand back, and leaned her
head on his shoulder. She only stayed there a minute, but even though she didn't say a
word, he felt her love surrounding him.

It had been that way since they'd completed the mating bond, and once again,he was
glad that he'd finally been able to get over the bullshit from his past and claim his
mate the way they both deserved. Their bond was nothing like the one he'd had
withhis ex, and that truth had become evident the moment his canines had sank into
her soft skin.

Hearing Carly's voice in his head completed him in a way he didn't understand was
possible, and he loved everything about her.

He aso loved being able to call her hiswife.

They had married at the courthouse on the Friday after their mating, and even though
he would have done whatever she wanted, he was glad that they were able to make
things official as soon as possible. Carly hadn't wanted to invite any of her friends
from the city, and with only a couple of close friends in town, she didn't want to have
a big ceremony.

Instead, they had a small exchange of vows with the boys and Hattie as withesses,
and then they had all gone out to a family dinner to celebrate before he and Carly left
for aweekend away at Grizzly Bear Lake.



He would have taken her anywhere, but because of her love of the outdoors, and his
bear's need to run someplace safe, the resort had been the perfect place for them,and
they'd gotten some special treatment because he and Liam Rivers had stayed in touch.

He still didn't fully understand how the Christmas Tree Lot Santa knew that he was
planning to sell the food truck, but he respected Liam, and knew that the other man
was telling the truth.,

He thought back to the ache that arrived in his chest in early August, and smiled
down at his mate. That ache had been the thing that had finally gotten him to think
about letting go of that stupid truck, and though he had vowed to never buy another
woman anything so large and costly again, he had no regrets about what was about to

happen.

Carly had integrated into his home, and his life, perfectly, and every day since their
mating had been better than the | ast.

She'd started moving her stuff into his home almost immediately after their mating,
and that's when her love for art had really started to hit him hard.

Not only did she teach art, but she immersed herself in it every day, and though he'd
seen some of her paintings when he'd visited her home, her love for the craft hadn't
really hit home until she'd started taking over Luke's old bedroom to use as her
studio.

Seeing all of her canvases leaning against the walls did something to him, and he'd
decided she needed something bigger. He didn't want her out of his house, but if she
ever wanted to display her work, then he didn't want anything holding her back.

Unlike the stupid food truck, buying her a building brought him nothing but joy, and
he knew that was because Carly wasn't just any woman. She was his true mate, and
he would do whatever was in his power to make her happy.



"You'revery quiet," she said. And then, Everything okay?

She did that often, switching between talking aloud and using their link, and he loved
it.

"I'm good. Just thinking about how much | love you."

| love you, too. So much.

They were amost to the corner of the street that would take them down to the rapids,
and as she always did, she stopped and looked in the windows of the empty building.
The space was located on the corner, and had walls of open windows on each of the
exposed sides. The walls inside were painted a light brown, and years ago it had been
asmall, independent bookstore.

"This is my favorite building." Her voice was wistful, just like it always was when
she looked at the space. "I wish someone would buy it and give it some life. It'sin a
great location, and look at all these windows. The light that fills the space is amazing,

but there's more behind that wall. | wonder how far back it goes.”

He already knew how far back it went, and though they had alot of work to do, she
was going to loveit.

She started walking again, and he waited until they were in front of the door. The
door had the unique design of facing the corner, and it was another one of the things
that she normally praised about the place.

Thistime, he was the one to stop.

"Why don't you go inside and see for yourself?'

"Wha—7?" She looked up at him, her eyes bright. What did you do?



She could read him way too easily, and though he loved it, he couldn't tease her for
long. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a keychain that held two keys.

She stared at the keysin his hand, and then her eyes met his.

"Did you buy this place?' The words came out on a whisper, and he wanted to laugh
at the awe in her voice. When he nodded, she added, "Why?'

"Because you love it so much, and | love you. | thought you might like to display
your art here sometimes, or maybe teach classes. You could run an open gallery on
the weekends, or pay someone else to run it, or rent out the space. There's no
pressure, though.It can be something, or nothing. It doesn't matter to me. | just
wanted you to haveit."

"Oh, Ryker."

Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away and pulled him down for a
gentle kiss. It was just a chaste meeting of their mouths, but he loved the way she let
her lips linger against his.

You didn't have to do this, but | love that you did. Thank you so much.

He wrapped one hand around her waist and pulled her closer, kissing her again. In
that moment, he wanted nothing more than to forget the building and carry her off to
his cave, but she laughed and pulled the keys out of his hand.

"Later," she said, patting him on the chest. "Let'sgo inside.”

She ran to open the door, and he followed after her.

Unlike his first mate, she was the mate of his heart, and he would follow her
anywhere.



The End

***

Thank you so much for reading



