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        Eight Years Earlier

      

      

      Rachel Lake left the bar and turned right, heading for her apartment. It was a twenty-minute walk and she would have preferred to get an Uber or even a taxi, but all of the wait times were half an hour or longer. She couldn’t bear to spend another half an hour making awkward small talk with Kyle. She pulled her cell phone out as she walked and scrolled through her contacts until she found Beth’s number. She hit call and lifted the cell phone to her ear.

      “How did it go?” Beth asked as she answered the call.

      “Ugh, it was awful,” Rachel said, unable to keep the tone of disgust from her voice.

      “Oh, come on, Rach, it can’t have been that bad. You guys have only been dating for a couple of weeks,” Beth said.

      “Yeah, a couple of weeks too long. I can’t believe I let myself go on more than one date with the guy. Honestly, he’s so boring, Beth. I mean, at first I figured yeah, first date nerves, so I gave him a second chance, because let’s be honest, he’s hot. But after that I should have realized he’s just plain dull behind that pretty face.”

      Beth laughed and Rachel imagined her shaking her head.

      “Just because the guy isn’t an action hero doesn’t mean he’s not relationship material,” she said.

      “I know that,” Rachel sighed. “But it’s like he has no personality whatsoever. We’ve been on, like, ten dates and I don’t think we’ve ever gotten past the awkward small talk phase.”

      “So, what did you tell him when you ended things?” Beth asked.

      “I just said I didn’t think we were a good match,” Rachel replied.

      “And he took it badly?” Beth asked.

      “No, that’s the thing. He was fine with it. He even agreed with me. But then he insisted we should have a drink as friends and it was like nothing had changed. I was still stuck there on a Saturday night with the most boring guy in the world.”

      “Well, at least it’s over now,” Beth said. “And now you can find a guy who skydives or something.”

      “Even a guy who does crossword puzzles as a hobby would be more interesting than Kyle,” Rachel laughed. “But seriously, I’m done with guys for now. I just keep moving from one bad relationship to the next and I think maybe it’s time I focused on me for a while. It’ll happen when it happens, right?”

      “You’re twenty-four, Rach, you’re not getting any younger, you know,” Beth teased her.

      Rachel laughed.

      “Thanks for that,” she said.

      “I’m messing with you,” Beth giggled. “Seriously, though, I give you one week before you’re dating again.”

      “Give me a bit of credit. I bet I can go at least ten days,” Rachel replied.

      They both laughed and Rachel found herself feeling much better. She wouldn’t miss Kyle. She would miss the sex, but that was it.

      “Hey,” Beth said. “Why don’t you come over here? Some of the girls are coming over and then we’re going to hit a few clubs.”

      Rachel debated the idea. It was only nine o’clock and it was Saturday night. She didn’t much feel like a crazy night of clubbing, though.

      “I’ll take a rain check if you don’t mind,” she said. “I just want to go home, get into my pajamas, and watch a trashy movie.”

      “You’re more upset about this Kyle thing than you’re letting on, aren’t you?” Beth said, her voice filling with concern.

      “No. God, no. Really,” Rachel said. “I just feel like a night in. Next weekend I’m all yours.”

      “Well, if you’re sure?” Beth said.

      “I’m sure,” Rachel said.

      They talked for a bit longer and then ended the call. Rachel thought about what Beth had said. Was she upset over the breakup with Kyle? She supposed she was in some ways. Not about losing him per se, but more about the fact that she had spent so many years dating the wrong men. She was ready to settle down, maybe start a family, but she was rapidly losing any hope of finding the right man to do it with.

      She shook her head, shaking away the melancholy feeling that had settled over her. She told herself she had plenty of time for all of that and she should just be enjoying being single for now.

      She pushed aside her doubts and told herself that her vow to Beth was going to happen. She wasn’t going to stress over this, and she wasn’t going to waste any more of her time dating the wrong guys. She was going to wait for someone special, and then take some time to get to know him a bit before she rushed into anything.

      She crossed the street and headed down a quieter side street. The conversation with Beth had passed the time like she had hoped it would and she would be home in less than five minutes now. She upped her pace a little bit, craving the comfort of her pajamas and maybe even a glass of wine in a nice, hot bubble bath.

      She jumped slightly when a man lurched from inside of a shop doorway a couple of doors down. She looked around, noting that the street was deserted except for her and the man. She felt her heart speed up slightly and she told herself to stop being paranoid. It was barely nine thirty, and she had no reason to suspect the man was up to no good. This was a good area of Houston, after all.

      The man wasn’t moving. He had turned to face Rachel and now he was just standing there seemingly staring at her. She felt icy fingers of fear caressing the back of her neck despite telling herself not to be paranoid.

      “Excuse me? Is someone there?” the man called out.

      Rachel looked the man up and down quickly and some of her fear melted away when she saw the white cane the man carried. So, he wasn’t staring at her as such. He was blind, probably attracted to her direction by the sound of her footsteps. Maybe he needed help. The more she thought about it, the more she thought she had detected a hint of fear in the man’s voice when he had spoken.

      “Hello?” the man said.

      “Umm… hi,” Rachel said as she got a little bit closer to the man. “Are you okay?”

      “I seem to have gotten myself turned around,” the man said, smiling at Rachel. He had a nice smile. He looked around her age, and he was well dressed. He had a faint accent Rachel couldn’t place, but it didn’t sound like he was a Texan. “I’m staying in the Bellevue Hotel. Do you happen to know if it’s anywhere around here?”

      Rachel frowned. The Bellevue Hotel wasn’t far from here, but it had closed down about two years ago.

      “Are you sure it’s the Bellevue?” she asked. “That place closed down, as far as I know.”

      “A friend of mine just bought it. He’s in the middle of renovating it before he opens it up again. I’m in town visiting him and he’s staying there, so I am too,” the man explained.

      “Oh, I see,” Rachel said. “It’s not far from here. It’s a couple of blocks south and then…”

      She trailed off, realizing she had no way of explaining how to get there to someone who couldn’t see any of the things she would use to describe it. It was a little bit out of her way, but it wasn’t that far away and she decided to help the man. Her pajamas and her bubble bath could wait a little bit longer.

      “Actually, I’m going that way myself. Would you like to walk with me?” she asked.

      “Would you mind?” the man said. “I feel so silly getting myself lost this way.”

      “Not at all,” Rachel smiled. “It’s this way.”

      She took the man’s elbow and turned him slightly so he was facing the right way and then she started walking.

      “Do you want to take my arm or something?” she asked.

      “No, this is fine,” the man smiled. “I’m Lewis, by the way.”

      “Rachel,” Rachel told him. “So, I take it you’re not from around here?”

      “No,” Lewis said. “I’m from New York originally but now I live in California.”

      That explained why Rachel hadn’t been able to place his accent. It was a mixture of two accents.

      “I’d love to go to California,” Rachel said.

      “It’s a nice place. Friendly people,” Lewis said. “You should visit in the spring. The weather is perfect.”

      “If you like mild weather, why are visiting Houston in the summertime?” Rachel laughed.

      “You’re right,” Lewis confirmed. “I guess I didn’t expect it to get this hot.”

      Rachel laughed softly. She led Lewis around the end of the block.

      “We’re going to cross the street now,” she said. “And then the path is mostly a dirt track from there. Are you sure you don’t want to take my arm?”

      “I’m sure,” Lewis said. “In fact, I know where I am now. I don’t want to keep you from wherever you were going.”

      Rachel looked down at the uneven dirt track and although the deserted hotel up ahead gave her the creeps, she knew she couldn’t let Lewis walk down it alone in case he fell and hurt himself.

      “I’m only heading home,” Rachel said. “I don’t mind walking to the hotel. I don’t want you going back to California and telling everyone the people in Texas aren’t nice.”

      Lewis laughed and shook his head.

      “Oh, there’s no chance of that. Everyone I’ve met so far has been lovely,” he said. “Once the renovations in the hotel are complete, I might start coming out here more often.”

      They walked down the dirt path. Lewis tapped his white cane in front of him and carefully avoided the dips and holes in the road. Rachel found herself impressed by his capability and she chastised herself, telling herself that Lewis obviously knew how to get around.

      They reached the hotel gates and Rachel stepped ahead of Lewis and pulled them open. They walked across the parking area in front of the place. Only one car was there and Rachel figured it must belong to Lewis’ friend. She looked up at the hotel all in darkness and shuddered slightly. She was happy to have helped Lewis, but she had to admit she would be equally happy to get away from this place.

      “Here we are,” Rachel said when they reached the hotel doors.

      “Thank you,” Lewis said, turning his head in her direction and smiling at her. “I really appreciate your help.”

      “No problem,” Rachel said. “Enjoy Texas.”

      “I will,” Lewis said.

      He made no move to go inside and Rachel felt bad just walking away from him so she stayed in place for a moment longer.

      “I know you have already done more than enough for me, but could I trouble you for one last favor?” Lewis said. “Would you be so kind as to program a number for a local taxi company into my cell phone? Just in case I manage to get myself lost again.”

      “Of course,” Rachel said.

      She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting him to ask, but she was relieved that it was something so mundane. She had been afraid that he might ask her to walk him inside and then she would have had to admit the place terrified her.

      Lewis pushed his hand into his pocket and brought it back out. She held her hand out and that was when she realized it wasn’t a cell phone Lewis was holding out to her. He was clutching a white rag. He dropped his white cane and grabbed Rachel, pressing the rag across her nose and mouth before she had a chance to react.

      She tried to push him away as an acrid smell filled her nostrils. Her head began to spin dizzily and she felt her limbs going weak. Her knees buckled and she knew she was falling, but she blacked out before she hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel woke up, blinking to clear the slightly fuzzy feeling in her head. Instantly, the memory of Lewis pressing the white rag to her face came back to her and she tried to sit up. She couldn’t do it. Am I paralyzed? Rachel thought to herself. She blinked a few more times and her vision cleared and she saw why she couldn’t move. She was strapped down, affixed to what looked like a hospital gurney, her arms, legs, and chest strapped in place.

      She felt panic welling up inside of her and she took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself down. She knew she was in the Bellevue Hotel, but she had no idea why or what was going to happen to her. She had no idea how long she had been unconscious for, or if it was long enough for anyone to have noticed she was missing. Even if it had been days, no one had any idea she was here and she couldn’t think of any reason why anyone would come here looking for her.

      She lifted her head from the gurney to look around, needing to take in as much information as she could in case an opportunity to escape presented itself. She found she was in a large room, and she assumed it was some sort of function room within the hotel. The more she saw, the more she thought escape was unlikely. Not only was she strapped down to the gurney, the gurney was locked inside of a large cage, metal bars on all sides of her.

      She whimpered as fear overwhelmed her. What the fuck was Lewis planning on doing to her?

      She heard a door slam to her left and she turned her head that way. Lewis came striding toward the cage, no longer using his white cane. He smiled at Rachel and she whimpered again.

      “What do you want from me?” she whispered. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Kill you?” Lewis said. He laughed and shook his head. “On the contrary, I’m going to do the exact opposite. I’m going to make you immortal.”

      Oh great, Rachel thought. He’s some sort of crazy scientist. He’s going to experiment on me and do who knows what to me.

      “We have a little bit of time before you have to leave. I’ll tell you a few things that will make all of this make a bit more sense,” Lewis said.

      He smiled at her, a smile that would have looked reassuring under other circumstances, but under these circumstances, just convinced Rachel he was really crazy. She decided that for now, she had no real choice but to listen to him, and maybe if she listened and asked the right questions, she could find a way out of this mess.

      Lewis pulled a wheeled chair over to the side of her cage and sat down.

      “Firstly, I should apologize for lying to you. I’m from right here in Texas really and I own this hotel. I guess I can drop the accent now.” He laughed and when he went on, his accent was the full-on Texan drawl. “I’m guessing you’ve worked out that I’m not really blind and I apologize again for that deception, but you have no idea how hard it is to get young women to accompany me up here under other circumstances. Somehow the blind thing makes them assume I’m harmless and they are only too happy to escort me up here. Of course, I could just grab them and bundle them into a car, but that brings with it a certain risk of being spotted. You know what I mean?”

      Rachel nodded. She knew exactly what he meant. He was a lunatic who regularly brought women up here.

      “And now that I’m here, what? You’re going to do some crazy experiments on me? Make me immortal?” Rachel said. She attempted to put immortal in air quotes, but in her current position, it didn’t really work.

      “There’s nothing crazy about it and there’s nothing experimental about it. You will become immortal,” Lewis said, like this was obvious and Rachel was the crazy one for not believing him.

      She decided to play along with the craziness for a moment.

      “And then what? You’ll just let me go?” she asked.

      “Not exactly,” Lewis smiled. “I know this is a lot to take in, so why don’t I start at the beginning? Have you heard the term shifters before?”

      “Like werewolves? Sure,” Rachel said.

      “Not just wolves. Bears, lions, foxes, the works. In this case, bears, but before I go into that, let me take you back hundreds of years. A nasty old witch got pissed off with a shifter—I won’t bore you with all of the details, but the gist of it is that she created a curse. The curse meant that when two shifters mated, they could no longer produce female children. You see how that would stop the population of shifters from growing, right?” Lewis said.

      Rachel nodded. Despite her fear and the fact that Lewis’ story had to be nonsense, she found herself engrossed in it all the same.

      “What the witch didn’t bargain for was that shifters could turn human women into shifters—and those women could make female children. There is a catch, though. A lot of the women the shifters tried to turn died during the transition. A few didn’t, and over the years, the shifter community worked out the secret. For a human woman to be able to turn into a shifter without dying in the process, she has to carry a protein in her blood called Sanmere. Are you with me so far?”

      Rachel nodded. She didn’t believe a word he was saying, but she was following the story easily enough.

      “So, shifters began to seek out these women. Over the years, the process evolved and Matchmakers appeared on the scene. Matchmakers are people who go out into the world, find women with Sanmere in their blood, and sell them to shifters to be their mates.”

      “What if the women don’t want that?” Rachel asked.

      “Who wouldn’t want immortality?” Lewis said as though it was a foregone conclusion that no one would object to being abducted and sold to someone as some sort of sex slave. “Shifters stop aging at twenty-nine, and so do women who have been turned. The only way to kill a bear shifter is with pure silver or with a rare metal called Ure. Or, of course, decapitation. But I digress. Where were we? Ah yes. Matchmakers. In case you haven’t worked it out, I’m a Matchmaker.”

      “So, you’re going to sell me to some man to be his wife?” Rachel asked.

      “Not exactly. I have a different arrangement with the alpha bear of District 212,” he said. He saw Rachel’s confusion. “District 212 is Texas. The alpha bear already has a mate, a natural-born bear who can’t have female children. His pack is severely lacking in female bears and he’s handling the situation by bringing in women with the Sanmere protein and breeding with them.”

      Rachel felt the color drain from her face. If any of this were true, she was going to be a literal sex slave, a breeding machine abused by monsters. If Lewis noticed her reaction, he made no comment on it.

      “So normally, the shifter who purchases the woman likes to turn her himself to help to develop a bond between them. In this case, the alpha bear has no interest in bonding with his women, and so I will turn you before he arrives. Don’t worry. It only hurts for a short amount of time,” Lewis said.

      “I… no,” Rachel said. “Please. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be immortal. Please just let me go. I swear I won’t tell anyone about this, and even if I did, who would believe me?”

      Lewis smiled at her.

      “I’m sorry if I somehow implied this was optional, Rachel,” he said.

      He stood up and headed toward the door to her cage, pulling out a bunch of keys as he went.

      “Wait,” Rachel said, thinking about what he had told her. “I don’t have the weird protein. I’m just normal.”

      “You have the protein, Rachel,” he smiled. “Do you really think I’d go to this much effort to get you here if there was any doubt about that?”

      “How do you know?” Rachel asked as Lewis unlocked her cage door and stepped inside.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Lewis smiled. “Just trust me when I tell you that you have the protein.”

      He walked toward her. Rachel tried to cower away, but she couldn’t move. Lewis lifted her t-shirt up and she flinched, thinking he was going to rape her. He lifted it high enough to expose the flesh on her belly, but no higher, and then he stepped back and Rachel relaxed a tiny bit.

      The moment didn’t last for long. Rachel’s jaw dropped as Lewis began to change in front of her eyes. His face seemed to flicker out of focus and then black fur began sprouting through his skin. His body grew, his clothes tearing away. Within seconds, a large, black bear stood in the cage with Rachel. Horror filled her. She had thought Lewis was crazy, and she had been scared about what he was going to do to her, but it had never occurred to her for even a second that he was actually telling the truth.

      The bear stepped closer to Rachel and she screamed as it reached out toward her with a paw. She screamed again as it ran its claws across her exposed midriff. Pain exploded through her body and she felt the warm trickles of blood running down her sides. The bear ignored her screams, her protests. It stepped even closer and leaned its head down over her stomach. It roared and opened its mouth, sinking its teeth into the raw flesh the scratches had exposed.

      She knew then it was going to kill her. She wondered if that was a better or worse fate than the one Lewis had described. The thought was pushed from her mind as she felt its teeth clamp down tighter on her, tearing through the scratches in her flesh. She screamed in pain again.

      The bear stepped back from her and began to change again, and within seconds, Lewis stood in the cage once more. He bent down and picked up his tattered shirt, using it to cover his cock.

      “There,” he smiled. “Now you’re a bear.”

      Rachel ignored him, lifting her head and looking at the ruined mess of her stomach. She almost gagged at the sight of her mutilated flesh and the blood pouring freely from her. She was going to die here after all. It would just be slower than she had first thought it would be.

      Lewis turned and walked away, leaving Rachel shouting after him. He locked the cage and left the room. Rachel lay in the room alone, tears running down her face. She realized her stomach was no longer hurting and she lifted her head, sure that she would be dead soon now that numbness had set in. Her jaw dropped when she looked at her stomach. Smears of blood still covered her skin, but where the wounds had been, new pink skin covered her stomach.

      Oh my God, Rachel thought to herself. It was all true. Lewis wasn’t killing me. He was making me a monster like him, like the other bears. Now I am one of them. She lowered her head back down to the gurney. She felt different all of a sudden, strong and powerful. Her senses felt heightened, and she could feel a stirring inside of herself—something primal and animalistic in its nature. She knew what it was. It was the bear Lewis had somehow put inside of her.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis checked his watch. Half an hour had passed since the agreed pick-up time had come and gone, and he was beginning to feel a bit nervous. The District 212 alpha was never late to pick up his girls. Not that Lewis had ever actually met him. He didn’t even know the man’s name. He had a contact within the pack, someone who made the necessary arrangements on the alpha’s behalf. Lewis had always been paid on time and it had never bothered him before that he was mostly kept in the dark about the man at the other end of the deals. Now it was bothering him. If the alpha bear didn’t bother coming for the girl, he would be stuck with her.

      He would end up having to kill her, something he didn’t much want to do. She had seemed nice, nice enough that he had almost felt guilty about taking her in the first place. Almost. But business was business. He didn’t really want to have to kill her, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to find another buyer for her—no shifter would want a mate whom he had already turned. And even if he sold her cheaply enough to make the idea slightly more attractive, it ruled out every one of his contacts except bears.

      Lewis felt his temper rising. He had put weeks of his time into sourcing Rachel, tracking her down once he learned of the presence of the Sanmere protein in her blood. Not to mention trailing her for a few days to find a good time to run his ruse on her.

      Annoyed, he snatched his cell phone up and tried to call his contact. The call went to voicemail. Lewis swore and hung up. He told himself to calm down; maybe traffic was particularly bad this evening. He paced the floor and when his cell phone rang a couple of minutes later, he snatched it up immediately, feeling relieved to see it was his contact calling him back.

      “Hello?” he said. “Are you almost here?”

      “Actually, there’s been a change of plans,” he said. “We’ll no longer be requiring the girl.”

      Lewis opened his mouth to argue, but the man went on.

      “You will still be paid your fee, but instead of it being for us to receive the girl, it will be in exchange for her freedom. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” Lewis said.

      In all honesty, it wasn’t clear to Lewis at all. It made no sense. But he was still going to get his fee and he wouldn’t have to kill the girl, so he would make it work.

      “The fee will be in your account within the next five minutes. I am under strict instructions from the pack alpha to remind you that the girl is to go free and be totally unharmed. If he finds out that didn’t happen, then there will be trouble.”

      “It’ll happen,” Lewis assured him. “May I ask why? Is there a problem with this girl? If there is, it will be easier if you tell me now and I can make sure it doesn’t reoccur on any further transactions.”

      “There will be no further transactions,” the man said. “That’s all I know.”

      “Okay, thank you,” Lewis said.

      He ended the call feeling a little confused. No further transactions? Perhaps the alpha had decided he now had enough female children to keep the pack growing without his help. Lewis shrugged. It wasn’t his concern. He had plenty of other customers and he was still getting paid for the work he had done on this so far. He sat down to wait for the notification telling him the money had gone into his account. Once he received it, he would let the girl go.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel cringed when she heard the door to the room where she was being held opening once more. Did this mean her buyer was here? Was it time to go off and become a breeding machine? She turned her head to look and she saw only Lewis coming toward the cage. That didn’t mean that the buyer wasn’t here and waiting in another room, though.

      “Well, Rachel, it looks like today is your lucky day,” Lewis smiled as he opened the cage door.

      Rachel didn’t reply. She couldn’t fathom for even a second how she was meant to believe that anything about this was lucky. Lewis came toward the gurney and unfastened the strap across her chest. When it was open, he looked at Rachel.

      “In a second, I’m going to undo the other straps and you’re going to walk away from here. If you try anything, I’ll kill you. Is that clear?” Lewis asked.

      “You mean you’re letting me go?” she said.

      Lewis nodded.

      “I won’t try anything,” she said quickly.

      It felt like it was too good to be true, like he was setting her up for something, but he had made no effort to conceal her destiny from her before and why would he start now? She decided to just go with it and see if he really would let her walk away.

      “Don’t even think about going to the police or telling anyone about this, because if you do, one of two things will happen. You’ll either be deemed crazy and most likely be locked away for your own good. Or they’ll believe you and lock you away in a lab somewhere,” Lewis said.

      Rachel knew that what he was saying now was the truth, and while the idea of him being free to prey on other women didn’t sit well with her, it wasn’t her problem. She was just glad to be getting out of here.

      “Got it,” she said.

      Lewis looked at her for a moment longer and then he began unfastening the straps around her ankles. Finally, he freed her hands. She sat up, rubbing her wrists, almost afraid Lewis would laugh and tell her she wasn’t going anywhere. Instead, he nodded toward a door opposite the one he had entered through.

      “Out there and follow the hall to the front door,” he said. “Close it behind you, please.”

      Rachel didn’t wait to see if Lewis was going to change his mind. Instead, she ran from the cage, ran from the room, and ran from the hotel. She was still running when she reached her house and let herself in. Locking the door, she made it into the living room and sat down heavily in a chair, trying to process everything that had happened to her since she was taken.
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        * * *

      

      After a few minutes of sitting staring at the wall blankly, Rachel had gotten herself together and decided she needed to learn more about this bear thing. She had patted her pocket and found she still had her cell phone. The date and time on the screen confirmed it was still Saturday, only now it was almost midnight. No one would ever have to know about this, because she knew Lewis was right about what would happen if she went to the authorities. And she had no intention of telling any of her friends or family that she was now a monster.

      She’d sat up until three a.m. researching shifters on the internet. Of course, most of the information only came from legends and stories, but from what she had gathered, Lewis had told her the truth about the immortality and the silver, although she found no mention of Ure. She learned that shifting was a choice; she could go through her whole life without ever becoming a bear and that suited her down to the ground. Those creatures were vile, evil monstrosities and she wanted no part in becoming one.

      She was just going to live her life as normal and try to forget this had ever happened. And if she felt the evil side of her taking over, she would act on it then.

      As she lay in bed now staring up at the ceiling, she smiled bitterly to herself. This had certainly solved one problem—finding Mr. Right. There was no way she could enter into a long-term relationship if she wasn’t going to age.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Rachel smiled at the man as he gave his name.

      “Take a seat Mr. Duncan. I’ll let the doctor know that you’re here,” she said.

      Mr. Duncan walked away from her window and she marked his name as present on the computer screen, knowing that Dr. Gordon would see the message and call Mr. Duncan in when he was ready for him.

      She glanced back up and saw Melanie, another one of Dr. Gordon’s receptionists, walking through the waiting room and she pressed the door release button. Melanie ducked inside and closed the door behind her. She pulled a face of disgust.

      “Ugh,” Melanie said, a shudder going through her. “I hate having to walk through the waiting room every time I have to go and get a signature for something.”

      “Why?” Rachel asked, glancing up from her computer where she had gone back to typing up letters for patients.

      “The patients waiting to be seen; they’re coughing and sneezing and spreading who knows what germs,” Melanie said, shaking her head.

      “I never really notice,” Rachel said.

      “Yeah, because you never get sick,” Melanie said. “In the last month I’ve had two colds and a stomach bug from this place.”

      Rachel made a sound she hoped sounded sympathetic. In truth, she just wanted Melanie to change the subject. Over the last eight years, she had pretty much gotten used to being a bear shifter. She had never shifted—she just didn’t let it affect her daily life—but it seemed that one of the benefits of immortality was no longer picking up any human germs. It made her uncomfortable whenever the conversation came around to anything about that sort of thing. Maybe working as a doctor’s receptionist isn’t the best idea, Rachel thought to herself, not for the first time. It was certainly somewhere where talk of germs was rife.

      Rachel thought in general she managed to hide her lack of illness pretty well. She made sure she got the yearly flu shot she didn’t need to keep up appearances and twice over the four years she had worked here, she had called in sick and stayed home for a few days, just to keep suspicions low. She would have done it more often, but she felt guilty about the lies.

      “Come on, Rach, what’s your secret?” Melanie asked, sitting down at the computer next to Rachel’s. “Do you take some weird concoction of herbs or something?”

      “No,” Rachel laughed, hoping she didn’t sound like she was nervous. “Just a multivitamin every day. I guess I just have a good immune system.”

      That was a lie on both counts. Rachel had something far superior to a good immune system and she had never taken a multivitamin in her life.

      “Maybe I should start that,” Melanie said. “If it stops me getting sick all the time and makes my skin as amazing as yours, I’ll be happy.”

      “Oh, I have Acure Skincare to thank for my skin,” Rachel laughed.

      Another lie. Her skin had never been clearer and her hair had never been shinier since she had become a shifter, but she suspected a big part of it was because she didn’t age. She had already had to move away from her family and friends before they started to get suspicious. She now lived in Fredericksburg where she tried to keep a low profile. She was friendly with the other people who worked here, but she made a point not to get too close to people so when she inevitably had to move away again at some point down the line, it wouldn’t be quite so painful to leave everyone she knew behind.

      She had lost all of her old friends when she came here. Even Beth had given up on her after a couple of years of her claiming she was too busy with work to visit home or host Beth at her place. It had hurt her to slowly lose all of her old friends, and even now, she often wished she could call Beth and just tell her everything, but she knew she could never do that, and she knew a clean break was the only way forward. It wasn’t fair to keep pushing Beth away and expect her to not ask questions.

      She had bought herself a couple of extra years here. When she had arrived, she had told people she was twenty-four. She hoped that her lack of aging wouldn’t be as apparent when people believed she was younger than she actually was. In human years, she would be thirty-two now, and she figured she could get another four or five years out of her looks before her lack of aging started to draw too much attention to her and she had to move on.

      The only person who she kept in touch with from her old life was her father. Her mother had died when Rachel was in her early twenties, and she had no other family. Her dad traveled a lot, and they mostly communicated through emails and phone calls, something that had used to upset Rachel but she was now grateful for. She knew she would have to see him face to face at some point and come up with some explanation for her youthful looks, but she didn’t want to dwell on that. She would deal with it if and when it happened.

      The door to the doctor’s office opened and Rachel glanced up. A woman was walking toward the window. She turned back to her screen, knowing it was Melanie’s turn to deal with the window. The woman sneezed and Melanie made a scared little squeaking sound.

      “Will you take her?” she asked Rachel with a pleading expression.

      Rachel laughed and nodded her head. Maybe a doctor’s receptionist wasn’t the best choice of career for her with her discomfort at discussing why she never got sick, but it was an even worse choice for Melanie, a self-confessed germophobe.

      “Can I help you?” Rachel smiled at the woman.

      “Yes. I’m here to pick up a prescription for my dad, Terrance Brown,” the woman said.

      Rachel smiled and flicked through the signed prescriptions in the box. She found the right one and had the woman confirm Terrance’s address. She smiled and held the prescription out to her.

      “Here you go,” she said.

      The woman thanked her and left and Rachel turned back to Melanie.

      “See? She wasn’t even sick. She was just collecting a prescription for her dad,” she said.

      Melanie didn’t look convinced.

      “She could still have a cold or something, you know. And if she didn’t when she came in, I bet she did by the times she left,” she said.

      Rachel laughed and Melanie laughed with her.

      “I know I’m crazy working here when I hate germs so much, but, I mean, no one really likes germs, do they?”

      “No,” Rachel agreed.

      “So, any plans for tonight? A hot date I should know about?” Melanie asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Fat chance of that,” Rachel said. “I’m going to grab some takeout and go home for a night of Netflix and chilling, where that actually means vegging out and watching TV.”

      “Oh, but it’s Friday night,” Melanie protested. “Why don’t you come out for some drinks with me and Jo if you don’t have anything else planned?”

      Rachel told her she would think about it, but she already knew she wouldn’t be going. The last time she had gone out with Melanie and Jo, she’d had a good time, but they had spent a large portion of the night talking to guys and flirting with them. Rachel hadn’t dated since the night she was turned into a bear shifter and she liked it that way. She still hadn’t figured out a way to have any sort of relationship with a guy with such a big thing hanging over her head, and she had no intention of seeking out other bears. The idea of cavorting with monsters who used women as breeding machines was too much to bear. She had had a few one-night stands, but they never really satisfied her and she had pretty much given up on those too.

      By the time the office closed for the evening, Rachel was looking forward to a nice quiet few days to herself over the weekend. She figured she might go out and do a bit of shopping Saturday morning, but that was her only plan.

      “So?” Melanie said as they grabbed their coats and handbags and headed out of the office. “Have you decided to come out with us tonight?”

      “Maybe another time,” Rachel said.

      “Boring,” Melanie said in a sing-song voice.

      “Just tired,” Rachel laughed.

      They locked up the office and headed for the parking lot.

      “If you change your mind about tonight, just give me a call,” Melanie told her as she got into her car.

      “Will do,” Rachel replied.

      She got into her own car and put it into drive, pulling out of the parking lot and joining the flow of traffic. She debated where to go to eat and settled on the diner down the road from her. She could park the car at home and walk down to it and then maybe she could have a glass of wine with her food. Her mind made up, Rachel headed home. She parked and went inside, deciding that she might as well change out of her work clothes.

      She went upstairs to the bathroom and brushed her teeth, and then went into her bedroom. She stripped off the black pants and white blouse and changed into a pair of denim leggings and a yellow tank top. She brushed her hair and reapplied her lipstick and then she grabbed her handbag from where she had slung it on the bed and went back out.

      She arrived at the diner a couple of minutes later and ordered a cheeseburger and fries and a glass of red wine. She took a table by the window so that she could people-watch. She sat looking out into the street, watching the world go by. Her attention was caught by a door opening on one of the houses opposite the diner. A man stepped out and looked over toward the diner.

      Rachel’s breath caught in her throat when she saw him. He was like perfection personified, she thought to herself. He was tall, easily six feet, and muscular, his shoulders broad and square. His dark hair was cut in a buzz cut that suited him, making his square jaw stand out. Even from across the street, Rachel could see how brilliantly green his eyes were. For a moment, it felt like he was looking right back at her, holding her gaze.

      She felt her body come alive as she looked at the man, and she pressed her thighs together, feeling the delicious tingles spread through her center. Her nipples hardened beneath her top.

      “Here you go, hon,” a voice said from beside her.

      Rachel turned to see a waitress putting her wine and her food down on the table. She cleared her throat, feeling her cheeks turning pink at the thoughts she had been having about the man across the street. She knew it was crazy, but she somehow felt like the woman would know exactly what she was thinking.

      “Thanks,” she managed.

      The waitress flashed her a smile and moved away from her table. She picked a French fry up and looked back out of the window, but the man was gone. Feeling strangely empty now that he was no longer there, Rachel looked down at her plate. She looked up as the bell above the door tinkled, signaling someone was coming in. She audibly gasped when she saw the man from the street standing in the doorway to the diner.
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      Bastian Marlowe smiled at the man sitting opposite him. Brady was his go-to guy in Fredericksburg, keeping everything running smoothly for him as he was based in Houston and couldn’t get out to the smaller towns within his district as often as he would like to. As the alpha bear for District 212, it was important to him that every pack member was kept updated and in line, and thus, it was important to him to have people in each area whom he could trust. Brady had never let him down yet, and his relaxed manner now told him that wasn’t about to change.

      “Would you like anything to drink or eat before we get started?” Brady asked.

      “No, I’m good, thanks,” Bastian said.

      He was a little bit hungry, but he was hoping to get this wrapped up quickly and be back on a plane to Houston within the next couple of hours. He would grab something at the airport.

      “Okay,” Brady said. He looked down at a folder he had open in front of him on the table. “Did you get a chance to look over the financial reports I sent you?”

      Every month, Bastian had his people in each area mail over a financial report for the pack members within their respective areas.

      “I did. It looks like you’ve all had a good month up here,” he said.

      “We have,” Brady agreed. “Simon has opened a new winery which has really boosted our earnings, and Fiona has just been promoted, so her salary has gone up too.”

      “Anything going on with Lewis?” Bastian asked.

      “There’s been nothing in the news to imply he’s been active. No local disappearances or anything, but then this area was never really his hunting ground,” Brady replied.

      “No, he mostly concentrated his efforts in Houston, but it always pays to be alert,” Bastian said.

      “Indeed,” Brady agreed.

      “Is there anything else of note?” Bastian asked.

      “There is one thing,” Brady said. “Malcolm has met a girl. He’s confident she’s meant to be his mate. She knows he’s a bear and she’s had a test done. She carries the Sanmere protein in her blood and Malcolm would like permission to turn her and have her join the pack.”

      Bastian sat up straighter, this bit of news piquing his interest much more than the numbers had.

      “Have you met her?” he asked.

      “Yes, a couple of times,” Brady said. “I like her. She’s levelheaded and she seems to have put some thought into the implications of immortality. From what I’ve seen, she’s genuinely in love with Malcolm.”

      “Good,” Bastian said.

      He had heard stories of human women who learned of the shifter world and went out of their way to meet a shifter just to gain immortality. Those stories never seemed to have a good ending, either bringing hunters or press attention when the girls turned and then couldn’t resist bragging about it to the wrong people.

      “What do we know about her?” Bastian asked.

      “She’s thirty-two, but obviously if she does turn, her genetics will revert back to those of a twenty-nine-year-old. She’s a surgeon at a local hospital and she volunteers for several charities,” Brady replied.

      Bastian nodded thoughtfully. She sounded like she would be a good asset to the pack.

      “I’m happy to authorize the turning and the mating assuming you don’t have any objections to it,” Bastian said.

      “I don’t,” Brady confirmed. “I think she’ll be a good addition to the pack both personally and financially.”

      “Right. That’s settled, then,” Bastian said. “Is there anything else to report?”

      Brady shook his head.

      “Good,” Bastian said. “There’s been rumors of a hunter in the Dallas area. As of yet, nothing had been confirmed and no deaths have been recorded in our pack or any of the other shifter packs in the area. Oscar is ahead of the situation and is taking proactive steps to confirm whether the rumors are true or not. It’s not something I’m worried about at this point, but just a heads-up to keep your eyes open. If there is some truth to the rumor and the hunter has gotten word that we’re aware of their presence, they may move on to another part of the state.”

      “Noted,” Brady said. “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open as always.”

      “Perfect,” Bastian said. “Now if there’s nothing else…?”

      Brady shook his head and Bastian stood up and offered Brady his hand. Brady stood up quickly and shook his hand.

      “I’m sorry that this is a quick visit this time, Brady, but I would really like to get back to Houston tonight,” Bastian said.

      “No worries,” Brady replied with a smile. “I’m sure you have plenty of business to attend to.”

      “As always,” Bastian smiled.

      Brady began to move toward the door, but Bastian shook his head, smiling again.

      “I think we’ve known each other long enough to ditch the formalities,” he said. “I can see myself out.”

      “Have a safe flight,” Brady said, hanging back in the kitchen.

      “Thanks. Take care, Brady, and remember, I’m only ever a phone call away if you should need anything,” Bastian replied.

      The two men shook hands again and Bastian headed to the door. He checked his watch. He had an hour before he had to leave to catch his flight. He pulled the door open and closed it behind him. He glanced across the street and instantly, he felt his heart skip a beat and his cock start to twitch. His bear stirred inside of him.

      In the diner across the road from Brady’s house was the most beautiful woman Bastian had ever seen. She had long, blonde hair, which she was wearing loose around her face. Her hair was straight and shiny and Bastian couldn’t help but imagine running his hands through it. She had a nice body, athletic and slim with big breasts.

      Bastian’s eyes lingered on her breasts for a second and then they went back to her face. She wasn’t just pretty, she was beautiful, and Bastian knew he had to have her. For a second, as he looked at the woman, she caught his eye. Her eyes were ice blue, so intense in their color that he could make it out even from across the street. Bastian’s bear growled inside him as lust spread through his body.

      The woman in the window turned away from him, breaking their eye contact, but Bastian was already hooked. He knew he wouldn’t be making that flight tonight, because all of a sudden, he was in the mood for a bite to eat in a diner.

      He crossed the street and headed for the place. He opened the door and the woman glanced up as the bell above it tinkled and announced his arrival. Their eyes met again for a second and then the woman gave him a half-smile and looked quickly down at her plate, biting her bottom lip. Whatever this attraction was, she felt it too. Bastian could almost smell the lust coming off her as he crossed the diner and took the table beside hers.

      He sat down, picking up the menu and studying it, determined not to look at the woman for a few minutes. He wanted to make her wait, wanted to make her want him more before he gave in and spoke to her. A waitress came by his table.

      “Are you ready to order?” she smiled.

      “I’ll take the grilled cheese and a large black coffee, please,” Bastian said.

      She jotted it down on a notepad and called to the kitchen for the grilled cheese. She turned away from Bastian.

      “Everything okay, hon?” she asked the beautiful woman.

      “So… hot,” she stammered. Bastian couldn’t resist a glance at her and he rubbed a hand over his lips to hide his smile when he saw she was blushing. “I mean yes, everything’s great, thanks.”

      The waitress wandered toward the kitchen looking amused. The woman looked up and caught him watching her, so he smiled.

      “Is the food here any good?” he asked.

      “Yeah, it’s nice,” she said and then turned to look out of the window.

      Bastian grinned to himself again, not even bothering to hide it this time. She was going to play hard to get. That suited him just fine—he enjoyed the chase when he knew catching his target was a sure thing.
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      Rachel turned to look out of the window after telling the handsome stranger that the food in the diner was nice. She found him so attractive, and she felt strangely drawn to him. She could feel the lining of her panties getting wet just at the sound of his voice. Her reaction to him scared her a little bit, it was so intense.

      She had been both pleased and nervous when he came into the diner and chose the table next to hers to sit down at. She was nervous because she was conscious of her no-dating rule, and having someone so hot beside her was making it harder to tell herself it was for the best. She couldn’t help but be happy that he was so close and that he had instigated a conversation with her. It had been obvious to her that he just wanted an excuse to speak to her. Who asks if the food is good in a place after they’ve already ordered?

      “Are you from around here?” the man asked after she had been staring out of the window for a couple of seconds, fighting the urge to glance in his direction once more.

      Now she had an excuse to turn back to him, telling herself it would be rude to ignore him and that was the only reason she was glancing back, not because she could hardly keep her eyes away from him.

      “Yes, I live close by this place, actually,” she said. “You?”

      “No, I’m not local. I live in Houston. I’m just here overnight for some business,” he replied.

      That got Rachel’s attention. There was no harm in flirting with him, especially when she knew he was only here for one night. It wasn’t like she could get too attached to him or she would be deceiving him by not telling him her secret. On a one-night stand, there was so much left unsaid. It was practically a rule that you didn’t need to reveal too much of yourself.

      “What do you do?” Rachel asked.

      “Oh, I manage people across the state,” the man replied. He smiled, an amused-looking smile that Rachel couldn’t quite understand. “I’m Bastian, by the way.”

      “Rachel,” she replied.

      “What about you, Rachel? What do you do?” Bastian asked.

      The way her name sounded on his tongue made her ache for him. She wanted more than just her name on his tongue. She wanted him to lick her all over. She felt herself blushing, and she was glad when the waitress appeared at that moment with Bastian’s grilled cheese sandwich and his coffee. She took the moment she was given to compose herself and when the waitress left the table, she was back under control.

      “I’m a receptionist at a doctor’s office,” she said. “It’s pretty dull most days but it pays the bills. And sometimes I get to meet some interesting characters.”

      “Oh, I bet you do,” Bastian smiled. “Working with the public sure throws up some strange people, right?”

      He laughed and his laugh was low and sexy. Rachel laughed with him and nodded her head.

      “Oh, that’s for sure,” she replied. “Are you staying somewhere nearby?”

      She cursed herself inside. It sounded like she was looking for an invitation back to Bastian’s hotel. If he extended an offer, she wouldn’t be in a rush to say no, but she hadn’t meant to be quite so forward.

      “Actually, I’m not sure where I’m staying yet,” Bastian said. “I wasn’t planning on spending the night, but well, I saw something that made me maybe want to stay the night.”

      Rachel felt herself blushing once more as Bastian looked into her eyes, charming her with his words. There was no doubt in her mind that he was talking about her. And there was no doubt in her mind that she was up for this. Saying yes to Bastian would have been hard if he had been local and she would have run the risk of seeing him again, but knowing this could only ever be a one-night thing and that she wouldn’t have to risk getting too close, she had no reason to turn him down and she knew she wouldn’t have the willpower to say no to him, even if she had wanted to.

      Bastian put down the crust of his grilled cheese and drank some of his coffee. Rachel had finished her meal and she had almost finished her glass of wine. She was debating whether or not to order another one when Bastian nodded toward her almost empty glass.

      “Would you like another drink?” he asked.

      “Sure, why not?” Rachel smiled.

      Bastian waved the waitress down and ordered a glass of red wine for her and a scotch on the rocks for himself.

      “Do you mind if I join you at your table?” Bastian asked Rachel. “It seems silly us sitting apart.”

      “Please do,” Rachel smiled, her stomach flipping.

      Bastian got up and sat back down opposite Rachel. She swallowed hard. The closer he got to her, the more of an effect he seemed to be having on her. She could feel her heart racing, and the bear she worked so hard to keep down was moving inside of her, intensifying her lust for Bastian.

      Their drinks arrived quickly and Bastian thanked the waitress, who raised an eyebrow at him moving seats but didn’t say anything. Rachel smiled her thanks at Bastian and took a long drink of the wine. He watched her over the rim of his glass as he took a sip of his drink.

      “So, Rachel, I feel like I should ask you this before I get any more invested in our little moment. Are you married? Engaged?” Bastian asked.

      Rachel’s stomach rolled again. He was making it entirely clear that he was interested and she knew exactly where this would be going if she answered his question honestly.

      “Nope,” she replied. “I’m happily single right now.”

      “Same,” Bastian replied. “It looks like it might be our lucky night.”

      “Yes, it does look that way, doesn’t it?” Rachel smiled.

      Bastian smiled back at her and she knew he knew that she had just sealed the deal. Bastian was coming home with her tonight. He took another drink, his eyes never leaving Rachel’s face. His gaze on her made her feel flustered and sexy at the same time. She wanted him so badly. She could hardly wait to get him out of here and back to her place so she could feel his lips on hers, his hands on her body.

      “Would you like another one?” Bastian asked her when she finished her second glass of wine.

      Rachel felt brave suddenly, a combination of the two glasses of wine and Bastian’s unwavering attention.

      “I would,” she said. “But I thought maybe we could have it at my place rather than here?”

      “Works for me,” Bastian smiled.

      He waved to the waitress and asked her for the check. When it came, Rachel reached for it, but Bastian beat her to it.

      “You don’t have to…” she started.

      “I know I don’t have to, but I want to,” Bastian smiled.

      He returned the check to the table and put down eighty dollars. Rachel didn’t know the exact price of their meals and drinks, but from what she knew about the prices in the diner, she figured the eighty dollars included a pretty generous tip for their waitress.

      “Ready to go?” he asked Rachel.

      She nodded and they got up and left the diner. Rachel led Bastian toward her place.

      “I’m only down the street,” she said. “Just a few minutes’ walk.”

      They reached Rachel’s house and she opened the door and stepped in, motioning for Bastian to follow her. She closed the door and turned to find him watching her. She abandoned any pretense of them being here for a drink and she stepped closer to Bastian. Their eyes met and as one, they reached out for each other, their lips coming together and their hands all over each other’s bodies.

      They moved as they kissed, heading for the stairs, clothes flying as they ripped them from each other’s bodies. Rachel’s body was alive with lust as they moved up the stairs. Bastian’s hands on her skin made it tingle and she could hardly wait to feel him inside of her. They reached the top of the stairs and they paused for a moment while they both kicked off their shoes and Bastian removed his socks. Rachel took a moment to cast her eyes over Bastian.

      He stood before her wearing only his jeans. His chest rose and fell as he looked back at Rachel and she could hardly take her eyes off his toned chest and six-pack. She stepped closer to him and ran her hands over him. Her center clenched as she felt the muscles beneath his skin, felt the heat coming off his body.

      He put his hands on her hips and pushed her pants down. She stepped out of them and kicked them away, her hands reaching for Bastian’s jeans. She fumbled them open and pushed them down, her hand slipping inside of his boxer shorts. She gasped as she felt his huge, hard erection. She needed to feel him inside of her now. She pushed his boxer shorts down and grasped his cock. He took her wrist and gently pulled her hand away.

      “Soon,” he whispered and pulled his boxers back up.

      Rachel felt a jolt of desire go through her as Bastian took control. He lifted her and carried her down the hallway. She pointed at her bedroom door and Bastian pushed it open and carried her into the room. He moved to the bed and laid Rachel down on it. He stood above her, looking down on her, and she could see the lust in his eyes. It made her want him even more.

      He pushed his jeans and boxer shorts down and stepped out of them, giving Rachel a magnificent view. He reached down and removed her panties and climbed onto the bed, kneeling between her legs. He ran his hands over her thighs, sending goosebumps rushing over her skin and tingles spreading up her body. She moaned as he teased her, moving his fingers to her inner thighs and making her crave his cock.

      He pressed his fingers into her slit, running them over her clit lightly. She lifted her hips, pressing herself into his touch, but as soon as she did it, his fingers went away. She moaned again, a moan of desire and frustration and utter need. Bastian smiled at her and then he lay flat on the bed and pushed her thighs further apart. His tongue found her clit and Rachel gasped as pleasure flooded through her. Bastian wasn’t teasing her any longer—he built up a steady rhythm that sent waves of pleasure floating through Rachel. She gasped and panted, writhing beneath his licking tongue as he brought her closer and closer to the edge.

      She squeezed her eyes tightly shut as her orgasm slammed through her. She felt her back arching, lifting her upper body from the bed and going rigid. Pleasure flowed through her body, her core and her stomach contracting tightly as she tried to snatch in a breath.

      She held her position as her orgasm stretched out. Her whole body felt it. Rachel had never experienced a climax like that. Finally, Bastian stopped licking her and she flopped back down onto the bed as her orgasm began to recede, leaving her feeling floaty and sated.

      She gasped in a tortured breath and lay in place, panting, trying to get herself under control. Bastian gave her no time to recover. He crawled up her body, his tongue licking shapes on her belly, her breasts, and then trailing up her neck until finally, his lips found hers again. She kissed him like she wanted to consume him, feverish and passionate, her hands roaming over his back, his ass.

      She felt his cock rubbing over her swollen lips and then he was pushing it inside of her and she cried out as he filled her. He began to move, slowly at first, his length gliding in and out of her. He upped the pace as he pulled his lips from hers and kissed her neck. She gasped and moaned as he pounded into her, each thrust stretching her.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist, eager to receive him. She moved with him, matching him thrust for thrust. She could feel another orgasm building inside of her, and she could feel something else in there too. Her bear was stirring, her lust feeding it. For the first time since she had been turned, she didn’t fight the feeling of her bear. For the first time, it didn’t make her feel like a monster to feel the animal stirring within her. It made her feel strong and empowered, even more sexually charged than she had thought possible.

      She bit down on her lip to stop herself from roaring as her bear moved closer to the surface. She concentrated on it for a moment, holding it back. It settled, no longer trying to break forth, but filling her with a lust more primal than anything she had ever experienced.

      She moved her hands over Bastian’s back, caressing him, pressing him closer to her. She needed to feel all of him consuming all of her. She could hardly breathe as her orgasm floated up and then slammed through her body. She felt her pussy tighten around Bastian’s cock, felt her whole body clenching as ecstasy filled her soul.

      She screamed Bastian’s name as he kept moving inside of her, drawing her orgasm out. She felt overwhelmed by the sensations filling her and she could feel herself floating away, her head spinning deliciously. For a moment, she was frozen in time and space, not moving, not thinking, only feeling. She felt herself coming back to herself in a rush of heat as Bastian’s cock twitched inside of her and she felt the searing heat of his orgasm. He pressed his face against her neck, moaning her name as she clenched around him again.

      They lay like that for a moment, clenched together, clutching each other, and then Rachel felt Bastian’s cock slip out of her and he rolled to the side, lying beside her. She felt the loss of his body against hers deep within her soul, and for a second, she felt empty, but then she concentrated on trying to get her breath back, and she only felt satisfied, her heavy and leaden muscles sated and warm.

      Once she felt like she could move again, she rolled to face Bastian. He turned his head in her direction and smiled at her. She returned his smile and shuffled closer to him. He slipped his arm beneath her head so she could rest it on his shoulder, and then he pulled her closer, wrapping his arm around her. She put her hand on his stomach and traced circles with her fingernails, hooking her leg over his.

      “Well, I think that was better than any glass of wine could have been,” Bastian said after a moment.

      Rachel could hear the humor in his voice and she laughed softly.

      “Yeah, just a little bit,” she said. “Mind you, I do have a great bottle of white wine in the fridge.”

      They laughed and then they fell into a comfortable silence and Rachel just allowed herself to enjoy the moment, the feeling of her body pressed against Bastian’s. Already, she wanted him again, but she didn’t think she could handle another orgasm like that. Not yet. It had blown her mind, and the sex with Bastian had been by far the best sex she had ever had.

      As she lay in the darkness, Rachel realized that Bastian’s breathing had leveled off, becoming slow and deep and even, and she risked glancing at him to see if he was asleep. His eyes were closed, his lips parted, and Rachel felt her insides stirring just looking at him. God, he was hot. She put her head back on his shoulder and closed her eyes, but although she was tired, sleep evaded her for the moment as her thoughts swirled through her mind.

      She couldn’t help but remember how the bear inside of her had stirred as she had hit her climax and how, for the first time, feeling it moving inside of herself hadn’t disgusted her. She had had sex since she had been turned into a bear, but her bear had never reacted like that. It was like even the animal side of her knew that Bastian was special.

      She smiled to herself. He really was special. After such a short time together, she already felt as though they had an extraordinary connection. Her smile faded when she remembered he was only in town for one night and that he would be leaving tomorrow. Although the thought of never seeing him again broke her heart, she knew it was for the best. If he was local, there was no way she would be strong enough to resist seeing him again, and she couldn’t risk him finding out what she really was.

      She reminded herself that she had been perfectly fine before he came along, and she would be perfectly fine again after he had gone away. And, she thought, if she told herself that often enough, she might even start to believe it.

      Rachel could feel Bastian’s seed running out of her, coating her thighs. She debated going to the bathroom, but she didn’t want to move, she was so warm and comfortable. And it wasn’t like it could do her any harm. She didn’t know a lot about being a bear, but she had learned that she couldn’t contract any human diseases, including sexually transmitted ones, and that she couldn’t get pregnant by a human, so Bastian’s seed inside of her was just a nice reminder of their time together.

      If he had asked her about birth control, she had been planning on telling him she was on the pill, and if he had asked about a condom, she would have gone along with him wearing one rather than trying to explain that they didn’t need one. But he hadn’t even brought it up. Rachel smiled to herself. He had been too intent on touching her, too caught up in the moment to even think about stopping to grab a condom.

      When she finally fell asleep, she had a smile on her face, thinking about Bastian being as unable to resist her as had been unable to resist him.
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      Bastian’s eyes opened and he closed them again as sunlight streamed in through the window and made them hurt. He opened them again, more cautiously this time. He blinked a couple of times until his eyes adjusted to the bright light, and smiled when he remembered where he was. He was in Rachel’s bed, and she was lying beside him, still sleeping.

      He cast his mind back to the night before, how he had known from the moment he set eyes on Rachel that he had to have her, and how she had evidently felt the same way about him, inviting him to go back to her place with her. His mind lingered on the sex they had had last night, and he remembered how tight her pussy had been, how wet she had been. He thought about how she had screamed his name as she came, and how he had had the best orgasm of his life.

      He turned toward Rachel now. She was lying on her side, her back to him. Her blonde hair cascaded down her back, looking golden in the sunlight streaming in the window where the drapes remained open. He reached out and swept the hair away from her shoulder and kissed along its length, moving his lips to her neck. She stirred and groaned and then she glanced over her shoulder as he moved his lips away.

      Her face was still clouded with sleep and she blinked a couple of times before she smiled at him.

      “Well, good morning,” she said.

      He pushed his face back against her neck.

      “Morning,” he said, his voice muffled by her skin.

      He nibbled gently on her neck and she moaned. She started to turn toward him, but he wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her in place. She relaxed against his chest as his hand roamed over her body. He teased her, running his fingers over her breasts, making her nipples harden. He caressed her breasts and then he rolled one of her nipples between his fingers. He moved on to the other breast and did the same thing to her other nipple. She made an mmm sound and ground her ass against his hard cock.

      He kissed her neck again as he moved his hand down her body, pushing his fingers between her lips and finding her clit. It was swollen, and judging by the hissing breath Rachel snatched in as his fingers found it, he thought it was likely still tender from last night. He rubbed it gently, easing Rachel in.

      She turned her head toward him and his lips found hers. Her tongue snaked into his mouth and she reached behind herself with one hand, enveloping his cock in her fist. He upped the pressure on her clit as her hand began to move up and down his length, making him moan into Rachel’s mouth.

      He pulled his mouth from hers, kissing her shoulder once more. He let her work his cock, biting down on the inside of his mouth to stop himself from coming. Her touch was magic, the pressure and the speed just right, like she knew exactly how to work him into a frenzy.

      He matched the pace of his probing fingers to the pace she set on his cock. She moaned and writhed against his hand and when he could stand it no longer, he gently pulled her hand away from him. She let him guide her hand away from him without a fight.

      He had to be inside of her, had to feel her tight little core clenching around him when she hit her orgasm. He moved his fingers from her clit, smiling to himself when she moaned her frustration at him taking his touch away from her. He lifted her leg, opening her center up to him, and he plunged into her.

      She cried out as he filled her, and he paused for a moment, afraid he had hurt her.

      “Don’t stop,” Rachel gasped.

      Bastian was only too happy to oblige her. He began to thrust his hips, moving through Rachel’s warmth and feeling pleasure spread out through his cock and up into his stomach. He pulled her leg back a little and rested it on his, keeping her open enough to allow him freedom of movement, but tight enough to give him maximum friction as he moved within her.

      He could feel his climax speeding toward him and he bit down on the inside of his mouth again. He knew he would have to leave Rachel soon and he wanted this to last for as long as possible. He put his fingers back on her clit, working her in time with his thrusts.

      Rachel pressed herself back against him as her body went rigid and she gasped out his name. He felt her pussy tighten around him and for a moment, he was held in place, unable to move. It relaxed again and he plunged deep into her, wanting to fill her all of the way up.

      His bear stirred within him, driving him wild with desire. He felt his eyes starting to change and he blinked quickly, pushing his bear back down. He was glad that he was behind Rachel and she couldn’t have seen him starting to transform. There was no way he was ready to reveal his secret to a woman he had known for less than twelve hours, even if she was this hot.

      He kept thrusting as Rachel cried out his name over and over again. He pulled his fingers away from her clit and held her as his own orgasm filled him. He couldn’t hold it back any longer and he came with a force that shook him to his core, his whole body tingling as fire spread through his veins.

      He buried his face in Rachel’s neck, breathing in her scent as his erection spasmed inside of her. He moaned her name as he started to come down from his climax and his cock slipped out of her pussy. He wanted to be back inside of her almost instantly, craving the intimacy he had felt between them.

      He knew he couldn’t, though. He knew he and Rachel could never be together. Geography separated them, but it wasn’t just that. Rachel wasn’t a bear and there was no future for them. He had known when he approached her last night that this could only ever be for tonight. With a possible hunter in the state, it was too dangerous for him to reveal his true nature to Rachel and he couldn’t even contemplate starting a relationship with someone unless she knew who he really was.

      Bastian held Rachel against his chest as they both panted for air. After a moment, she shifted in his arms, rolling to face him. She smiled up at him and kissed him gently on the mouth.

      “Do you have time for breakfast before you have to leave?” Rachel asked.

      Bastian wanted to say yes. He wanted to spend the morning with Rachel, but he knew that the longer he stayed here, the harder it would be to walk away from her and he felt himself shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry. I’d love to have breakfast with you, but I really do have to go,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Rachel asked him with a flirty smile. “Because just to be clear, I wasn’t talking about food.”

      Bastian moaned at her words. Rachel’s smile widened and she put her hands on Bastian’s shoulders and pushed him onto his back. She straddled him and leaned forward, kissing him hard on the mouth. His hands came up almost of their own accord and ran down Rachel’s back and then up her sides.

      She reached behind her and grabbed his cock, her expert hand working it once more. Bastian felt his cock harden at her touch and although he knew he should put a stop to this and get out of Rachel’s place, he couldn’t do it.

      Rachel worked his cock to the point where he was almost climaxing and then she stopped moving her hand, clutching the base of his cock. She moved her mouth from his, straightening up. She came up onto her knees and pushed his cock beneath herself and then she lowered herself onto his hardness. Her movement was slow and delicious and Bastian felt every inch of himself being sucked into Rachel’s warm depths.

      When he was all of the way inside of her, Rachel held herself still. She looked down at Bastian and he felt her pussy tighten and relax, tighten and relax as she clenched her muscles around him, making him gasp. She grinned and then she began to move up and down on him. Now that she had finished teasing him, she didn’t waste any time. Her movements were fast and desperate, like she needed the release as much as he did.

      As Rachel moved, she grabbed Bastian’s hand and pressed his fingers against her clit. He massaged it in time with her thrusts and within seconds, Rachel was calling out his name. The feeling of Rachel’s juices coating him pushed Bastian over the edge and his own climax slammed through his body. His cock went wild and his muscles clenched as pleasure consumed him.

      He felt his face contorting as the ecstasy became almost agonizing in its intensity and then he was floating down, sated and happy. Rachel collapsed onto his chest and he held her tightly, not wanting to ever let her go but knowing that he had to.
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        * * *

      

      Bastian sipped his scotch and looked out of the window of the plane. He saw the white, fluffy clouds floating by, but he didn’t really register them. In his mind’s eye, he saw Rachel. He felt as though he could still taste her on his tongue.

      Since the moment he had left her house this morning, he had felt a deep-seated urge to turn around and go back. He felt a connection with Rachel, something deep down inside of himself that he had never felt before and couldn’t explain. He knew it could never work, though, and he pushed his feelings aside, telling himself he was making this into something bigger than it was.

      Rachel was gorgeous, there was no denying that, and the sex had been mind-blowing, but that was all it was. All it could ever be. The connection Bastian felt had to just be in his imagination. His bear stirred, trying to tell him otherwise, but Bastian pushed it down and ignored it.

      Rachel wasn’t meant to be his mate. He had never believed in all of that “love at first sight” stuff. She was just a one-night stand, and Bastian told himself that within a couple of days, he would have forgotten all about her. Now all he had to do was find a way to make himself believe that.
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        One Month Later

      

      

      Rachel wiped the back of her hand over her sweaty forehead and took a moment to compose herself. She pushed herself up off the floor of the toilet cubicle and reached out and flushed the toilet. She could feel worry stirring within herself. She had been sick every morning for a week, and she knew that as a bear, that should be impossible. How could she have gotten sick?

      She unlocked the cubicle door and stepped out of it. She moved to the sinks and washed her hands and splashed water on her face. She examined herself in the mirror. She frowned at her breasts—they looked bigger than usual and they were extremely tender. Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away.

      God, what’s the matter with me? she thought to herself. Why am I always so weepy lately? I’ve only been sick and I’m out here acting like I’m going to die.

      The door to the toilets opened and Melanie came in. She frowned when she saw Rachel.

      “It finally got you, huh?” she said.

      “What?” Rachel asked.

      “Working here. The germs. You look terrible,” she said.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Rachel said. “But I don’t think I’ve picked up a bug. I think it must have been something I ate.”

      “Well, let’s just err on the side of caution,” Melanie said, giving her a wide berth as she made her way toward the cubicles.

      Rachel laughed and shook her head. She left the toilets feeling much better. She had only said the thing about it being something she ate to appease Melanie and stop her inevitable panic at the thought of working next to someone sick, but now she began to think she could be onto something. She couldn’t catch any diseases, but surely even bears got upset stomachs from time to time.

      Even as she tried to convince herself that was true, a little voice in the back of her head whispered to her, telling her that wasn’t it and she knew it.

      I can’t be pregnant. It’s impossible, Rachel thought, answering the little voice in her head that had been getting louder and louder over the last week.

      It’s also impossible for you to get sick, yet here we are, the voice whispered back.

      Rachel sighed and shook her head, but the voice wouldn’t be silenced. Not this time. Rachel knew what she had to do to silence the voice once and for all. She needed to pick up a pregnancy test on the way home from work and do it tonight. And once she saw it was negative, she could shut that voice up. She had been telling herself that almost every day, but she had resisted the urge to follow through with it. She was afraid that the voice would somehow be right and she would be wrong.

      She shook her head again and told herself she had to do it. What was her other option? Wait for eight more months and see if a baby appeared? That thought scared her way more than just doing a test, and she vowed that today would be the day she did the test and put her mind at ease.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel sat on the closed lid of the toilet, timing the three minutes it took for the test to work. She already knew what it would say. Positive. Just like the last one. But she had to be sure. She had to know that the first test wasn’t just some fluke. The alarm on her cell phone blared out, telling her that the three minutes were up. She silenced the alarm and with a shaking hand, she reached for the test on the edge of the sink. She picked it up and closed her eyes for a second, gathering her courage. She opened her eyes and her breath left her in a rush. Positive.

      There was no denying it now. Rachel was pregnant. Tears filled her eyes and she let them come, sobbing quietly as they flowed down her cheeks. There was a time when a positive pregnancy test would have filled her with joy, but not now. Not now that she was a bear. And she knew what this meant. It meant that Bastian must be a bear too.

      She felt her insides turn cold as fear gripped her. What was she supposed to do now? She knew enough about bears to know that they were monsters. How could she have a baby with one? Despite her fear, Rachel already knew that she couldn’t have an abortion. As much as this pregnancy terrified her, beneath the fear was a strong feeling of maternal love. Almost without knowing she was going to do it, Rachel rubbed her hands over her belly, smiling through her tears.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” she whispered to the baby. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      Her sobs began to trail off and she stood up and washed her face. Maybe all bears weren’t monsters. She was a bear and she wasn’t a monster. She had never hurt anyone and she had never felt the urge to do it. She let her mind go to Bastian. He had been funny, sweet, and kind. He had made love to her with such passion, but she also remembered the moment when he had penetrated her the morning after their first time together. She had been sore and she’d gasped when he’d entered her. And he had stopped moving until she had begged him not to stop. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her.

      The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that Bastian was nothing like Lewis. Maybe he, too, had been turned into a bear against his will.

      She went downstairs and sat down in the living room to think about this. Of course, she could have the baby and make no attempt to let Bastian know he was a father. It wasn’t like there was any chance of her running into him again, and if she did, she could just tell him the baby wasn’t his. He would have no reason to doubt her word. He didn’t know she was a bear, and like her, he would think that the chances of them having a baby together were zero.

      As much as she felt like that would be the safest option, Rachel didn’t think she could do it. The thought of depriving Bastian of the chance to know his child, and depriving her child of the chance to know his or her father, didn’t sit right with Rachel. She knew she had to at least try to find Bastian.

      The morning he had left for the airport, they had agreed not to exchange contact numbers. They both knew that what they had couldn’t last any longer than that one night, and what was the point of dragging it out with the occasional text or call? Rachel didn’t even know Bastian’s last name and he didn’t know hers. It had felt like a good idea at the time, a way to ensure it didn’t get messy. Now she regretted not getting at least his full name. If she had that, she could maybe track him down.

      She thought for a moment longer and then she remembered the moment she had first seen Bastian. He had been coming out of a house opposite the diner she was in. She knew which house it was. It was the one with the yellow front door. Rachel’s attention had been focused on Bastian from the second she had laid eyes on him, but now that she thought about it, she knew she had seen a flash of that yellow door behind him.

      She stood up, pulled her jacket on, and grabbed her handbag, leaving her house before she could talk herself out of this.

      Rachel walked down the street quickly, not giving herself a chance to change her mind. She marched up to the yellow door and knocked on it. It was only after she had knocked that she realized she had no idea what to say. Would the person who lived here also be a bear? Should she tell them she was a bear? She didn’t know and it was too late to formulate a plan. The door was already opening.

      A man peered out at her with a questioning look on his face and Rachel knew she had to say something.

      “Hi,” she said with what she hoped was a normal-looking smile. “This might sound a little weird, but I need Bastian’s contact number.”

      The man frowned at her.

      “And how do you know Bastian?” he asked.

      “We’re old friends,” Rachel lied.

      “If that is true, then why don’t you have his number yourself?” the man asked.

      “I lost it,” Rachel said.

      “Right,” the man said, the doubt in his voice evident. “I’m sorry, lady, but I’m not in the habit of handing out other people’s cell phone numbers to strangers.”

      Rachel felt her hope slipping away, but then she had an idea.

      “I understand,” she said. “But it’s really important that I speak to him. If I give you my cell phone number, will you call Bastian and have him call me?”

      The man seemed to relax a little and he nodded his head.

      “Yeah, sure, I can do that,” he said.

      Rachel dug in her handbag and found her little notebook and a pen. She scribbled her name and her number on a sheet of paper and tore it out and gave it to the man. He glanced at it and then tucked it into his shirt pocket.

      “Thanks,” Rachel said.

      She turned to walk away and the man started to close the door. Suddenly, doubt filled Rachel and she began to question whether the man really would pass on the message. She thought for a second, and then she spoke up.

      “Please don’t forget. I couldn’t bear it if Bastian didn’t get my message,” she said.

      She put enough emphasis on the word bear to make the man pause. He pulled the door back open and looked at her, his eyes narrowed. She gave a barely perceptible nod of her head, hoping that if the man was a bear as she suspected he might be, he would get the message, and that if she was wrong and he wasn’t, he would barely notice the nod.

      “You really do know Bastian, don’t you?” the man said.

      Rachel felt relieved, knowing he had understood what she was telling him.

      “Yes. I really do,” she smiled. “You will make sure he gets the message, won’t you?”

      “I will,” the man said. “But you have to understand that as the alpha of the district, he’s a busy man so it might take a while for him to call you.”

      “I can wait,” Rachel smiled, using the smile to hide the horror that now filled her. “Thanks again.”

      She turned and walked away, forcing herself to walk at a normal pace until she heard the door close behind her. The second the door closed, Rachel began to run. She didn’t stop running until she was back inside of her house with the door closed and locked behind her.

      She knew then that she had been wrong about Bastian. He hadn’t been turned into a bear against his will. And he wasn’t a nice guy. He was a monster, just like she had first thought upon learning he was a bear. She still remembered what Lewis had told her. That the alpha bear of the district was the one who had ordered him to find women and turn them into bears so they could be used as breeding machines to help populate his pack. There was no way in hell Rachel was going to hang around here and wait for Bastian to call. There was no way he was going to take her baby away from her if it turned out to be a girl, and use her to populate his pack.

      Rachel lurched up the stairs, fear flooding through her. Thank God I found out the truth about Bastian before I told him I was pregnant, she thought to herself. She was so glad she had risked giving the man a hint about her being a bear. If she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have found out that Bastian was the one behind her abduction until it was too late.

      She grabbed a suitcase and began piling her clothes into it. She threw in her make-up and rushed to the bathroom to collect her toothbrush and toiletries. She was packed within half an hour. There was a lot she would need to leave behind, but she could live with that. She had the essentials and she had enough money saved up to replace the things she left behind.

      Her house was a rental and her payments were up to date. When her landlord discovered she was gone, he would be pissed off, but she left had paid a deposit and last month’s rent in advance when she moved in. Rachel hoped that would be enough to appease him a little bit. She didn’t like the idea of leaving him in the lurch, but she wasn’t willing to hang around here and just wait for Bastian to show up. He knew exactly where she lived.

      Dammit, Rachel. Why did you have to bring him here? Why didn’t you insist on going to a hotel or something? Or better yet, why didn’t you just leave him in that damned diner?

      None of those questions were helping and Rachel knew it. She took a deep breath to calm herself down. She knew her savings would only last a couple of months and she would need money to leave the state and find a new apartment. Money for medical bills for the birth of her baby. She had to be sensible about this.

      She took another deep breath and then she picked up her suitcase and made her way downstairs as a plan started to form in her mind. Leaving her suitcase in the hallway beside the front door, she moved through to the living room and sat down. She pulled her cell phone out of her handbag and scrolled through her contacts list until she found Dr. Gordon. She hit call.

      “Dr. Gordon,” the doctor said as he took her call.

      “Hi. It’s Rachel from reception,” Rachel said. “I’m sorry to disturb you out of office hours, but it’s pretty important.”

      “Is everything okay, Rachel?” Dr. Gordon asked.

      Rachel was relieved to hear the concern in his voice rather than anger.

      “Not really,” she admitted. “I have a violent ex-boyfriend who I ran from a year or so back. He’s tracked me down and I have to leave. I know it’s short notice and I understand if you can’t help, but is there any chance I could transfer to another medical center in another state? Any state.”

      “Rachel, you should go to the police. They can keep you safe,” Dr. Gordon said.

      “No,” Rachel said quickly. “I tried that before and it made everything worse. I have to leave, Doctor Gordon. With or without your help.”

      “Okay,” Dr. Gordon said. “You know what’s best for yourself. Give me five minutes to make a few calls and I’ll get back to you, okay?”

      “Thank you,” Rachel said, horrified to find herself on the verge of tears.

      She ended the call quickly before Dr. Gordon sensed the tears in her voice. The last thing she needed was him deciding to play the hero and sending the police around or something.

      Rachel jumped up, too full of nervous energy to remain still. She paced the living room floor while she waited for Dr. Gordon to call her back. Come on, come on, she thought to herself as she imagined the man from the house with the yellow door calling Bastian and giving him her number.

      If he called, she would make something up. There was no way she would tell him she was pregnant, not now, but she was afraid he would hear the panic in her voice and somehow put everything together. She knew that was unlikely, but it made her nervous all the same. She glanced down at her stomach and told herself she was being ridiculous. There was no way she was showing, no way the man could have known her reason for wanting Bastian to contact her. He wasn’t about to barge in here and refuse to let her leave. Her mind was still trying to jump to the worst-case scenario, even as she told herself she was overreacting, and when her cell phone rang, she made a desperate squeaking sound.

      She picked it up as though it might bite her, sure she would see an unknown caller and that it would be Bastian. Relief flooded her when she saw Dr. Gordon’s name on her screen. She answered the call.

      “Thanks for getting back to me so quickly,” she said.

      “Of course,” the doctor replied. “I have bad news and what I hope is good news.”

      “Go on,” Rachel said.

      “The bad news is we have nothing out of state at this time. The hopefully good news is that there’s an opening for a receptionist in our Dallas branch. One of the team has just put her notice in today. I have spoken to Dr. Monroe, the head doctor, and explained the situation. The job there is yours if you want it.”

      Dallas wasn’t as far away as Rachel would have liked it to have been, but it was better than staying here, and deep down, she knew she was overreacting. Bastian couldn’t know she was pregnant. He wasn’t going to come looking for her.

      “That would be perfect. Thank you so much,” Rachel said.

      “You’re welcome, Rachel. Now, I’ll give you the address of the office and Dr. Monroe’s contact number. She’ll be expecting your call during business hours tomorrow. You won’t be able to start until the week after next when the current receptionist’s notice period ends. Is that okay?”

      “Yes,” Rachel said.

      It was perfect. It would give her a chance to find somewhere to live and get settled in. She carefully wrote down the address and phone number and thanked Dr. Gordon again.

      “I know you’ve already gone way above and beyond for me, Dr. Gordon, and I really appreciate it, but could I ask one more favor?” Rachel said. “Please don’t tell anyone where I’ve gone, not even the other receptionists. And if anyone calls asking for me, just have them pretend they’ve never heard of me.”

      “Done,” Dr. Gordon said. “Good luck, Rachel.”

      “Thank you,” she said again and ended the call.

      She sat down for a moment, clutching the piece of paper with the address and contact number of the new doctor’s office to her chest. It was all going to work out just fine. Even if Bastian tried to find her, he wouldn’t be able to do it. She had told him she worked in a doctor’s office, but not which one, and if the staff there pretended they’d never heard of her, he would have no reason to doubt their words.

      Rachel stood up and took one last look around the house. She smiled sadly. She had been happy here, but she knew that she had to go. She set her cell phone down on the coffee table. She would have to leave it behind in case Bastian could somehow trace her through it. It would be a shame to lose contact with everyone in her contacts list, but she had always known this day would come. It had just happened a little bit sooner than she had thought it would, that was all.

      She turned around and left the living room. She put her jacket on and took her house key off the bunch. Picking her suitcase up, she opened her front door and stepped outside. She glanced around, quickly scanning the streets for the man from the house with the yellow front door. She couldn’t see him, and no one passing by gave her a second glance. She locked the door quickly, slipping the key back through the mail slot. She hurried to her car and threw her suitcase into the trunk. She got in, started the engine, and pulled away, heading for a new city, a new life. A life as a mom. She rubbed her stomach and smiled to herself. Everything was going to work out just fine, she told herself again. And she knew it would. She would make damned sure of it.
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      Bastian’s cell phone rang as he sat in his apartment eating pizza. He picked it up and frowned when he saw Brady’s name on the screen. They didn’t have a call scheduled for that evening, and Brady wasn’t the type to call for a chat. Something had to be wrong. Bastian was instantly on high alert. He had heard back from Oscar last week and Oscar had confirmed that the rumors of a hunter had been just that—rumors. They had originated from a small wolf pack who was just looking to make trouble and Oscar had dealt with them accordingly. But what if Oscar had been wrong and they weren’t just rumors? What if it was true and the hunter had moved on to Fredericksburg? That could explain the call. Bastian decided to stop speculating, take the call, and find out for sure what the hell was going on.

      “What’s up, Brady?” Bastian said, taking the call.

      “Maybe nothing. Maybe something,” Brady said. “There was a girl here earlier. Blonde, late twenties. She was asking questions about you, said she wanted your phone number. Her name is Rachel, assuming that’s not a fake name. Does it ring any bells?”

      It most certainly did ring some bells. At the mention of the name Rachel, Bastian was instantly transported back to Rachel’s bed. He could almost feel her pussy around his cock as it hardened at the thought of her. He could remember exactly how she had smelled, how she had tasted. And how she had made him feel. Even now, a month after they had spent a single night and then an hour or so of the next morning together, he craved her like he had never craved anyone or anything before. He had debated going back to her place a couple of times, but each time, he reminded himself why it was a bad idea. But if she was looking for him, it would be rude not to reach out to her. It gave him a perfect excuse to revisit his fantasies of her if nothing else.

      Maybe she’s coming to Houston for some reason, Bastian thought. And she’s looking me up, hoping we can spend another night together. His heart raced at the thought of it. Bad idea or not, he knew he would agree to it.

      “I know her,” he said, being sure to keep his voice calm and casual. “Did you give her my number?”

      “No. Of course not,” Brady said. “How stupid do you think I am? Is she dangerous?”

      “No,” Bastian said, laughing softly. “I had a one-night stand with her a few weeks back. I wouldn’t mind seeing her again as it goes.”

      “She left her number for me to pass on to you,” Brady said.

      He gave Bastian the number and Bastian scrawled it on the pizza box.

      “You had this one-night stand with her a few weeks ago, you said?” Brady asked.

      Bastian sensed immediately that there was something Brady wasn’t telling him. His voice had changed just enough to make Bastian’s senses tickle.

      “Yes. What aren’t you telling me, Brady?”

      “I… umm,” Brady stuttered.

      “Spit it out,” Bastian said.

      “Well, I don’t think she’s just calling to maybe have another night together or whatever,” Brady said. Bastian raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t interrupt and Brady went on. “You see, when I was talking to her, I sensed another life growing within her. She’s pregnant, Bastian. I think maybe she wanted to tell you.”

      Bastian laughed softly and shook his head.

      “It’s impossible,” he said.

      “But I sensed it. You know I’m never wrong about these things,” Brady said.

      Bastian waved his hand impatiently through the air, waving away Brady’s words although he was aware that Brady couldn’t see him.

      “I’m not saying it’s impossible for Rachel to be pregnant. I’m sure you’re right about that and I didn’t mean to doubt your senses. I just mean that it’s impossible the baby is mine. Rachel isn’t a bear,” Bastian said.

      “Yeah, Bastian, she is. I thought it was weird too that there was a bear in town I didn’t know, but she let me know she’s one of us,” Brady said.

      Bastian took a moment to let that sink in. If Rachel was a bear, then any baby she was carrying had to be his unless she had been sleeping with another bear, too. And the chances of that seemed slim if it was him she was trying to contact. Bastian felt a strange mix of emotions. Elation at knowing he might have a baby soon. Protectiveness for that baby, his flesh and blood, his heir. And anger. Anger at Rachel. Because it seemed she knew exactly who he was and had gone out of her way to be in the right place at the right time to catch his attention and get herself knocked up by the most powerful bear in the state. He hated to think of her that way, but what other reason could she have had for not telling him she was a bear? And why hadn’t she insisted they use protection if she wasn’t at least trying to get pregnant by him?

      “Okay,” Bastian said after a pause. “If this is true, then that baby is the heir to this pack. I need to call Rachel. I’ll call you back.”

      He hung up on Brady without waiting for an answer. He typed the number Brady had given him into his cell phone and hit call. The phone rang a few times and then went to voicemail. Bastian’s cock hardened when he heard Rachel’s voice telling him to leave a message. The sound of her voice dispelled his anger as easily as if it had never been there. He craved her with every fiber of his being, and now that he knew she was a bear, there was no reason they couldn’t be together. It was possible he was gaining not just an heir, but a mate as well.

      He left a message asking Rachel to call him as soon as she got his message. He sent Brady a text telling him what happened and then he sat back to wait for Rachel’s call.
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        * * *

      

      A week had passed since Bastian had left the first message for Rachel. She hadn’t returned his call that night, and he had called multiple times a day since then. She hadn’t taken any of his calls or responded to any of the messages he had left for her. Her voicemail was full now and he had resorted to sending her text messages.

      He had had Brady stop by the house several times, but he had never caught Rachel in. He told Bastian that all of her furniture was still in the house and Bastian tried to tell himself she would call him back eventually. He had made a decision to try her one more time today and then if she didn’t get back to him, he was going to fly out and go to see her in person the next day. He was past even caring if that seemed too drastic. He had to see her, had to speak to her.

      He picked up his cell phone and hit call on Rachel’s number. His heart skipped a beat when the call was answered.

      “Yeah?”

      It was a man’s voice and Bastian felt jealousy surge within him. He told himself to relax. There was no guarantee this was a man Rachel was dating. It could just be a friend, or her brother. Thinking that made Bastian realize how little he knew about Rachel—he didn’t even know if she had a brother or not.

      “I’m looking for Rachel,” Bastian said.

      “You and me both, pal,” the man said. “I’m her landlord. She’s skipped town, didn’t bother letting me know and left me with half of her stuff to move. Including this cell phone. I kind of hoped you might be her. Stupid, huh? You hear from her, you tell her to call me, okay? Hang on. I’ll give you my number. It’s three seven…”

      Bastian had heard enough. He cut off the call and stared down at his cell phone like it contained the answers he needed to find. Rachel had skipped town. But why? And where had she gone? He racked his brains, trying to work it all out. The only theory he could come up with was that Rachel had wanted to tell him about the pregnancy and then changed her mind for some reason.

      Bastian thought for a moment and then he moved through to his office. He sat down at his computer and fired it up and began to type out an email. In the email, he described Rachel as best as he could and instructed the people who would receive it to be on the lookout for her. He made it clear she wasn’t to be hurt and then he sent the email to his most trusted pack members across the state. He was well aware that Rachel might have left the state, hell, even the country, but he had to start looking for her somewhere.
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      Rachel laughed as Stephanie blew a raspberry in her highchair. The baby giggled at the noise it made and did it again, clapping her hands together in delight. Rachel stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry back at Stephanie, which sent the baby into fits of giggles again.

      Rachel played the game with Stephanie for a bit longer, and then she turned around and went to the kitchen counter to pour herself another cup of coffee.

      “Come on now, princess. Eat your breakfast,” Rachel said to Stephanie as she picked up the cup and blew on the coffee. “Lena will be here soon and she might take you to the park if you’re a good girl.”

      Stephanie made a cute little sound that may or may not have been her attempting to say Lena’s name. Lena had been Rachel’s nanny since Stephanie was three months old and Rachel had gone back to work. Rachel trusted Lena and she loved the bond she shared with Stephanie.

      Rachel stood leaning against the counter, sipping her coffee and watching as Stephanie nibbled on the piece of banana in her hand. The doorbell rang and Rachel hurried from the kitchen and walked down the hall. She pulled the door open and smiled at Lena. Lena was twenty-four and she had straight, red hair and a mischievous smile that made her look younger than her years. Her smile was infectious and Rachel felt her own smile widen when Lena grinned at her.

      Rachel greeting Lena and led her down the hall to the kitchen where she greeted Stephanie with a wide smile and an excited “Hi!” which got her a wave.

      “Anything I need to know?” Lena asked.

      Rachel shook her head.

      “No, all good. Her clothes are laid out in the living room, and as you can see, she’s almost done with breakfast.”

      Lena walked over to the highchair and scooped Stephanie out of it as she finished the last of her banana.

      “Are we going to have fun today, little miss?” she asked.

      Stephanie’s smile suggested they would.

      “I might take her down to the park today if that’s okay?” Lena said.

      Rachel nodded and laughed.

      “You ask me that every day and every day I tell you that you can take her wherever you want to, Lena,” Rachel said.

      Rachel had been in Dallas now for two years, and for sixteen months of that time, she had had Stephanie with her. She no longer looked over her shoulder every time she went outside, and by the time Stephanie had been born, she had been settled into her new home and her new job and she was no longer paranoid that Bastian would try to find her. It always made her laugh when Lena asked her permission to take Stephanie out. It was almost like she knew that there had been a time when the idea of it would have horrified her.

      “It never hurts to check,” Lena smiled. “So how’s work now that you’re the big shot?”

      Two weeks ago, Rachel had been promoted to the office manager in the office where she worked under Dr. Monroe. It basically meant she was in charge of all of the other receptionists.

      “I would hardly say I’m a big shot,” Rachel said, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She was proud of her promotion. “It’s going well. The other receptionists actually listen to me, so that’s a bonus. And nothing has gone wrong yet.”

      “Speaking of things going wrong, you’d better get going unless you want to be late and abuse your position of being the boss,” Lena grinned.

      Rachel laughed and checked her watch, seeing that Lena was right.

      “Yeah, I should go. I don’t want to start abusing my position for at least another week or so,” she grinned.

      She moved closer to Lena and kissed Stephanie on the cheek.

      “Bye, honey. Be good for Lena, okay?” she said. She turned her attention to Lena. “As always, give me a call if you need anything. Otherwise, I’ll see you at around half past five.”

      “Have a good day,” Lena said.

      Rachel headed for the door to the kitchen, waving at Stephanie and getting a cute little wave back. As Rachel left the house, she heard Lena chatting away to Stephanie and she smiled to herself. She had been nervous about getting a nanny at first, but she knew she had no real choice except to go back to work and she had had a good feeling about Lena right from the start, a feeling that had proved to be right.

      Rachel left her garden and turned left. She only lived a five-minute walk from the office and she only bothered driving there if the weather was particularly bad. Today was cool but nice enough. Rachel enjoyed the walk to and from work, getting a bit of fresh air before being confined in the stuffy office and then getting to cool down a bit after a long day in the stifling warmth.

      She crossed the street and spotted a man walking in front of her. Her heart lurched as she took in his height, his build, and his close-cropped dark hair. It was Bastian. She ducked into a shop doorway and watched him as he kept walking. She could feel the sweat breaking out on her body. How had he found her here?

      Rachel gasped and ducked back out of sight as Bastian turned and checked both ways before crossing the street. Her heart slowed down and she gave a shaky laugh. The man wasn’t Bastian. Now that she had seen his face and saw that he looked nothing like Bastian, she realized he was a little bit too short to have been Bastian anyway.

      She left the shop doorway and started walking again, asking herself why she was suddenly back to jumping at shadows after two years. She supposed it would always be with her, the need to check the face of every man on the street who looked about the right size to be Bastian, but it didn’t usually affect her so much. She figured it was because she had made the mistake of thinking of him that morning when Lena had asked her about taking Stephanie to the park.

      Every now and again, Rachel found herself thinking of Bastian, and for the rest of the day, she was always a little jumpy like this. It was ridiculous and she knew it. Bastian would never think to look here for her, and besides, it had been two years. There was no way he would still be looking for her, and that was assuming he had even tried. Maybe he hadn’t even bothered to call her. Maybe her name didn’t even ring a bell with him. She half wished she had kept hold of her old cell phone for a day or two after fleeing from Fredericksburg, just to see if Bastian even bothered to try to call her or not. If he hadn’t, it would have eased her mind a lot quicker than just waiting it out had done.

      She shrugged the thought away. It was too late to go back and change things now, and she no longer cared one way or the other whether Bastian had ever called her. And when she did occasionally think of him now and felt the butterflies swimming in her tummy at the thought of his piercing green eyes, she told herself it was just nerves, nothing more. And who knew? One day, she might even start to believe that.
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      Bastian answered his cell phone when it rang. It was Oscar. He had been expecting his call. They discussed some pack business and then Bastian asked Oscar if there was anything else.

      “Actually, yeah. Are you still looking for that Rachel girl?” Oscar asked.

      Bastian felt his stomach turn over. He had been looking for Rachel for two years. He had had the pack search the state, then the country, and then he had even started to send pack members into Canada and Mexico. After eighteen months of searching for Rachel, he had called the search off. As much as he wanted to find her, and perhaps more importantly, find his child, he knew that he was using a lot of the pack’s resources on finding her, and he knew that his senior pack members were starting to get restless about the search. Reluctantly, he’d called it off, telling himself that if Rachel and he were meant to meet again, fate would intervene. Was it possible that was what had happened here?

      “Not actively, but I’d still like to find her,” Bastian said. “Why?”

      “Right. Hang on,” Oscar said. “I’m going to email you a photo. This woman matches Rachel’s description and a source told me she moved here to Dallas two years ago. That would all line up with when she disappeared from Fredericksburg, right?”

      “Right,” Bastian said, hardly daring to hope it could be her after all of this time.

      He turned to his computer, anxiously waiting for Oscar’s email to arrive in his inbox. He knew he was likely getting his hopes up over nothing. What were the chances of the girl in the photo actually being Rachel? Still, his senses were jangling and as much as he tried to tell himself not to get his hopes up, it was already too late for that. His hopes had gone up the moment Oscar had said Rachel’s name.

      Bastian’s computer gave a soft ping sound and he saw an email drop in from Oscar. His heart racing, he opened it and clicked on the attachment. He waited impatiently for it to open. As it did, Bastian felt his whole body jolt. There was no mistaking the girl in the picture. It was his Rachel.

      “It’s her,” he said.

      “Do you want me to track her down?” Oscar asked.

      Bastian thought for a moment and shook his head.

      “No,” he said.

      If Oscar approached Rachel, he might spook her and she might flee again. He figured his best chance of meeting his child was to get on a plane and go to her himself.

      “I’m going to fly out to Dallas and talk to her myself,” Bastian told Oscar. “When and where was this photo taken?”

      “The picture was taken earlier on today. It’s in a small park not far from where Rachel lives. She works in a doctor’s office just up the road from home and unless it’s raining, she walks to and from work, cutting through that park. I’ll send you the address of the park once we end the call,” Oscar said.

      “Oscar, how long have you been watching Rachel?” Bastian asked.

      Oscar seemed to have a lot of intel on Rachel and Bastian was afraid she would work out that he was following her. He was also kind of pissed off that Oscar had sat on the information for a long time.

      “I haven’t been watching her,” Oscar said. “One of my sources brought her to my attention yesterday. He gave me the intel on her route to and from work and I went to the park this morning to snap that picture. Don’t worry. I made damned sure she didn’t see me. I would have called sooner, but I only got back home an hour or so ago and I knew we had this call scheduled anyway.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Oscar,” Bastian said.

      He ended the call and instantly got online to book a flight. He booked a late morning flight for the next day that arrived Dallas around lunchtime, which would be perfect. He would have time to get checked into a hotel and then go to the park and wait for Rachel to walk through it on her way home. If it was raining, he would wait until a morning or evening when it wasn’t raining and go back again. As much as waiting would kill him, he had waited two years for this moment. Another few days were doable, especially now that he had hope again.

      He waited for Oscar to send him the address of the park and then he went online and looked it up on Google maps and booked a hotel close by. He knew the time between now and seeing Rachel again was going to feel like the longest day of his life. God, please don’t be raining tomorrow, he thought to himself.
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        * * *

      

      Bastian knew he was early as he sat down on a bench in the center of the park, a spot he was sure Rachel would have to pass as she was moving from one gate to the next, but he figured it was better to feel like he was doing something and come to the park now than spend any more time pacing across his hotel room. He had begun to be afraid he would wear out a path in the room’s carpet, he had paced so much.

      The park was fairly busy, mostly occupied by parents or nannies of small children. Everywhere he looked, someone was pushing a stroller or clutching the hand of a chubby toddler. It made Bastian wonder where his child was. Did Rachel have a nanny or was the child at daycare somewhere?

      A woman with a stroller sat down on the end of the bench Bastian occupied. The stroller faced away from him and the young woman fussed with a blanket inside of it for a moment. Bastian looked at her. She looked young, but not too young for the baby to be hers. She smiled when she saw him looking at her and brushed her red hair back from her eyes.

      “Nice day to just sit and enjoy the sun, huh?” she said.

      “It sure is,” Bastian smiled.

      He turned away, not wanting to get drawn into a conversation and risk missing Rachel. He found himself watching a boisterous group of young boys running around chasing a ball while a harried-looking woman looked on.

      “One of them yours?” the woman on the bench asked him, nodding to the small group.

      “No,” Bastian said.

      He wasn’t going to say more, but the woman frowned at him and he suddenly realized that it might seem a little strange for a childless man to be sitting in a park occupied by so many children, watching a group play like this. He smiled at the woman.

      “I’m meeting the wife here from work and then we’re going to pick our son up. The little blond kid over there reminds me of him,” he lied.

      The woman smiled and seemed to relax a little bit and Bastian knew he had made the right call.

      “How old is yours?” he asked, nodding toward the stroller.

      “Oh, she’s just over a year, but she’s not mine. I’m her nanny,” the woman said. The baby inside the stroller began to fuss and the woman flashed him another smile. “Duty calls.”

      She leaned down into the stroller and spoke to the baby for a while, but the fussy sounds soon became cries. The woman unclipped the safety harness and lifted the baby out. Bastian glanced across and saw that she was a beautiful baby girl. And that she had his piercing green eyes. He shook his head. It couldn’t be. But somehow, he just knew she was his baby.

      His bear stirred inside of him, giving a protective growl, and Bastian knew for sure then that this baby was his daughter. His bear wouldn’t respond like that to anyone who wasn’t either his mate or his own flesh and blood. The baby stopped fussing when the redhead sat her on her lap.

      Bastian pulled his gaze away from the baby, but he kept glancing back at her, drawn to her. He smiled when the woman caught him looking.

      “She’s beautiful,” he said. “She looks a little older than a year.”

      “She’s actually sixteen months,” the woman said.

      Bastian nodded and did the mental calculation, confirming what he already knew. This was definitely his baby. His bear was going nuts, demanding he take the baby from the nanny and keep her safe with him. He pushed his bear down, but the feeling of wanting his baby in his arms remained. He smiled at the woman in what he hoped was a charming manner.

      “Can I hold her?” he asked.

      The woman looked at him like he had gone mad, and then fear flickered across her face. She jumped to her feet.

      “Umm, actually, we’re running late. We really need to go,” she said.

      She turned away before Bastian could respond and she practically ran from him. He debated going after her. He could catch her easily enough. He hadn’t meant to scare her and he realized now, too late, that it had been a bad move asking to hold the baby. He wanted to reassure the woman that he meant neither her nor the baby any harm, but he reasoned that if he went chasing after her, he was only going to scare her more. He would never hurt the baby, or indeed anyone who cared for her. He had just wanted to hold his daughter in his arms.

      He consoled himself, telling himself that Rachel would be along soon, and then he would be able to meet the baby officially and she would be in his arms soon enough. He glanced at his watch. It was just after five and he figured that Rachel would be along at any moment.

      He knew he would have no trouble recognizing her. Even without the photograph Oscar had sent him, Rachel’s face was as clear in his mind as it had been the first day he had met her. Her face was never far from his mind and the mere mention of her name brought it forth every time with startling clarity.

      He wondered if she would recognize him. It hardly mattered. She would remember him when he told her who he was. No one would forget the name of the father of their child, even if they chose not to tell him about the child.

      Bastian looked in the direction he thought Rachel would come from. After a couple of anxious minutes that felt like hours, hell, weeks, he spotted Rachel. As he saw her, it was like time stood still for a moment. Even in his memory, he hadn’t done her beauty justice. She was as gorgeous, as mesmerizing as ever, and the second Bastian set eyes on her, that feeling that they were connected rushed back to him.

      Rachel spotted him at the same moment he spotted her, and he now had no doubts that she recognized him. She stopped walking, her eyes on his, and for a moment, they just stared at each other. Bastian felt a hundred emotions flood through him as he looked into her eyes. He was as much under Rachel’s spell now as he had been two years ago.

      The spell was only broken when Rachel turned and ran from him. Bastian recovered himself quickly and jumped up from the bench and began to weave through the crowd. He had lost her once and he wasn’t about to let it happen again.
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      Rachel was walking home from work. She was in no particular hurry. It was a nice, warm day and she was just enjoying the feeling of the sun on her skin, warming her beneath the short sleeves of her blouse. She reached the park and stepped through the gates, wondering if Lena would be here with Stephanie. Sometimes Lena went to the park in the morning and other times, she timed it so that she would be there as Rachel walked through on her way home from work and then they walked the rest of the way home together.

      She looked around but she couldn’t spot Lena or her stroller. As her eyes scanned the park, she did a double-take when she spotted a familiar face on a bench. Familiar and yet a face she hadn’t seen in two years and had hoped she never had to see again: Bastian.

      For a second, Rachel froze. Her eyes met Bastian’s and despite the fear that flooded her, she couldn’t help but notice the striking color of his eyes, a color she saw every time she looked into Stephanie’s eyes, and the intensity of his gaze. Even after all of this time, she felt as though when Bastian looked at her, he really saw her. It was like he saw through everything and viewed her very soul. Beneath the dread at seeing Bastian sitting there, Rachel felt her body flood with warmth as her mind automatically went back to the night they had spent together.

      Rachel wanted to believe so badly that Bastian being here was just a coincidence and this was just a chance encounter, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. She knew why he was here—he was here for her, for Stephanie. He had to be. Why else would he be sitting on a bench in the park she walked through every day? It made no sense that he would be here for any reason other than to wait for her to pass through.

      Rachel forced herself to tear her eyes away from Bastian’s and the second she did it, the spell he held her under was broken. She turned and ran blindly, not caring where she was headed, only knowing she had to get away from Bastian. She was flooded with emotions, all of them fighting for her attention, as she ran down a path that wound through flower beds and trees. Rachel hoped the path didn’t lead to a dead end.

      She could hear feet pelting the ground behind her and she knew without having to turn around that those feet belonged to Bastian. She had to shake him off, lose him somehow so she could get home without him following her. It wasn’t going to be easy, though. He was already gaining on her.

      Rachel tried to push herself to run faster, but her calves were burning and her lungs were screaming already. She managed a burst of extra speed as she realized just how close the footsteps behind her were. She tripped as she ran and she felt herself falling toward the ground, her arms pinwheeling wildly around. Before she reached the ground, strong hands grabbed her around the waist and scooped her up, breaking her fall. Instantly, she felt tingles spreading out through her body where those hands—Bastian’s magic hands—touched her.

      She shook her head. How can I feel like this about someone so vile? she thought to herself. She got her feet back beneath herself and began to slap at Bastian’s hands. He pulled his hands from her, but before she could flee again, he grabbed her arm above the elbow. She turned and tried to slap him, but he caught her wrist and held it.

      “Rachel, stop it. I only want to talk to you,” Bastian said. “You remember me, don’t you?”

      “I… yes, of course I remember you,” Rachel said, stunned into honesty as she caught Bastian’s eye once more. “Let go of me.”

      “Promise me you won’t run,” Bastian said. “You’re only going to end up falling and hurting yourself.”

      Rachel could see the amusement in his eyes when he said it and she felt anger spark within her. She snatched her arm from Bastian’s grip, but she didn’t attempt to run this time.

      “What do you want? Why the hell are you here?” she demanded, forgetting her fear for a moment as her anger burned inside of her.

      “I want to talk to you about our child. I’ve been looking for you since the moment I learned you were pregnant,” Bastian said.

      Rachel felt her heart starting to race, and this time, it had nothing to do with Bastian’s close proximity to her. How did he know about her pregnancy? How had she let her guard down so much that he had actually been able to track her down after so long? They were questions she didn’t think she’d be able to get the answers to anytime soon. And they weren’t the important question. The important question was how the hell she could get rid of Bastian now and disappear again.

      “She’s not your child,” Rachel said. “I was already pregnant the night we hooked up.”

      “We both know that’s not true, Rachel,” Bastian said with a smile. “Firstly, if you had been pregnant when we met, I would have sensed the life inside of you. It’s a bear thing. And secondly, you can’t get pregnant by a human and the bears in the state are all part of my pack. Do you really think I wouldn’t have found out by now if one of them had fathered a child?”

      “You’re wrong,” Rachel insisted.

      Even to her own ears, her argument didn’t sound convincing. It wasn’t even an argument. It sounded like something a kindergarten kid would say when they had been caught doing something they shouldn’t be doing.

      “I’ve seen the baby, Rachel. I know she’s mine,” Bastian said.

      That scared Rachel more than him finding her. How had he already seen Stephanie? What the hell was Lena thinking? Did he know where she lived, go to her door, and get invited in by Lena for a cup of coffee to be introduced to her daughter? Surely not.

      She turned and started to run away from Bastian again, already planning her next move. She would have to leave the state, and this time, she couldn’t tell anyone where she was going. She wouldn’t be able to keep her job and transfer branches. She would have to find something else. Maybe she should leave the country.

      The thoughts tumbled through her brain in a mishmash of worry. Her main worry right now, though, was more immediate. How the hell could she get away from Bastian? She hoped she had taken Bastian by surprise enough that she could put some distance between them and get back to the crowded park. Surely he wouldn’t try to grab her in front of witnesses. She had barely covered seven steps when Bastian grabbed her again. He spun her around to face him.

      “Stop running from me, Rachel,” he said. “Why are you so afraid of me?”

      Rachel thought she saw a look of hurt on Bastian’s face as he asked her why she was afraid of him. It softened her slightly, but she reminded herself that he was a monster who used women as breeding machines against their will and any sympathy she felt for him vanished.

      He was looking at her, waiting for an answer. Rachel didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t try to deny that she was afraid of him. It was written all over her face and she kept trying to run from Bastian. But she couldn’t tell him what she knew. That would only give him a reason to get rid of her. In the end, she stayed silent and just shook her head.

      “Listen to me,” Bastian said. He released her arm and touched her chin, gently pushing her head up and forcing her to look into his face. “You have nothing to fear from me, Rachel. And I have no idea why you suddenly doubt that. But we do need to talk. Have a coffee with me in the café back there.”

      Rachel started to shake her head. Bastian held her gaze.

      “Please, Rachel. One coffee. Not even half an hour of your time. We’ll talk, and if at the end of that talk, you still don’t want anything to do with me, then I’ll leave and you’ll never have to see me again. I promise.”

      “Okay. One coffee,” Rachel said.

      She didn’t think she really had a choice, and she reasoned that at least if she went with him to the café, there would be other people around, and although she didn’t doubt that Bastian could take any of them who stepped in, she knew he wouldn’t want to give away his secret identity. She knew she would feel safer when they were around other people. And she hoped that being around other people would take away some of the intensity of the situation and stop her feeling like she might jump on Bastian at any second and kiss him like she had never kissed anyone before.
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      Bastian turned from the counter and spotted Rachel sitting at a table by the window. He was glad to see she hadn’t slipped away while he got the coffees. He made his way toward her, smiling to himself when he remembered that the first time he had met Rachel, she was sitting in the window of a diner. He reached the table and put the coffees down and sat down opposite Rachel. She thanked him for the coffee and wrapped her hands around the mug, although she didn’t pick it up.

      “So,” Bastian said after a moment. “Two years ago, you went to Brady’s house and asked him to have me contact you. I’m assuming that was so you could tell me you were pregnant. I called you not an hour later and you didn’t take my call and I later learned you’d skipped town. What changed in that hour, Rachel?”

      “I decided it wasn’t fair to force you into being a parent. Keeping the baby was my decision and I decided not to involve you in it,” Rachel said.

      Bastian supposed in a way that was progress. Rachel was at least no longer trying to deny that she had had his baby. Her reason didn’t ring true to him at all, though.

      “Right,” Bastian smiled. “So, instead of taking my call and just making something up, you decided to leave town within the hour and not even bother letting your landlord know your forwarding address. That makes sense.”

      Rachel shrugged and Bastian sighed.

      “This will go better if you’re honest with me, Rachel. Let’s try starting from the beginning and building up to the big stuff. Why didn’t you tell me you were a bear when we first met?”

      “Because at that time, I didn’t know you were a bear and it’s obviously not something I go around telling random people. Why didn’t you tell me about the bear thing?” Rachel asked.

      “Same reason,” Bastian smiled. “So, you’re a bear living in District 212 and yet I don’t know you. What happened with your old pack? Did you have some sort of falling out with them?”

      “I’ve never been part of a pack and I don’t want to ever be in a pack. I didn’t want to be a bear in the first place and I want no part in any of that,” Rachel snapped.

      Bastian raised an eyebrow, shocked at the venom in Rachel’s tone.

      “What do you mean?” he asked. “What happened to make you feel that way?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Rachel said, glancing out of the window.

      She looked uncomfortable, and Bastian decided not to push it. Her reasons for not wanting to be a part of a pack were her own business. He turned the conversation back to the baby.

      “What’s her name?” he asked. “My baby.”

      “Stephanie,” Rachel said.

      “That’s a lovely name,” Bastian smiled. “I really would like to meet her.”

      “No way,” Rachel said, shaking her head.

      “Why not? She’s my daughter, Rachel,” Bastian said, hurt by her refusal to even consider the possibility of him meeting Stephanie.

      “I’ve told you. I want no part of your pack or anything to do with the bear stuff,” Rachel said.

      “Rachel, I don’t know what happened to make you so afraid of bears, but you are one. Not being part of a pack doesn’t change that. And Stephanie is a bear too. When she turns eighteen, her bear side will wake up and she has a right to be allowed to explore that side of herself,” Bastian said.

      “No,” Rachel said. “She is never going to be allowed to explore that side of herself. I won’t let my daughter become a monster.”

      “A monster? Rachel, what are you talking about? She’s not going to become a monster,” Bastian said, shocked again at Rachel’s outburst. She looked out of the window again, refusing to look at him. “But let’s worry about that when the time comes. For now, please give me one good reason why I can’t see my daughter.”

      “You want to know the truth?” Rachel said.

      She finally turned back from the window and looked at him. He nodded his head.

      “Because I don’t want my daughter anywhere near you after what you did to me. And to countless others,” Rachel said.

      “What? Having a one-night stand with you and then not calling you? You told me it was what you wanted, Rachel,” Bastian said.

      Rachel sighed and shook her head.

      “I’m not talking about that. You know what I’m talking about.”

      “I’m sorry. I really don’t,” Bastian said.

      Rachel studied his face for a moment and then she shook her head again.

      “Wow. You really don’t know, do you? Did you just trust Lewis to pick good ones without even getting a look at them? Yeah, that’s right, Bastian. I’m a bear because you paid some creep to make me one so I could become a breeding machine for your pack. I guess you didn’t know I knew that, huh?”
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      Rachel bit down on her bottom lip after her outburst. She was afraid she had said too much. Now that Bastian knew that she knew about his orders, what would he be willing to do to make sure she never spoke to anyone else about this? Maybe she could convince him she would keep it quiet. She had never spoken of it before and he had to know that much.

      She hardly dared to look at Bastian, afraid of the expression of anger she would see on his face. She told herself she had already done the worst thing by blurting out the truth, so she might as well look him in the eye as he made his threats. She looked at him, and she was surprised to see he didn’t look angry. He looked surprised and a little bit hurt. He shook his head and blew out a low whistle though his teeth.

      “I know we only spent one night together, Rachel, but during that time, did I do anything to make you think I was evil?” Bastian asked.

      Rachel opened her mouth and shut it again, actually considering his question. She remembered his gentle yet passionate lovemaking, his concern for her pain the next morning, and him being so keen to make sure she had a good time with him. At no point had she felt threatened or afraid of Bastian. She shook her head.

      “Do you really think I would do something like that?” Bastian asked.

      “I didn’t,” Rachel said. “Back then, I mean. You seemed normal. Kind.”

      “But now you do?” Bastian asked.

      “I honestly don’t know what to think anymore,” Rachel admitted. “Being honest, I can’t picture you being that heartless. But you are a bear, and you are the alpha bear of this state or district or whatever you want to call it, right?”

      “Yes. But being the alpha bear just means I run the pack. It doesn’t make me a monster, Rachel. Do you remember the night we met? I told you I managed people. That’s what I really do. I manage the pack, make sure everyone is safe and the pack is thriving.”

      “By bringing in breeding machines to produce girl children for the pack? Is that why you want to see Stephanie? So you can snatch her away and make her a part of your pack?”

      “I want to see Stephanie because she’s my daughter. If, in the future, both of you wanted to join the pack, obviously you’d be welcome to. But I have no intention of forcing that on either of you,” Bastian said. “And as for the rest of it, where are you getting this from?”

      “Lewis told me everything,” Rachel said. “Back before you decided you didn’t want me and he let me go. He took me and turned me into a bear and he told me it was for the alpha bear of the district. You’ve admitted that’s you.”

      “You were the one who got away,” Bastian said, his eyes widening.

      Rachel looked at him in shock, amazed that he had practically admitted it was true that he had ordered her to be turned.

      “So, Lewis didn’t let me go because you didn’t want me anymore. He had some sort of attack of conscience and I got away?” she said.

      “No,” Bastian said. “Lewis doesn’t have a conscience.”

      “So, what happened then?” Rachel asked.

      She was finding herself less afraid of Bastian and more curious as to what the hell was going on here.

      “What Lewis told you about the breeding machine thing, that used to be true of the pack, but it was before I took over as alpha. My father was the alpha before me and he played off the abundance of new female children as intakes from other packs. I had no idea it was happening. Only my father and his beta knew about the arrangement. And Lewis, obviously. A member of the pack found out and came to me with it. I confronted my father about it. To cut a long story short, I made the pack aware of what was happening and told them that either I was taking over as alpha, or I was leaving as I wanted no part in turning women who didn’t want to be turned. The pack, including my mother, who had no idea what her mate had been doing behind her back, sided with me and my father was exiled. I took over as the pack alpha ten years ago, and on the day I took over, the old beta came to me. He was exiled too for his part in it all, but he had a bit more of a conscience than my father and he told me that Lewis had a girl ready and waiting to be picked up. I had the beta call him and tell him the arrangement was done and that he would be paid for the last girl, but he was to set her free in exchange for the fee. I had no idea you had already been turned. I figured that would have been left for my father to do.”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “No. Lewis said that’s what happens if he’s selling someone to a man who actually wants a mate, to help them bond. He told me for that arrangement, he was to turn the girls so they were ready to go when they were collected.”

      “Fucking hell, Rachel. On behalf of my father and the pack, I can only apologize to you. If I had known you’d already been turned, I’d have collected you and at least helped you to come to terms with being a bear.”

      “It wouldn’t have helped. I was convinced then that all bears were monsters,” Rachel said.

      “And now?” Bastian asked.

      “Maybe they’re not all bad,” she said with a half-smile.

      “Honestly, Rachel, most bears are just normal people who happen to be able to shift into a bear. They just want to live their lives,” Bastian said.

      Rachel picked her cup up and sipped from it. She wrinkled her nose as the coffee was almost cold, but she took another drink anyway.

      “I had everything all wrong, didn’t I?” she said. “You were actually a good guy who stopped people being used against their will.”

      Bastian nodded and Rachel shook her head.

      “I’m sorry. I should have known you weren’t capable of something like that,” she said.

      “It’s okay,” Bastian replied. “I understand why you were afraid. I mean, I wish you’d talked to me about it back then, but I understand why you didn’t.”

      Rachel flashed him a smile and then glanced out of the window again, unsure of what to say now that the truth was out. And she believed what he had told her was the truth. He had sounded so genuine when he explained it all to her, and it explained why Lewis had let her go. It certainly made more sense than Lewis suddenly having an attack of conscience. Bastian also fell quiet for a moment, and then he spoke again.

      “So, how did you cope with being a bear with no support?” Bastian asked. “How did you learn everything it means to be a bear?”

      “Lewis told me some of it. The rest I picked up off the internet. Although I realize some of that is just legend.”

      “Weren’t you afraid the first time you turned? Doing it alone, I mean?” Bastian asked.

      “I’ve never turned. I’ve been a bear shifter for ten years and never once have I actually let myself be a bear. Remember, I thought all bears were monsters. I was afraid that if I let that side of myself out, I would become a monster,” Rachel said.

      “Oh, Rachel,” Bastian said. “That wouldn’t have happened. Your bear is an extension of you. If you’re a good person, then embracing your bear won’t make you a bad person. How did you keep it at bay? It must have been hard if you never let it out.”

      “I learned to swallow it down, I guess,” Rachel said. She looked at Bastian and smiled. “Funnily enough, the hardest it ever fought to come out was when you and I were hooking up.”

      Bastian smiled and nodded.

      “It figures. While the bear is an extension of you, it’s still an animal and it responds to the basic instincts. Lust. Fear. That kind of thing. It would have sensed the bear in me too. I have been a bear for a long time and I am completely in control of myself, but when we were together, I had a hard time keeping my bear down too.”

      “Really?” Rachel asked.

      “Really,” Bastian agreed. “So now that you know we’re not all monsters, do you think you would ever consider joining the pack?”

      Rachel shook her head.

      “I don’t think so. I’m happy with my life the way it is right now, and even though I believe what you’re telling me, I have gotten by this long without feeling the need to turn and I can’t see that changing any time soon.”

      “I understand that, but if you ever change your mind, the offer is there. It gets lonely being immortal if you don’t have immortal friends,” Bastian said.

      “Thanks, but I’ll be fine,” Rachel said. “And don’t think for a minute Stephanie is going to have any part in this pack of yours. But if you still want to meet her…”

      “More than anything,” Bastian interrupted.

      “You can meet her on Saturday morning,” Rachel said.

      “But it’s only Thursday,” Bastian said.

      “I know,” Rachel said. “But when I get home tonight, it will almost be her bedtime. And I’m at work tomorrow. Is it really too much to ask for you to stick around for a couple of days?”

      “No, it’s not that. I just really wanted to meet her as soon as possible,” Bastian said.

      “Well, it’s Saturday at the earliest. And if I find out you’ve been to my house again, then I’ll leave and take Stephanie with me and you’ll never get to see her,” Rachel warned Bastian.

      Bastian held his hands up in surrender.

      “I swear I won’t. Saturday it is. But what do you mean come to your house again? I don’t even know where you live,” Bastian said.

      “You said you’d already seen Stephanie. I figured you’d gone to the house and Lena, the nanny, let you in,” she said.

      Bastian shook his head.

      “No. I didn’t want to turn up at your door and scare you, so instead of trying to get your address, I waited here for you. It was just a strange coincidence that I met Stephanie. Lena, was it? She happened to sit down on the bench with me and we got chatting. Stephanie got fussy and she got her out of the stroller. And I just knew. My bear recognized her,” Bastian explained.

      Rachel nodded and Bastian winced.

      “What?” Rachel asked.

      “I think I might have inadvertently scared your nanny. She’s bound to tell you about the weirdo she met in the park and I was that weirdo. Like I said, when I first saw Stephanie, my bear knew her. I knew she was my daughter. And I felt this overwhelming rush of love. I asked Lena if I could hold the baby.”

      “Oh my God, Bastian, are you nuts? You can’t just go around asking strangers if you can hold their babies,” Rachel burst out.

      “I know. I realized as soon as I said it. She made her excuses and got the hell out of there. I thought of going after her and trying to reassure her, but I figured if she thought I was chasing her through the park, it would only scare her more.”

      “Well, at least I know she takes Stephanie’s safety seriously,” Rachel laughed.

      “Oh, she does. At that point, she’d already given me the side eye when I told her none of the kids in the park were mine. I told her I was meeting my wife and son just so she didn’t think I was some sort of pervert,” Bastian laughed.

      Rachel laughed with him and shook her head.

      “You know,” Bastian said when his laughter faded away, “we haven’t seen each other in two years and yet I feel like we’ve never been apart. Is that weird?”

      “Yeah,” Rachel said. She smiled. “But I was thinking the same thing.”

      “I can’t believe a misunderstanding has kept us from doing this sooner,” Bastian said.

      “Me neither,” Rachel said.

      “Do you want to know what I thought when Brady first told me you were a bear and that you were pregnant after you’d been by the house?” Bastian said. Rachel nodded. “I thought you knew I was the alpha of the district and you’d purposely seduced me so you could have my baby.”

      “Wow. Arrogant much?” Rachel laughed.

      “Only a little bit,” Bastian grinned.

      Rachel picked her cup up and drained the last of her cold coffee.

      “I really do have to get going. Lena will be getting worried if I don’t show up soon,” Rachel said, standing up.

      “So, Saturday?” Bastian asked, also standing up.

      Rachel nodded. She handed Bastian her cell phone.

      “Put your number in and I’ll text you the address,” she said.

      “On Saturday morning?” Bastian grinned as he entered his number into Rachel’s cell phone.

      She had enjoyed their time together and it was clear to her that Bastian was no monster. She took her cell phone back from Bastian and quickly typed out a text to him with her address in it. She hit send.

      “See you Saturday,” she said as she left.
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      Thursday night and all day and night Friday had dragged like mad for Bastian. He had tried to concentrate on getting some work done just to pass the time, but he couldn’t concentrate on it for more than five minutes, and each little block of five minutes felt like five hours. He wasn’t sure what he was more excited about—reconnecting with Rachel, or meeting Stephanie.

      He had managed to convince himself over the last two years that his feelings for Rachel had been imagined, that he’d built it up into something it wasn’t in his head, but seeing her again, it had all come rushing back to him, and he had found himself fantasizing about being with her. It wasn’t like he was putting her in danger now. She was a bear anyway, and he figured if anything, she would be safer with him than she would be going at it alone.

      He knew he had to fight the feeling, though. Rachel had made it clear she wanted no part of being a member of the pack, and by extension, that meant she wouldn’t want to be around the members. He couldn’t just walk away from the pack—they were his life, his family. He also thought that if he and Rachel started anything, it could complicate things for him having a relationship with Stephanie, and more than anything, he wanted to be able to bond with his baby.

      Bastian pushed aside all of his thoughts and stood up. It was finally time for him to leave the hotel he was staying in and drive over to Rachel’s place. He left the hotel and went to the parking lot and got into his rental car. He had already worked out his route and he knew it was about a fifteen-minute drive. Rachel had texted him earlier, asking him to come at around ten a.m., and it was just after half past nine now. He wasn’t willing to risk being late. It was better to be early and wait in the car until the right time. He didn’t think Rachel would be upset if he hit traffic and was five or ten minutes late because of it, but he wasn’t willing to risk her calling the whole thing off for it.

      He drove across the city and slowed down as he pulled onto Rachel’s block. It seemed like a nice enough place to live. The houses were fairly small, but they all looked clean and in good repair and Bastian relaxed a little bit. He didn’t like the thought of his daughter living anywhere that felt dangerous, not when he had enough money to house them anywhere Rachel wanted to go. He made a mental note to talk to her about setting up some sort of monthly payment for Stephanie.

      The voice on his GPS told him he had arrived at his destination and he pulled up outside of the house. It was much like all of the others—white-fronted with a porch and a neat little garden. Bastian could feel the nerves swirling inside of him as he sat in the car, waiting for the minutes to pass. It was ten to ten and he decided to wait until five to ten to get out of the car and knock on Rachel’s front door.

      A man walked toward the car, walking a small white dog. He kept glancing at Bastian and Bastian realized he was probably trying to work out who he was and why he was sitting in the street here. He leaned over and began to dig around in the glove compartment as though he was looking for something. The man walked past without stopping and Bastian looked at him in the rearview mirror. He glanced back once. Bastian told himself to relax. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, and the man was probably more curious than suspicious. And besides, if he did call the police or anything, surely Rachel would tell them she knew him and he had her permission to come to the house.

      At exactly five to ten, Bastian took the keys out of the ignition and got out of the car. He locked it and walked up to the little white wooden gate. He pushed it open and walked up Rachel’s path. His stomach was rolling with nerves and excitement. This was it. He was finally going to meet his daughter. He knocked on Rachel’s door and waited, suddenly nervous that she wouldn’t be here, that she had left town and kept in touch with him to keep him from getting suspicious. Her car wasn’t in the driveway and that made Bastian even more nervous. He told himself to calm down; it was probably in the garage that was attached to the house.

      The door opened and Bastian relaxed when Rachel smiled out at him.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hi,” Bastian replied.

      For a moment, that was all they said. Rachel stood on the doorstep, peering out at Bastian, and he couldn’t help but notice how good she looked in her short, white sundress, her legs and feet bare. He imagined himself running his hand over her smooth legs, pushing her dress up around her hips and making love to her. He shook his head, shaking away the thought as quickly as it had come. He wasn’t here for Rachel. He was here for Stephanie.

      “I’m sorry,” Rachel said after a moment, stepping back from the doorway. “Come in.”

      Bastian stepped inside, realizing that Rachel was as nervous as he was. He thought it was probably for a different reason, though. Or was she also undressing him with her eyes? His bear stirred as he moved past her, smelling the lust coming off her as he almost touched her. It certainly seemed possible that the way he felt about Rachel wasn’t as one-sided as he had first assumed it was.

      “Go on through to the living room,” Rachel said, closing the front door and pointing to a white door leading off the hallway they were standing in.

      Bastian smiled and headed through the door. He found himself in a light and airy room that was furnished with two cream sofas and a large TV. A coffee table sat between the sofas and the TV and beside it, Stephanie sat gurgling away in a bouncy chair. Bastian felt the surge of protective love he had felt in the park engulf him again at the sight of the baby.

      Rachel followed him into the room and nodded at one of the couches. Bastian sat down and Rachel went to the bouncy chair and scooped Stephanie up. She smiled at her and walked toward Bastian.

      “Someone is here to see you,” Rachel said to the baby. “Say hi.”

      Stephanie didn’t say anything, but she flashed Bastian a gummy grin that made his heart melt.

      “Hi, Stephanie,” Bastian said, his voice barely above a whisper as emotion clogged his throat. “You’re beautiful.” He looked up at Rachel. “May I?”

      Rachel nodded and Bastian held up his arms. Rachel bent slightly and deposited Stephanie onto his lap. She sat there, content in his arms. Rachel took a step back.

      “Do you want some tea or coffee or anything?” she asked.

      Bastian shook his head, transfixed by Stephanie as she pulled on one of the buttons on his shirt and babbled away happily. Rachel smiled and sat down on the other couch.

      “She likes you,” Rachel said.

      Bastian couldn’t decide from Rachel’s tone whether she was happy about that or not, but he was happy about it and he glanced up at Rachel and smiled.

      “The feeling is mutual,” he said.

      He turned his focus back to Stephanie. He bounced his leg gently, bouncing Stephanie up and down, and she giggled. She reached up with her chubby little fingers and pulled on Bastian’s chin. He laughed.

      “What does she like to do?” Bastian asked.

      It hurt him not to automatically know what his daughter liked, but he reasoned it wasn’t his fault—it wasn’t like he had known where to find her and purposely shunned her—and he would get to know all of this stuff.

      “Her favorite thing right now is her swing in the back garden. We can go out there if you want to,” Rachel said.

      Bastian nodded eagerly. He stood up holding Stephanie and she instantly wriggled to get down. His heart sank, but Rachel smiled at him.

      “Don’t be offended. Since she found her feet, she likes to be little miss independent and walk everywhere,” she said.

      Bastian nodded and set Stephanie down on her feet. She wobbled a little, found her balance, and toddled off ahead of him, glancing back to make sure he was following her. Bastian smiled when he watched Stephanie’s clumsy walk. The three of them moved through the kitchen and Rachel opened the back door. Stephanie ran straight to the swing Rachel had mentioned and Bastian followed her. Rachel stayed on the step, watching them and smiling. Stephanie reached her arms up to Bastian and while he knew it was only because she wanted him to lift her into the swing, his heart melted again all the same. He scooped her up and put her into the swing. He stood in front of her and pushed the swing gently, whooping and laughing with her as she swung.

      “I’m going to make Stephanie some juice,” Rachel called from the doorway. “Can you watch her for a minute, please?”

      “Of course,” Bastian smiled. “It would be my pleasure.”

      He kept pushing the swing and smiling down at Stephanie.

      “I’m your daddy,” he said to her. “And I’m not going to ever let anyone or anything hurt you. I hope you sense that, but even if you don’t, you’ll see it for yourself as you grow up.”

      Bastian didn’t really know what would happen in the future or how any of this would work, but he knew that whatever happened, he would keep that promise he had made to Stephanie.

      Rachel came back outside and handed a pink sippy cup to Stephanie. She took it and drank some of the juice. Rachel stayed beside Bastian, almost close enough to him for their arms to be touching. As they stood, both smiling down at Stephanie, Bastian realized something.

      The feelings of love and protection he felt weren’t just for Stephanie. They extended to Rachel too. And he vowed to himself in that moment that he would find a way to make this work. He was finally willing to accept what he had spent two years telling himself couldn’t be true—Rachel was meant to be his mate. If she didn’t want anything to do with the pack, then he would leave the pack. It would kill him to walk away from them, but if it meant he got to have a family of his own, then he would do it.

      He looked at Rachel and caught her looking at him. She blushed when he caught her eye, but when he smiled at her, she smiled back at him. He reached out for her hand, knowing she might freak out, but needing to touch her, needing to find a way to let her know that she was meant to be his. He took her hand in his and she made no effort to squirm her hand away from his and she didn’t tell him to get off her as he had feared she would. Instead, she gently squeezed his hand and then left her hand in his.

      Bastian felt tingles spreading through his hand from where they were touching and up his arm, and he thought Rachel felt it too, judging by the way her cheeks turned pink.

      He knew instantly he would protect Rachel with his life every bit as much as he would protect Stephanie with it, and he made a decision in that moment. When he left Rachel’s place today, he was going to drive out to Houston and hunt down Lewis and make him pay for what he had done to Rachel.

      While part of Bastian felt like he should be grateful to Lewis for turning Rachel into a bear and making all of this possible, he knew she had suffered greatly over the last ten years, hating herself, fearing her own kind. And that was all because of Lewis. He would make him pay for that, and he would make sure Lewis could never hurt anyone else again.

      While Bastian had always made it clear to the pack that they were never to buy a mate from a Matchmaker, he had always accepted that Matchmakers were a part of his world and that it was really none of his business as long as they didn’t interfere with his pack. Now he saw that he had been wrong about that. Matchmakers like Lewis ruined lives, and he was no longer willing to stand back and let that happen in his district. It was time to take control. And if he ended up leaving the pack to be with Rachel, then that would be his parting gift to them—a district free from monsters.

      “Are you okay?” Rachel asked, frowning at him. “You seem like you’re a million miles away.”

      “I was just thinking about something,” Bastian said. “Something I need to do. Something I should have done years ago.”

      “What?” Rachel asked.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Bastian said as Stephanie began to fuss in the swing. “Because right now, I think someone needs some fun.”

      He lifted Stephanie from the swing and lifted her high in the air. He swooped her down and then back up again until she was laughing once more.

      “We should go back inside,” Rachel said after a couple of minutes. “Stephanie is due for her nap soon and there’s a cartoon on around now that I usually let her watch to get her settled.”

      “Okay,” Bastian agreed. “Lead the way.”

      Rachel turned and walked toward the house. Bastian tried not to look, but he couldn’t help watching Rachel’s hips sway as she walked and the way the dress clung to her hips and her ass. How he longed to reach out and put his hand on one of those hips, to pull her back against his chest, to kiss her neck.

      Bastian’s attention was pulled away from Rachel’s hips as Stephanie gurgled beside his ear and tugged on it, making him laugh again.
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      Rachel sat on one couch. Bastian sat on the other with Stephanie on his lap as she watched her cartoon. At first, Stephanie had still been hyped up from her time outside, but as Rachel watched, Bastian had gently sung to her until she was calmed down and sitting contentedly on his lap, watching the cartoon.

      At that moment, Rachel had known she couldn’t deny her feelings any longer. She wanted Bastian. More than she had ever wanted anyone in her life. And it was about much more than just sex. Watching how gentle and loving he was with Stephanie, Rachel knew he was no monster, and she felt an intense rush of love for him fill her, warming her heart. She wanted this. For them to be a family.

      But she knew it couldn’t happen. As much as she had accepted she had been wrong about all bears being monsters, she still didn’t want to join Bastian’s pack. And she certainly didn’t want that life for Stephanie. She wanted her to have a normal childhood, one where she went to school and made friends and did things normal kids did. She wouldn’t stop aging until she was twenty-nine and until then, she could live a normal life. Rachel knew she had to put that before her own feelings.

      She also knew how hard it would be, because she couldn’t deprive Stephanie and Bastian of each other. So, assuming he wanted to be a part of Stephanie’s life, which she was almost certain he did, she would have to see him regularly, and it would just about break her to see him all of the time and not be able to kiss him, to hold him, to make love to him.

      It’s called being a mother, she told herself. You make sacrifices like this for your kids.

      Rachel looked at Bastian and Stephanie, again feeling the rush of love. She told herself it was only for Stephanie, but it was a lie and she knew it. She stood up and moved toward Bastian when she saw Stephanie had fallen asleep. Normally, she would let her sleep on the couch at nap time, but she knew she needed to have a conversation with Bastian about how this would work going forward, and she decided to take Stephanie upstairs to her crib.

      “She’s asleep. I’ll take her up to bed,” Rachel whispered when Bastian glanced up at her.

      He nodded and she took Stephanie from him, careful not to wake her. She took her upstairs and laid her in her crib, putting a thin blanket over her. She smiled down at her and gently stroked her cheek, and then she switched on the baby monitor and headed back downstairs. She turned on the monitor in the living room and then turned to Bastian.

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything to drink? Or I can make some sandwiches or something if you’re hungry,” she suggested.

      “I’m fine,” Bastian smiled. “Sit down and relax while you can.”

      Rachel sat down on the other end of the couch Bastian was sitting on.

      “So,” she said. “What happens now?”

      “I guess that’s up to you,” Bastian said. “I want to be a part of Stephanie’s life, Rachel. Please don’t try to stop that from happening.”

      “I won’t,” Rachel said. “Seeing you two together… I don’t know. It felt right, I guess. You can be a part of her life, but no talk about bears or packs or any of that stuff. Not until she’s old enough to understand it all.”

      “Okay,” Bastian said. “If that’s what you want. Obviously, we’ll set up a trust fund for Stephanie and I’ll pay you a monthly allowance for her too.”

      “I don’t want your money,” Rachel said instantly.

      “Good,” Bastian smiled. “Because it’s not for you. It’s for Stephanie.”

      Rachel smiled and shook her head but Bastian went on.

      “Look, Rachel, I don’t think you’re some sort of charity case or anything like that, if that’s what you’re worried about. You have a nice house and it’s obvious Stephanie is well looked after. But I’m her father and it’s my duty to help provide for her.”

      “Okay, fine,” Rachel agreed. “But before we go any further, I need you to promise me something. Promise me you’re not going to see Stephanie a few times and have her get attached to you and then get bored of her and never show up again.”

      “I promise you that won’t happen,” Bastian said. He reached across the couch and took one of Rachel’s hands in both of his. She felt her senses begin to stir at his touch, her clit starting to pulse. “I want to be as active in Stephanie’s life as you’ll allow me to be. And not just in Stephanie’s life. In yours too.”

      “Bastian, don’t,” Rachel said. “This isn’t about us. It’s about Stephanie.”

      Even as she said the words, she was moving closer to Bastian, closing the gap between them, and she knew if he kissed her now, she wouldn’t even attempt to stop this from happening.

      “I know,” Bastian said, although his tone told Rachel he didn’t really believe that for a second. “Listen, Rachel, there’s something I have to do. Something I should have done a long time ago. Once that’s done, then we can maybe talk about us.”

      “There is no us, Bastian,” Rachel sighed. “We’re from two different worlds.”

      Bastian didn’t correct her, but he didn’t agree with her either. Instead, he just smiled.

      “What is it that you need to do?” Rachel asked. “You made it sound rather ominous.”

      “I guess it is. But it’s something I need to do. I hope you understand why,” Bastian said. He stood up. “I have to go to Houston and take care of Lewis. What he did to you, Rachel… what he’s done to hundreds of other women—it’s not right. And it ends now.”

      “Wait,” Rachel said, getting up and taking Bastian’s hand again.

      “You don’t think I should do it?” Bastian asked, narrowing his eyes at Rachel.

      “I think you have to do what you have to do. But not yet, okay? Not now. Not today. Just spend these next few hours getting to know Stephanie.”

      Bastian nodded and allowed Rachel to pull him back onto the couch. Rachel relaxed a little when Bastian agreed not to go yet, and that was when she knew that she couldn’t bear to watch him walk away from her again. Before she could stop herself, she moved closer to Bastian and rubbed her lips gently over his.

      “Rachel…?” Bastian said, his breath tickling her lips.

      She ignored him. This wasn’t a time for words, it was a time for action, and she was going to let her body do the talking for her. She knew they had no future together, but they had the next hour or so while Stephanie slept and she intended to make it the best hour of her life.

      She pressed her lips tighter against his and this time, he didn’t try to ask her any questions. He pushed his tongue into her mouth, moaning as it found hers. He reached out and pushed his hands into her hair as she shifted her position and straddled him on the couch. She didn’t waste any time. She began to unbutton Bastian’s shirt. Once it was open, she pushed it down his arms and over his hands. She ran her hands over his taut chest, relishing the feel of his muscles.

      Her pussy was soaking wet and she was desperate to feel Bastian inside of her, but she wanted to make this last. If it was the last time they could be together, she wanted to enjoy every second of it. She kept kissing Bastian while she moved her hands lower, unbuttoning his jeans. He moved his hands out of her hair, running them down her back and sides. He cupped her ass and then rested his hands on her hips as she unzipped his fly.

      She pulled her lips from Bastian’s and smiled down at him. Stepping back off the couch, she stood up, pushed his knees apart, and knelt down between them. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of Bastian’s jeans and tugged on them. He took the hint, lifting his ass from the couch long enough for Rachel to pull his jeans and boxer shorts down to his knees. He kicked his shoes off as he sat back down.

      Rachel pulled his jeans and boxer shorts the rest of the way off and took a second to peel off each of his socks. She looked at his hard cock and smiled as shivers of desire flooded through her. She moved closer to Bastian, pressing herself against the couch. She took his cock in her fist, holding it by the base, and then she kissed the tip of it. Bastian moaned and she poked her tongue out from between her lips, flicking it over the tip of his cock, tasting his saltiness.

      She parted her lips slightly, still running her tongue over the tip of Bastian’s erection. Putting her lips over it, she sucked the tip into her mouth. She opened her mouth, tucking her lips over her teeth, and then she moved her head down, running her lips over Bastian’s length. She began to bob her head, sucking and moving her lips, licking him with the tip of her tongue.

      Bastian moaned again, a sound so full of longing and desire that Rachel felt her core tighten. She kept sucking Bastian, loving the taste of him, the feel of him filling her mouth, her throat.

      She sucked him in deeper, wanting to have every inch of him in her mouth. His length hit her gag reflex and she swallowed hard, breathing through her nose until the feeling of choking passed. She kept working him, sucking and licking him until his moans were almost constant.

      She felt his hands move over her head, his fists tightening and grabbing two handfuls of her hair. He pulled gently, making her scalp sting. The stinging feeling spurred her on, telling her how turned on Bastian was. She sucked and sucked, bringing him right to the edge. His ragged breathing told her he was about to come and she finally let his cock slip from her mouth.

      She looked at it, shiny and delicious, and then she wiped her lips with the back of her hand. She looked up at Bastian. His face was contorted with frustration that she had left him hanging. She smiled and stood up. He reached for her and she danced away, standing just far enough away that he couldn’t reach her.

      She bent at the waist, grabbing the hem of her dress. She pulled it over her head and dropped it on the ground. She reached behind herself, unhooking her bra, watching Bastian as his eyes roamed over her body. She let her bra straps fall down her arms and her bra fall to the floor. Finally, she pushed her panties down and stepped out of them, and then she beckoned to Bastian.

      He jumped to his feet and pulled her into his arms with a lustful growl. His mouth found hers and she kissed him ferociously. As his tongue pushed between her lips, his fingers pushed between her other lips, finding her throbbing clit and making her gasp as pleasure flooded through her in waves of electrical pulses.

      She pressed her body against his, moving her hips and grinding her clit against his fingers. Her hands roamed over his back and his ass, caressing and grabbing. Bastian’s fingers continued to work their magic as he pulled his mouth from hers, kissing down her neck, making her skin shrivel into goosebumps as his lips brushed over it.

      He kissed down her chest and sucked one of her breasts into his mouth. He ran his tongue in circles around her nipple and the sensitive skin puckered and hardened under his tongue. Rachel moaned as the two sensations coming together overwhelmed her senses, sending her hurtling into a spiral of ecstasy. Bastian upped the pace of his fingers on her clit and as Rachel felt her climax exploding through her, he bit down on her nipple.

      She threw her head back, her mouth open, trying and failing to suck in air as her whole body came to life, tingling deliciously as pain and pleasure collided within her center. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she felt her knees buckling, but Bastian wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her against him, stopping her from falling.

      She blinked and regained her senses. She lifted her head as Bastian released her breast from his mouth and pressed it over hers once more. She gasped, breathing him in as his fingers worked her, drawing her orgasm out to lengths she had never known. She pulled her mouth from his, pressing her face into his neck as she whimpered in pleasure.

      He finally took his fingers from her as fireworks exploded in her stomach and her pussy went wild, clenching and contracting. She could feel her juices running from her, coating her thighs. She sucked in a juddering breath as her orgasm started to recede.

      Bastian gave Rachel no time to recover. He cupped her ass cheeks, lifting her. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist, feeling as though she was flying as he carried her across the room. He pressed her against the wall, slamming his cock inside of her and making her gasp once more as he filled her. She clung to him as he pounded into her, filling her up more and more with each thrust. She dug her nails into his shoulders as desire spiraled through her. Her bear began to stir, but she was so focused on the pleasure coasting through her body that she hardly noticed it. She swallowed it down more as an impulse reaction than as a result of any conscious thought.

      Bastian slammed into her again and again, and the friction of his thrusts rubbed over her swollen and tender clit, sending her wild as another orgasm tore through her body. She felt free, wild, and she gave herself over to Bastian completely as she went over the edge, trusting him to bring her back.

      For a moment, her vision went black, red spots dancing in front of her eyes. She blinked and Bastian’s face came back into focus, his eyes holding her gaze. As she looked deep into his eyes, feeling the pleasure exploding through her body, she knew she could never let him go again.

      She pushed the thought away, not wanting to think right now, only wanting to feel. Her pussy tightened around Bastian and he moaned, an animalistic sound that sent another pulse of pleasure bouncing through Rachel. She felt his cock twitch inside of her, his heat flooding her as he came with her; their moans became one.

      Finally, Rachel’s orgasm began to fade and she could breathe again. She panted for air, clinging to Bastian, her face against his shoulder. He slipped out of her and carried her back to the couch, sitting down and holding her in his lap.

      She kept her head on his shoulder, breathing in the musky, earthy scent of him. He kissed the top of her head, holding her to him. She could feel his chest rising and falling as he panted, his heart racing in his chest. She smiled to herself and closed her eyes, floating on a wave of sated contentment. She felt like she had come home.

      Bastian kissed her head again and snuggled her tightly against him.

      When her eyes started to slip closed, she didn’t fight it. Instead, she welcomed it, loving the feeling of drifting off into sleep in Bastian’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel awoke to the sound of Bastian’s quiet snores. She was still on his lap, her head on his chest, his arms loosely wrapped around her. She lifted her head and looked at him. His head was back against the couch, his mouth open, his face relaxed. Rachel smiled to herself, refusing to acknowledge the sadness deep within her at the thought of them not being able to be together after this. It would never work. She could never embrace the bear side of her the way Bastian could, and she could never join a bear pack. And she couldn’t ask Bastian to leave his pack behind for her, even if she thought he would be willing to do it.

      Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away quickly. If Bastian woke up now, he would want to know why she was crying, and she didn’t want to have this conversation with him. They both knew where they stood with this and talking about it would only make it more painful. Rachel just wanted to cherish this moment for as long as she could before Stephanie woke up.

      Rachel kissed along Bastian’s neck, moving her mouth up it until she reached his lips. She ran her lips lightly over his and his eyes fluttered open. He smiled at her, his face still cloudy with sleep. He kissed her and then ran a hand over his face.

      “Shit. Sorry. I must have fallen asleep,” he said.

      “Well, it was partly my fault for wearing you out,” Rachel laughed.

      Bastian gave a soft, breathy laugh and nodded his head.

      “You got that right. How long have I been asleep?”

      “Not long,” Rachel said.

      She leaned in and kissed Bastian again. She felt his cock harden beneath her and she moved herself, rubbing her slick pussy over his cock until he moaned. She straddled him again, pushing her tongue into his mouth and her hands into his hair. She needed to feel him inside of her again. She didn’t think she could ever not need him inside of her.

      She reached for his cock and pressed it against her opening. She lowered herself onto it, taking him all of the way in, impaling herself on his hardness. Bastian’s eyes flew open as she clenched herself around him. He smiled at her and put his hands on her hips, lifting her up and down on him, faster and harder. Her center responded, sending pleasure through Rachel’s body as she worked Bastian.

      She moved herself faster as she felt her climax coming on. Bastian took his hands from her hips, letting her set her own pace. He moved them up to her breasts, cupping them. Her hard nipples rubbed against his palms as she moved and she felt her climax explode through her. She felt the scream bubbling up inside of her as she was consumed by pleasure. She pressed her hand over her mouth, biting down on the fleshy pad beneath her thumb and muffling her scream, conscious of Stephanie upstairs asleep.

      Her pussy clenched as her orgasm hit its peak, bringing more waves of pleasure, making Rachel’s whole body tingle. She started to coast down, enjoying the warm, sated feeling as Bastian wrapped his arms around her and held her to him as his own climax hit him.

      She felt him explode inside of her and then he slipped out of her as she found his lips with hers. They kissed, a loving, tender kiss that set Rachel’s soul on fire in a different way. It only reminded her they could never be together in the way she would have liked them to be, as a family, and she pushed herself up from Bastian. She forced herself to smile at him as she picked her panties up and stepped into them.

      “Stephanie will be awake soon,” she said to explain her sudden need to get dressed.

      Bastian seemed to accept her explanation and as she pulled her bra back on, he got up and began to get dressed too. When they were both fully clothed again, Rachel sat down on the couch. Already she wanted Bastian again, but she told herself she had to control herself around him. If he was going to be in Stephanie’s life, that meant she had to learn to be around him and not let her desire overwhelm her senses. She didn’t know how many more times she could do this and still let Bastian go afterwards, but she suspected it wouldn’t be many.

      She tried to think of something to say, but all she could think of was how she felt inside and that was a topic she wanted to stay well away from. The last thing she wanted, though, was for things to become awkward between her and Bastian, and she could already feel the tension building in the air. She was relieved when she heard Stephanie stirring through the baby monitor.

      “Duty calls,” she grinned, getting to her feet. “It sounds like someone is a little bit hungry.”

      “And we’re the ones that burned all of that energy,” Bastian smiled.

      Rachel smiled back at him and the tension left the air. Rachel went upstairs and got Stephanie out of her crib.

      “Are you ready for lunch?” she asked her as she carried her down the stairs.

      Stephanie beamed and nodded her head. Rachel went back into the living room and set Stephanie down. She smiled when Stephanie made a beeline for Bastian, who seemed equally pleased about it. On a whim, Rachel decided to ask him to stay for lunch.

      “I’d love to,” Bastian smiled. “But then I really should go. I have some business to take care of.”

      “Is it what I think it is?” Rachel asked.

      Bastian nodded.

      “And I can’t talk you out of it?” she asked.

      “No. This has gone on for too long already,” Bastian said. He smiled. “But I’ll be back later on tonight and I’d love to come over again tomorrow. Maybe we can take Stephanie to that park?”

      “That sounds good,” Rachel said.

      She went into the kitchen, leaving Bastian and Stephanie sitting on the floor, playing with some of Stephanie’s toys. She made some sandwiches and came back into the living room. She gave Stephanie hers and then Bastian came to sit on the couch beside her while they ate theirs.

      “Listen, Bastian,” Rachel said. “I know things between us are hardly traditional, and I can make my peace with that. But I was serious earlier. I don’t want Stephanie to get attached to you if you’re not planning on sticking around.”

      Bastian tried to interrupt her, but Rachel went on.

      “I know right now you think this is what you want, and I really hope it is. But I need you to be certain. So don’t answer me now. Take the night to think about it. I can never be a part of your pack and if that means that you can’t be certain that you want to be a part of Stephanie’s life forever, then don’t come tomorrow. If you don’t come, I won’t judge you and I will understand. How’s that?”

      “It’s a deal,” Bastian said. He paused for a moment and then he looked into Rachel’s eyes. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      The last thing Bastian had wanted to do after they had all eaten their lunch together was leave Rachel’s place, especially after what she had said about needing to know he was sure about this. He knew that if he had let go of the idea of going after Lewis, not only would he have proven to Rachel how important Stephanie was to him, it also would have shown Rachel that although she was right about them coming from different worlds, he could let go of his bear side and be with her too. He wanted that more than anything, but he had a duty, not just to Rachel and Stephanie, but to his pack too.

      He was still willing to walk away from the pack if that was what it took to be with Rachel, but he couldn’t do that without tying up this loose end first. And he didn’t think he could ever be entirely happy with his family if he didn’t seek out Lewis and teach him a lesson for hurting Rachel. It would always be a black cloud hanging over his head and he couldn’t live his whole life that way. Eternity was far too long to have something eating away at you.

      As he drove through Houston, he wondered if all of this was just a dream. Even though he had decided he would walk away from the pack if it came to it to be a family with Rachel and Stephanie, he didn’t even know if that was really what she wanted. Sure, they had a connection neither of them could deny, and Rachel was willing to let him be a father to his daughter, but did she want to be with him for all of eternity? Because if they did this, it would be an all-or-nothing decision. The only thing worse than never being with Rachel would be to have her be his for so long and then lose her. If they were going to do this, he needed to know that Rachel was sure, that she felt the connection between them as strongly as he did. He needed to know that she saw herself as his mate for life.

      He knew they would have to have a long talk about this once he got back to Dallas. He had debated talking to her about it today, but he was afraid to bring it up in case she told him she didn’t want him. He was still afraid of that being the outcome of their conversation, but he knew he had to find out one way or the other and soon, before the not knowing drove him crazy.

      He just had to hope that him going back there tomorrow like he had promised her would be enough to show Rachel that he really was serious, not just about being a good father, but about being a good mate too. And then he had to hope that she felt the same way he did. It was a lot to hope for and Bastian tried not to let himself get his hopes up, but it was hard not to after the sex he and Rachel had just had. He knew she wanted him, he just didn’t know how much.

      As Bastian turned off the main road and down the dirt road that led to the Bellevue Hotel, the disused building that Lewis used as his base, he told himself that until this thing with Lewis was over, he needed to put Rachel out of his mind. He needed to concentrate only on what came next for now. Lewis was a lot older than he was, meaning he was a lot stronger, and he was cunning too. Bastian knew he would have to play this just right if he stood any chance of taking Lewis down, and to do that, he couldn’t afford to be distracted by thoughts of Rachel.

      He pulled the car up outside of the hotel and got out. He walked up to the door of the hotel and tried it. It was locked, like he had known it would be. It didn’t much matter. His plan wasn’t to sneak in and try to take Lewis by surprise. He knew Lewis would have security cameras around the place and Bastian was clever enough to have a real plan. He knocked on the door and waited.

      After a few minutes, the door swung open and Lewis stood on the step, peering out at him. He frowned when he saw Bastian. Bastian smiled at Lewis.

      “I take it you know who I am?” he said.

      Lewis shook his head. “Nope,” he said.

      “My name is Bastian. I am the alpha bear of District 212,” he said.

      Lewis’ eyes widened slightly and then he smiled and stood aside, gesturing for Bastian to enter. Bastian nodded to him and stepped into the hallway. When he had found out what his father was doing and his father’s old beta had come to him and told him about the girl Lewis had for his father, he had also told Bastian that his father had never dealt directly with Lewis. It had only ever been through him. Bastian had hoped that this was true, because if it was, it would make this much easier. Lewis would assume he was an old returning customer and he would let his guard down much quicker. It seemed now that the old beta had spoken the truth.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Lewis asked as he closed the door.

      Bastian turned to face him.

      “I thought it was time we met face to face,” Bastian said. “As I have a new proposal for you.”

      “I’m listening,” Lewis said.

      “I’ve decided it’s time to take a mate,” Bastian said. “You have always served me well in the past, and if you’re open to it, I would like to discuss the terms of you being the one to find me my mate.”

      “Of course. It would be an honor,” Lewis smiled.

      He stepped toward Bastian and Bastian tensed up, but Lewis made no move except to pass him in the hallway.

      “Come this way,” Lewis said. “I have a photo album in the ballroom with some possibilities you might be interested in.”

      “Possibilities?” Bastian asked, following Lewis along the hallway. “You mean girls you’ve already turned into bears?”

      “No, no,” Lewis said. “These are girls I have sourced with the Sanmere protein in their blood. I have yet to acquire them, so the pleasure of turning them would be yours and yours alone. Unless, of course, you would rather I do the honors?”

      Bastian’s stomach turned at the casual way Lewis spoke about the girls, but he bit his tongue. He had to wait for the right moment, make sure he caught Lewis completely off guard when he turned and took him down.

      “I would do that part myself,” he said.

      “I thought as much. It’s very different taking a mate with our old arrangement, wouldn’t you agree?” Lewis said.

      “Oh, it’s worlds apart,” Bastian agreed.

      Lewis paused at the end of the hallway and reached out for the handle of a closed door. He turned to Bastian and smiled.

      “Now, Bastian, I must warn you not to set your sights on either of the girls already in here. Their buyers are already arranged. They really are beauties, though, and a good example of the caliber of mate you can expect from me,” Lewis said with a smile.

      Bastian felt his stomach turn over again. Lewis had girls in there? He told himself to stay cool. That didn’t matter. Once he had taken Lewis out, he could free the girls. If they had buyers arranged, that meant they likely hadn’t been turned yet. They could go back to living their normal lives and if they went to the police and somehow got the police to believe them and come out here, they’d find no evidence of Bastian ever having been here.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said.

      Lewis nodded and opened the door to the ballroom. He stepped inside and Bastian followed him. The room was large and bare except for four large cages made up entirely of metal bars. In two of the cages, Bastian saw women. One cowered away as they came into the room, but the other one ran to the bars and started screaming obscenities at them.

      “Now, now, Sophia,” Lewis said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “Is that any way to greet a guest? Luckily for you, our guest isn’t here for you, because hearing that foul mouth, I think he would likely feel the need to punish you if he was. We’re really going to have to work on that mouth of yours before your buyer gets here, aren’t we?”

      Lewis turned to Bastian, ignoring Sophia, who continued to yell. He rolled his eyes.

      “Honestly, some of these girls are barely civilized when they come to me. Don’t worry, though. By the time you take your mate, I’ll have made sure she knows how to behave,” he said.

      Bastian flashed him what he hoped looked like a normal smile. He didn’t trust himself to speak at that moment in case he told Lewis what he really thought of him. Lewis turned away from him and the smile fell away from Bastian’s face as he followed Lewis across the empty room to a small desk he hadn’t noticed before.

      “The album is right here,” Lewis said.

      He bent down to reach into the bottom drawer, and Bastian knew this was his chance. He stepped closer to Lewis and brought on the shift. He felt fur exploding through his skin, his bones lengthening and changing, and within seconds, he was in his bear form. He roared and threw himself at Lewis. Lewis glanced back over his shoulder as Bastian roared, his eyes widening in fear. Bastian hadn’t given him a chance to shift himself, and when Bastian collided with Lewis, he was in his human form and fell to the floor easily. Bastian roared again, pinning Lewis to the ground with his front paws on Lewis’ shoulders.

      He leaned down, his sharp teeth ready to tear Lewis’ throat out. The girls in the cages were screaming but Bastian barely heard them, focusing only on Lewis. He leaned closer, moving slowly, enjoying Lewis’ fear. He wanted him to feel that fear, really feel it, so that he knew how the girls he had taken over the years had felt when they found themselves in cages and being sold off to the highest bidder.

      Bastian’s teeth were almost on Lewis’ throat when he heard a loud bang behind him.

      “What the fucking hell is going on here?” a voice shouted.

      Bastian glanced over his shoulder and narrowed his eyes, roaring at the two men who had come into the ballroom unnoticed. Lewis took the chance he had been given, punching up into Bastian’s throat.

      “Get this fucking bear off me!” he yelled. “I’m the only one who knows where the cage keys are kept, so if you want the girls you’ve paid for, you’ll help me.”

      Bastian turned back to Lewis, howling at the pain in his throat but not letting it stop him. He brought his mouth down again, but before he could tear out Lewis’ throat, a roar came from his side, and then a warm body collided with him, throwing him off Lewis and sending him sprawling across the floor.

      He sprang up and found himself face to face with two lions and Lewis, now in his bear form. He knew this wasn’t going to end well for him, but he was determined to take Lewis out before the lions could get to him. He roared and threw himself into the air, springing toward Lewis. The lions sprang up at the same time he did, and the three of them crashed into each other in midair. Bastian felt claws raking into him, teeth biting down on his flesh. He roared in pain and anger, trying to shake the lions loose from him.

      He saw Lewis turn back into a man and run for the desk. He opened the top drawer and grabbed something and then he whirled to face them.

      “Drop him!” Lewis yelled.

      The two lions backed away from Bastian and he started toward Lewis again. Too late, he saw what Lewis held in his hands. A gun. He heard the loud bang as Lewis fired, and a second later, white-hot agony filled him as the bullet slammed into his skull. Everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Bastian woke up and rubbed a hand over his aching head. What the fuck did I drink last night? he thought to himself. He jumped to his feet, ignoring the headache as the events rushed back to him. He hadn’t been drinking. He had come looking for Lewis. He’d almost had him too, but then two lions had shown up and held him back until Lewis was able to shoot him. At least it wasn’t a silver or Ure bullet, Bastian thought to himself. If it had been, I would be dead by now.

      His momentary victory turned to horror when he saw his predicament. He was locked in one of the cages in Lewis’ ballroom. He ran to the bars and reached out and shook them, but they held fast. Bastian knew that even in his bear form, he wouldn’t be able to break through the bars. They were solid metal, made to hold shifters.

      He looked around, looking for the two girls in the other cages, but the other three cages stood empty now. He patted his pockets, but he soon found that his cell phone was gone. He was trapped here, alone and completely at Lewis’ mercy.

      As though the thought had summoned him (although Bastian thought it was way more likely that Lewis had seen that he was awake on some sort of CCTV system), the ballroom door opened and Lewis marched in. He smiled at Bastian as though he was greeting an old friend.

      “Let me out of here right now,” Bastian demanded.

      “I think we both know that’s not going to happen,” Lewis smiled nastily.

      “So what? You’re just going to keep me here forever?” Bastian said.

      “Of course not,” Lewis said. “What use would that be to me?”

      Bastian wasn’t naïve enough to think that actually meant Lewis was going to let him go and he narrowed his eyes at Lewis.

      “Right. So what’s the plan?” he asked.

      “Oh, I’m going to kill you. I’m sorry. I thought that was obvious,” Lewis said.

      “I suppose it was,” Bastian shrugged. “So what’s this, then? You just want to torment me for a bit first?”

      “No,” Lewis said. “Believe it or not, I’m not into torturing people. This is a business, Bastian, nothing more, nothing less. Obviously I’m not going to let you ruin that, but please don’t think I take any pleasure from tormenting anyone, human or shifter. You’re being kept here simply because I didn’t have any silver bullets on hand. Don’t worry. I have some ordered and as soon as they arrive, I’ll put you out of your misery. In the meantime, I’ll treat you with dignity and respect, assuming you extend me the same courtesy. Can I get you anything?”

      Bastian was both thirsty and hungry, but he wasn’t about to give Lewis the satisfaction of telling him that, so he simply shook his head.

      “As you wish,” Lewis shrugged. “I expect you know you’re on camera.” He pointed up into the corner where Bastian thought he could just make out a tiny hole in the wall where a camera watched him. “If you change your mind, wave at the camera and I’ll come back.”

      He turned and headed for the door. Bastian didn’t want to ask Lewis for anything, but there was one thing he needed to know, and he swallowed his pride.

      “Wait,” he called.

      Lewis turned back.

      “What time is it?” Bastian asked.

      Lewis checked his watch.

      “Ten fifteen p.m.” He started to walk away again and then he glanced back at Bastian. “Oh. On Sunday. You were out for quite some time.”

      He left the room and closed the door. Bastian sank to his knees, his hope leaving him in a rush. Even if he found some way out of here, which was looking less and less likely by the minute, he was too late. Rachel would think he had decided he didn’t want to be a part of her life, or of Stephanie’s life. And if he got to her now, she would never forgive him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel stepped out of the shower and dried herself off with a towel. She went to her bedroom and got into the clothes she had picked out for work last night. She dried her hair and applied her make-up, telling herself the whole time not to let herself think. She went down the stairs on autopilot, ready to make some breakfast for herself before getting Stephanie up and making her breakfast.

      She poured cereal into a bowl and added almond milk. She sat down at the kitchen table with the bowl in front of her, and she realized that she didn’t have a spoon. She shrugged. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to eat the cereal anyway. It was Monday now, and the last she had seen of Bastian had been on Saturday at lunchtime. She had told him not to come on the Sunday if he wasn’t serious about being in Stephanie’s life, and she had meant it, but the way he had been talking, the way he didn’t hesitate before he told her he would be here, she hadn’t thought for a second he wouldn’t show up.

      She had spent all of yesterday hanging around, waiting for Bastian to show up. She hadn’t given him a time, and it was well after two p.m. before she started to seriously think he wasn’t going to show. Even then, she had given him the benefit of the doubt, thinking that maybe there had been some sort of misunderstanding. She had remembered Bastian suggesting they take Stephanie to the park, and she had allowed herself a moment of hope where she told herself that maybe they just had their wires crossed. Maybe she thought Bastian was coming to the house, and Bastian thought they were meeting in the park. She hadn’t let the voice into her head, the one that tried to tell her that if that was the case, they definitely would have arranged a time. She had tried to call Bastian, but his cell phone was switched off, and that was when she knew for sure he wasn’t coming.

      She had refused to allow herself to be upset, but last night when she had lain in bed, she had cried herself to sleep, no longer strong enough to stop the tears from coming. She’d told herself then that she would allow herself that moment of weakness, and then that was it. No more crying over Bastian. No more time wasted even thinking about him. It had been easy to tell herself that, but doing it was proving to be much harder than Rachel had thought it would be.

      She sat at the kitchen table, staring into space, thinking of nothing but Bastian. Of the way he had held her. Of the way he had implied there could be a future for them. She had been the one to shut it down. Maybe that was it. Maybe he couldn’t bear to be there for Stephanie, to be around her if he couldn’t be with her. But that made no sense. Bastian didn’t give Rachel the impression he was someone who just gave up on something he wanted. He seemed like the sort of man who would fight for what he wanted. And she hadn’t imagined the love she saw in his eyes when he looked at Stephanie. There was no way he would walk away from her.

      The more Rachel thought about it, the more sure she was that Bastian would have come here yesterday if he could have. Something had to have happened to him. She shook her head, telling herself she was clutching at straws, just looking for ways to let Bastian off the hook. But she didn’t believe it. Not anymore. Now that she had let herself explore the possibility that something has stopped Bastian from getting to her, her mind went to where he had said he was going. To take Lewis down. What if Lewis had overpowered him? What if Lewis had killed him?

      She wouldn’t let her mind go there. It was too painful. She blinked, coming out of her daze. She knew what she had to do. She was afraid, but she had to know one way or the other. She had to let her bear out, trust her animal instincts. If Bastian was dead, her bear would know it. And if he was in danger, it would sense that too. She was confident her connection with Bastian was strong enough for that. She was just afraid to let her bear in.

      She told herself Bastian was worth it, and slowly, she let herself relax. Rachel closed her eyes and took a deep breath and waited for the familiar stirring of her bear. Normally, she shut it down the second she felt it, but now, she let it come out further. As she did, she was filled with a sense of power, a sense of freedom like nothing she had ever known. But with it came something else. A certainty that Bastian was in danger. The bear side of her was restless, filled with adrenaline, telling her she needed to act. She held onto that feeling for another moment and then she swallowed hard, pushing her bear back down.

      She got to her feet and went and got her cell phone. She called Doctor Monroe and apologized for the short notice, but explained that something had come up—a family emergency—and she needed a few days off. Doctor Monroe told her to take all of the time she needed and Rachel knew then that the doctor had heard the desperation in her voice. She thanked her and ended the call, and then she called Lena and asked her if she could stay here for a few days and have Stephanie overnight. Lena agreed and said she would be there shortly.

      Rachel felt better now that she had a plan in place. She went and got Stephanie up and gave her breakfast. She bathed her and got her dressed and then she sat down to wait for Lena to arrive. Once Lena was there, Rachel repeated her story about a family emergency and then she went outside, got in her car, and headed for Houston and the Bellevue Hotel, a place she had vowed never to set foot in again.
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      As Rachel had driven across the state, she had felt her sense of strength fading away, replaced by a fear that got stronger the closer she got to the Bellevue Hotel. She began to doubt herself, asking herself what she could do about this. How could she hope to overpower Lewis if even Bastian couldn’t? But she also felt her connection to Bastian growing as she got closer to the hotel, and she knew her instincts had been right. Bastian was alive. He was in the hotel somewhere and he was in danger. She had no real plan, no idea what she was going to do, but she knew all the same she wasn’t backing out of this.

      When she reached the end of the dirt road, she parked her car and got out. She wasn’t going to make this too easy for Lewis by arriving in her car and letting him know she was here. She walked through the trees that lined the road, staying hidden but following the path so she didn’t end up lost. She came to the end of the path and she peered out through the trees, looking at the building where her whole nightmare had started. She felt fear flood her as the memories of Lewis grabbing her, scratching her, and biting her replayed in her mind. Her heart raced and her head spun dizzily for a moment. She reached out and pressed her palm against a tree trunk, taking deep breaths.

      Rachel pushed the images away, reminding herself that while this whole thing started out in a nightmare, it ended with her finding Bastian, having Stephanie, and then Bastian finding her again. Thinking of Bastian and Stephanie calmed her down a little bit and she decided to focus on the good rather than the bad.

      Rachel couldn’t work out why Lewis would be keeping Bastian in the hotel, but the second she had set her eyes on it, her bear had stirred, and although she didn’t let it come out, she knew what that meant. Bastian was indeed in there. Her bear sensed his bear was close. It didn’t matter why Lewis was keeping Bastian a prisoner. It only mattered that she found a way to set him free.

      She suspected he would be in the ballroom, in one of the cages like the one she had been kept in. She knew she only had to open the front door and walk down the short hallway to get to the room, but she hesitated. Lewis surely would have some sort of security system focused on the front door. He wasn’t going to just sit back and let anyone wander into the hotel and find his cages. She began to move again, staying in the trees, following the perimeter of the hotel grounds until she came to the back of the building. She peered out, squinting at the building. There was another door around here, and Rachel just had to hope this one wasn’t guarded in any way.

      Rachel darted out of the trees before she could talk herself out of it. She ran to the gate, opened it, and slipped into the hotel grounds. She ran toward the door and pulled it. It was locked. Of course it was. Why hadn’t she considered that? What now? Think, Rachel, think.

      She knew now she had two choices. She could break the window in this door and unlock it through the broken glass. Or she could take her chances with the front door. She decided breaking the window was safer. It would make a noise, but the Bellevue Hotel was huge and the chances of Lewis being somewhere he could hear the breaking glass had to be pretty slim. Rachel raised her elbow and smashed it into the glass pane. She winced at the sound of breaking glass and she ducked down and held her breath, listening for any running footsteps. None came and Rachel stood back up and put her hand through the broken glass, being careful not to cut herself on the wicked-looking shards that stood up from the edges of the window. She felt for the bolt and slid it back and when she pushed on the door again, it opened silently. Rachel cheered in her mind and then she stepped into the hotel.

      She thought the back door was pretty much opposite the front door and she made her way across what she realized was a huge kitchen and slipped out into a hallway. If she was right, then the door at the end of it would be the room with the cages. She had no other plan and so she crept forward, moving as fast as she could while not making any noise. She reached the door and hesitated for a moment. What if Lewis was in there?

      But what if he isn’t? she asked herself. This is your chance, Rachel. Don’t blow it.

      She reached out and pushed the door open. She had been right about the placement of the door. She was in the ballroom, entering by the door Lewis had used when she was a prisoner here. She looked around and instantly saw Bastian in one of the cages. Her heart leapt when she saw him. He turned as she moved closer, trying to keep her movements slow and quiet.

      “Rachel?” Bastian gasped. “What the hell…?”

      “No time,” Rachel interrupted him. “Where are the keys?”

      “I don’t know. In one of the desk drawers, I think, but it’s not safe for you to be here. The room is being watched on camera. Lewis will be here any second,” Bastian said. “You have to get out of here, Rachel.”

      Rachel ignored his pleas for her to leave as she moved across the room. She ran now. If the room was on camera, there was no point in trying to be quiet. She reached the desk and as she reached out for the drawer handle, she heard the ballroom door opening. She straightened up and spun around as Lewis came in. He smiled and shook his head.

      “Well, there’s a face I never expected to see again,” he said. “Let me guess. You’ve spent all of these years looking for the man who ordered you to be turned and then when you did, you convinced him to help you, and now he’s told you where I keep the gun? Am I right?”

      “Not even close,” Bastian laughed.

      Lewis looked in Bastian’s direction and Rachel realized that had been his intention. She wrenched the desk drawer open, going for the gun. The drawer was empty. She reached for the next one. Lewis laughed behind her.

      “Looking for this?” Lewis taunted her.

      She turned as Bastian yelled for her to hit the deck. She threw herself to the ground as the gun in Lewis’ hand went off. The bullet missed her, but she heard Lewis recocking the gun. He fired again, but this time, the sound was different. It was more of a clack than a bang.

      “Dammit,” Lewis cursed.

      Rachel pushed herself to her feet as Lewis started to reload his gun. She knew what she had to do. The thing she had been the most afraid of. She let her bear right in and she made no attempt to swallow it down.

      She screamed in pain as she felt her skin splitting and fur bursting through it. Her clothes ripped and fell away from her as she got bigger. Her arms and legs began to bend and snap and she felt her face elongating. She screamed again, sure this had been a mistake.

      “The pain will be over in a second, let it come!” Bastian screamed.

      Rachel did as he said, letting the pain overtake her senses. Bastian was right. The pain was gone in seconds. Rachel glanced down at her new body—the furry body of a bear. She saw her razor-sharp claws.

      She roared, a sound filled with power and fury, and she no longer let her human side hold her bear back at all. She sprang at Lewis. He dropped the gun and started to turn himself, but he was too late. Rachel slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. She swiped her claws across his face and chest, digging deep cuts into him. Lewis screamed and Rachel let herself hear it, let her human side take control again. She slammed a large paw down into Lewis’ face, knocking him unconscious, and then she backed away from him, turning back into a woman.

      She panted for breath and then she smiled. She had stayed in control. She hadn’t let herself kill Lewis, as much as she had wanted to. She turned to face Bastian and smiled at him.

      “I did it, Bastian. I turned into a bear and kept my humanity,” she said. “I wanted to kill him but I didn’t. And what I did do—well, he deserved that.”

      Bastian beamed back at her.

      “I’m so proud of you, Rachel,” he said. “Now, get the key and let me out of here before he heals and comes after you again.”

      Rachel sprang into action. She knew she had taken Lewis by surprise and been lucky. If he recovered and she had to face him again, she didn’t think she would be so lucky again. She ran to the desk and opened the second drawer. She found a bunch of keys and ran to Bastian’s cage. The third key she tried opened the cage. Bastian stepped out and pulled her into his arms. She was conscious of the fact that she was naked and he wasn’t, but more than anything, she just wanted to be held by him. He kissed the top of her head and then he released her. He pulled his t-shirt off and gave it to her.

      “Put that on,” he said. “Go and wait outside in the car while I deal with Lewis.”

      “What are you going to do to him?” she asked.

      “I’m going to throw him into this cage. And I’m tempted to leave him here to rot for all that he’s done. But I won’t. I’ll follow your example and be humane. I’ll have a couple of pack members come up here and run him out of my district. And I’ll have someone keep an eye on him, make sure he doesn’t go back to his old ways. Go on, now. Go and wait in the car.”

      Rachel turned and ran from the room. She glanced back at the door and saw Bastian dragging Lewis across the ground by his ankles. She made her way out of the hotel and got into the car parked out front, the one she assumed was Bastian’s rental car.

      She sat in the car and thought about how she had felt in her bear form. Strong. Powerful. More dangerous than she’d ever been. But through it all, she had still been in control of herself. She finally saw for herself what Bastian had tried to explain to her. Her bear was a part of her, and that meant she could choose to use the power it gave her for good or for evil. As long as she chose to stay herself, she would do the right thing. She thought that maybe now, she was ready to embrace who she really was instead of running from it and keeping a part of herself hidden away.

      And she thought she knew the perfect place to do it. By Bastian’s side, as part of a family, and maybe even as part of a pack.
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      Bastian made fast work of locking Lewis in the cage. Once he was secure, Bastian moved to the desk and put the keys in the top drawer. Spotting his cell phone in the drawer, he pulled it out and switched it on. He waited for it to power up. He really wanted to kill Lewis for what he had done, but he had told Rachel he wouldn’t do that and he didn’t want to ever lie to her. Instead, he called Oscar and told him where to find Lewis and the keys to the cage. He instructed him to exile him from the state and have someone keep an eye on him.

      Oscar came up with an even better plan. He told Bastian of a witch he knew who owed him a favor. She could make a potion that would suppress Lewis’ bear side and make him human again. No human would dare to attempt to continue a career as a Matchmaker and Bastian agreed it was a fitting punishment. Lewis would live a miserable human life knowing what he had done, and then eventually, he would die of natural causes. It was perfect. Bastian authorized the move and then he left the Bellevue Hotel and went to his car.

      His heart skipped a beat when he saw Rachel sitting there in his t-shirt. She looked so fragile and yet he knew how powerful she was. He got into the car and pulled her to him, kissing her full on the mouth.

      “I really thought I was dead back there. How did you find me?” he said after the kiss.

      He started the engine and began to drive down the dirt road as Rachel replied.

      “At first, I thought you’d taken me up on my offer to walk away and never come back,” Rachel admitted.

      “Never,” Bastian winced.

      “When I really thought about it, though, I knew that didn’t feel right. I let my bear instincts come out and they told me you were in danger. I knew I had to act,” she said.

      “You could have been killed, Rachel. You should have gone to Brady,” Bastian said.

      “Okay, let’s get one thing straight,” Rachel said. She smiled but Bastian knew she was serious. “If there’s any chance of this thing between us working out, then you’re going to have to accept that I’m not a damsel in distress.”

      “I wouldn’t dare even suggest such a thing,” Bastian grinned. His smile faded. “Seriously, Rachel, you were magnificent in there. How did it feel to embrace your bear side?”

      “Stop!” Rachel shouted, startling Bastian.

      He hit the brakes and frowned at her.

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      She shook her head.

      “I know. But I can’t just leave my car here,” she said, nodding to her car.

      Bastian felt relief flood him when he realized she only wanted him to stop because her car was here.

      “We’ll take your car and I’ll have the rental company collect this one from here,” he said.

      They moved to Rachel’s car and got in. She started the engine, but she left the car idling and looked at Bastian.

      “It felt good,” she said. “Embracing my bear side. I think I might like to do it more often. So I was thinking… is there maybe space for two more in your pack?”

      Bastian didn’t reply with words. Instead, he pulled Rachel toward him and kissed her hard on the mouth. When they broke apart, they were both breathless. They looked at each other for a moment and then Rachel smiled.

      “I take it that’s a yes, then?” she said.

      “It’s a hell yes,” Bastian said. “You won’t regret this, Rachel.”

      She smiled and started to take the hand break off. Bastian put his hand over hers, stopping her for a moment. Rachel looked up at him questioningly.

      “Even if you say no to this, you’re welcome to join the pack,” he said. “But Rachel, I would love it if you joined the pack as my mate. I love you and I want us to spend eternity together.”

      “I love you too,” Rachel said, tears shining in her eyes. “And my answer is yes. I would love to be your mate for life. Forever.”

      They kissed again, a deep, loving kiss that made Bastian feel as though his heart was finally whole. They pulled apart and Rachel finally put the car in gear, starting the long drive home. After a few minutes, Bastian spoke up.

      “Rachel, what you said about embracing your bear, was that true or did you just say it so we could be together?” Bastian asked.

      “It’s true,” Rachel said. She gave him a flirty smile. “But I’ll admit, you’re a nice bonus.”

      Bastian laughed and shook his head.

      “I’m serious, Rachel. Because if you don’t want to join the pack, then you don’t have to. Ending Lewis was my last gift to my pack before I left them. For you.”

      “You were really willing to do that for me?” Rachel asked, sounding shocked.

      “I’d do anything for you,” Bastian smiled.

      “Then promise me that once we get settled in together, you’ll take me out into the middle of nowhere and turn with me and we’ll just run and run for hours,” Rachel said.

      “Done,” Bastian said with a smile.
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      Rachel knocked on the door of Bastian’s home office.

      “Come in,” he called.

      She opened the door and smiled at him.

      “Hey,” he said. “What are you doing home from work so early?”

      “I asked for a half-day so we could celebrate,” she said.

      “Celebrate what?” Bastian asked, confused about what he was missing.

      Had he forgotten their anniversary? Rachel’s birthday? He knew he hadn’t.

      “This,” Rachel smiled.

      She pulled her hand out from behind her back and showed Bastian a positive pregnancy test. He jumped up from his seat, laughing with joy. He pulled Rachel into his arms and kissed her full on the mouth.

      “This is the best news ever,” he said, when he pulled his mouth from hers.

      “I know,” she laughed. “Three is about to become four.”

      Bastian grinned and then he picked Rachel up and sat her on the edge of his desk. He kissed her again, his hands roaming over her body. Rachel felt desire and complete and utter joy fill her all at once, and she knew she had made the right choice embracing her bear, joining the pack, and mating with Bastian. She had no idea what the future might hold for them, but she was excited to find out with her soulmate by her side.
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        Thank you for reading my book. Readers like you make an author’s world shine. If you’ve enjoyed this book, or any other books by Lola Gabriel or another author, please don’t hesitate to review them on Amazon or Goodreads.
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