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        STORY DESCRIPTION

      

      

      

      Tanner Holt is a bear shifter who neither wants nor needs a wife. For the wealthy rancher, his daughter Chloe, foreman Josiah, and ranch hands are all the family he needs.

      

      Chloe Holt loves her dad, but she needs a mom. So, armed with her dad’s credit card, the ten-year-old finds them the perfect wife and mother. 

      She prays that the pretty lady with the kind eyes will give them a chance… and that her dad doesn’t ground her for life when he finds out! 

      

      Heather Ayer is down on her luck and has just done the craziest thing. She applied to a mail order bride agency. Marrying a man she’s never met is crazy. Then again, maybe it’s the fresh start she needs.
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      The building was a brownstone affair; it looked perfectly innocuous from the outside, sitting within the tree-lined street, amidst rows of other replica houses.  Heather double-checked the GPS on her mobile, not daring to walk up the stairs to the entrance just yet. The destination was confirmed to be correct, and eyeing the building again she spotted a small silver plaque by the buzzer, indicating that the building wasn’t residential.

      Heather couldn’t quite believe that she was actually here. Lately, she’d felt like she was having an out-of-body experience and that surely she was living someone else’s life and not her own. Up until a month ago, she had been engaged to her boyfriend of three years, living in a beautiful apartment on the Upper East Side, hosting dinner parties, and attending charity functions. She’d never stopped to think that her existence as it was might be transient, that the life she had planned for herself could at any moment veer wildly off-course.

      Despite the beautiful New York spring day, Heather felt like she was walking around beneath her own black cloud. The stairs up to the brownstone would lead her into the offices of a mail order bride service—the last place on earth Heather would of have imagined herself being just a short month ago.

      Taking a deep breath and summoning what little courage she had left, she slowly made her way up to the entrance, ready to meet her future.

      

      Sitting in the well-lit office of an immaculately dressed Mrs. Atkinson, Heather cowered beneath the woman’s searching inspection. She was no doubt taking in Heather’s expensive attire, but also her haphazard appearance and the dark shadows that rested beneath her eyes.

      “And you are how old, Ms. Ayer?” She asked, pen and clipboard out as she filled Heather’s details into a thick form.

      “Call me Heather, please. I’m twenty-nine.” Heather smiled at the woman and tried to look accommodating and warm. Mrs. Atkinson returned the smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “And what is it that you do, Heather?” The woman looked up from her clipboard expectantly. A silence filled the room. Heather hadn’t been gainfully employed for years. Since becoming Bertram’s girlfriend, she had dedicated her waking hours to accommodate his business, his weekend schedules, and his country club meetings and events. She had cooked, cleaned, and ferried clothes back and forth to the dry cleaners. Under the scrutiny of Atkinson’s glare, she felt embarrassed, but at the time she’d found her role fulfilling—happy in the knowledge that she was making his life easier and contributing in the small way that she could to his success.

      “Well,” Heather hesitated, drawing out the silence, “I am starting my own baking company. It’s in the initial stages, still ironing out the business plan… but Bergdorf Goodman and Bloomingdale’s have shown great interest. We’re just finalizing the details.”

      Mrs. Atkinson finally looked impressed, but Heather wanted the ground to swallow her whole. It had all been a complete fabrication. Worse, a dream. A dream that she had floated past Bertram, who had subsequently told her, in no uncertain terms, that no fiancée of his would work as a baker.

      “Well, that sounds lovely. We do like the women on our books to have passions and joy de vivre. What is it exactly that you’re looking for?”

      The question elicited another long pause. What did she want? She really just wanted someone to love her as she was without constantly belittling her or prodding her to change, to become someone else—a sleeker, more finessed version of Heather. It was doubtful that she would find her perfect match through a mail order bride service, but she would happily settle for companionship, she decided. If she wanted passion and romance, she’d read a book.

      “I’d really just like a kind man. I don’t care what he does for a living or where he lives. I also…” she paused and took another breath. This was important. “Well, the truth is, I can’t bear children.” Trying to speak the words without breaking down was still hard. But it was a fact, and one that Heather had lived with for a while now. The crashing waves of grief that had hit her when she first found out were slowly being reduced to small, daily sorrows that were now a part of her.

      “So,” Heather continued, “it would be nice if the man in question had a child—it doesn’t matter how old, or how many. I love children, and it would be nice to be around them.”

      Mrs. Atkinson scribbled rapidly on the notepad as she shot Heather a faux smile of sympathy. Heather tried to return it, but she knew from experience that women who had children, or didn’t want children, never understood the pain of being barren. There were suggestions about IVF treatments and stories about friends and relatives who did this or that to successfully conceive. Eventually, they would run out of things to say, and Heather would end up feeling like a social pariah. Some women that she’d used to circulate with, part of Bertram’s social set, had treated her like she was contagious, as though infertility could be caught.

      “Well, many of the men on our books are divorcées or widows, so that is a possibility.” Mrs. Atkinson paused and sighed. “But, Heather, I must say, we’re unlikely to find you the caliber of man you may have been used to.” She pointedly eyed Heather’s Hermès bag. “Those type of men,” she cleared her throat and shuffled some pages on her desk, “Well, they tend to prefer women who are… let’s say, less curvy. Less, full, perhaps? Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Heather’s cheeks flushed bright crimson. She looked at Mrs. Atkinson’s emaciated figure across the desk, and then looked down at her own full-to-bursting cleavage. She knew exactly what Mrs. Atkinson was trying to say. Despite Heather’s breeding and attractive appearance, the men who ruled Manhattan liked their women looking like polished supermodels. Women who only ate lettuce leaves, had the regulation honey-blonde highlights, and vampish manicures. It was a world that Heather had tried to fit into, ever since she was a young girl. Yo-yo dieting had been a constant companion throughout high school. It was made worse when she met Bertram who’d insisted on buying her a gym membership and a bathroom scale. She had even once tried to dye her deep chestnut brown hair platinum, but her hairdresser had point-blank refused and stormed out in a fury at her request.

      “I understand,” Heather’s tone was cooler this time, “I’m not looking for a Manhattan businessman—just a good, kind man, as I said. That’s all.”

      

      Back on the street, Heather felt shame wash over her. She berated herself for thinking that it was a good idea in the first place.  It had been horrible. It made her feel incredibly small and embarrassed that she’d think a mail order bride service was a valid option for starting a new life. It was the two glasses of Merlot she’d had last night, at one in the morning, that had convinced her that this was an exciting, revolutionary plan to turn her life around. Instead, not surprisingly, it had destroyed what little confidence she had left. Never listen to the Merlot.

      She ducked into a small coffee shop at the end of the road to lift her dying spirits. It was late morning, between the chaos of breakfast and lunchtime traffic, and the atmosphere in the cafe was sleepy and welcoming.  She went to order at the counter, admiring the plump and freshly baked pastries that adorned every available surface.

      “Can I get you one?” the woman behind the counter beamed at her.

      “Oh, no. I’m okay. They look incredible, though. Is that a frosted lemon curd?” Heather pointed to one of the more elaborate creations.

      “Yes! I spent all last week perfecting that recipe. It took me forever.”

      “It’s really tricky, isn’t it?” Heather replied, already feeling calmer and more herself.

      “Do you bake?” asked the woman at the counter.

      “A little.” Heather blushed, recalling the lie she’d told earlier. “I really love baking, but sadly my fiancé didn’t approve, so I’m a bit rusty.” Heather eyed the pastries, longing for soft pastry dough beneath her fingers, the slow and agile process of creating delicious treats from a few, simple ingredients.

      “If you love it, you should get back into it.” The answer of the baker was so simple and straightforward. Of course, she should do it if she loved it. Bertram may have crushed her confidence completely, but there were definite benefits to him leaving. Maybe it was time to think about what she really wanted, rather than what was expected of her.
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      Chloe pressed her finger down on the “delete” button, watching the letters disappear from the page. It was crap. Sighing deeply, she changed the font type, and then the font size, and started again.

      It was hard trying to sound like a grown-up. She knew exactly what she wanted to say. It was like writing thank-you letters, making sure you came across as polite, kind, and cheerful. But as a ten-year-old girl, it was difficult to write one while pretending to be a full-grown man.

      She looked out her window, keeping a careful eye on her father. He was standing in the paddock at the back of the ranch, walking one of the horses, a mare they’d recently bought who got spooked easily and was having trouble adjusting to her new stables.

      Chloe’s father was so patient with animals, and they loved him for it. All the animals on the ranch flocked to him, from the chickens they kept to the bison in neighboring fields. There was even a ferocious-looking grizzly bear that wandered the outskirts of the ranch at night time, but her dad always told her she was imagining things whenever she brought it up.

      He was a great dad. He always seemed so strong and solid. Whenever she’d scrape a knee or elbow, a few kind words from dad and his first-aid kit, complete with Batman Band-Aids, would set her straight. Up until recently, she’d never had to worry about anything when he was around.

      Even Chloe knew that couldn’t last forever. Lucille, her very best friend, had started her period. She told Chloe all about it in gory detail, and Chloe had almost passed out at the horror of it. Lucille warned her that she’d be next. Her dad wouldn’t be able to help her with that. Chloe was absolutely positive that those types of emergencies weren’t going to be helped by a Batman Band-Aid.

      The only other people around were the temporary ranch hands, and Josiah and Wesley, the two year-round ranch hands that made up their small family. Both men were loads of fun. Josiah was like a second dad and her resident sitter, always willing to play a game of Monopoly. Wesley was a really handsome sixteen-year-old who taught her how to ride horses. What would happen if she got her period in front of Wesley? She would die.

      It had started to become increasingly apparent to Chloe that what she needed was a mom. One that would braid her hair in the mornings, in the same complicated way that Lucille’s mom did, with French braids and ballerina buns. She had tried to educate her dad on these things, but he was next to useless—though she never told him that. Every day he tried, and every morning after dropping her off at the school gate, Chloe ran behind the pine tree and untied the lopsided attempt, leaving her hair loose for the rest of the school day.

      Chloe, with renewed determination, turned her attention back to the letter. She looked at the picture of the woman the agency had sent. She looked perfect. She couldn’t have children, so there would never need to be anyone but Chloe, and she could cook. She also had really, really kind eyes, and long, shiny hair. Her name was Heather. It was a nice name—it sounded like a woman who was good at giving hugs, someone who was nice and kind to animals.

      Before re-reading the letter, Chloe double-checked her list of requirements, the same one she’d given to the agency last week. It was scribbled down on a scrap of paper she kept in her jeans pocket at all times. Running through the list, Chloe confirmed that it was likely Heather would fulfill every single one. For some, like being in love with her dad, she would have to wait and see.

      Going back to the letter, Chloe wondered whether or not to include that fact that she thought her dad was sad without a wife. She was sure it was true. Sometimes, when he thought she wasn’t around, he would sit on the sofa in the evenings, staring out of the window. He looked so sad, like Chloe would have looked if Lucille wasn’t around. But maybe saying her dad was sad would drive the woman away? She decided to leave that out.

      It was an hour later when she finished. Finally, it was perfect. She retrieved her dad’s credit card from his desk drawer and typed in his information carefully. It was very expensive, but if they were charging that much, Chloe reasoned, then it was more likely that Heather would be the perfect mom.

      Chloe pressed “send” on the website and crossed her fingers tightly. This had to work.

      “Chloe, dinner!” her dad bellowed from downstairs. She hastily shoved the credit card back in the draw and shut down the computer.

      “Coming!” she yelled back, giving the room one last glance over to make sure she hadn’t left anything out. It all looked okay. She turned to leave, not noticing her list of ideal attributes still lying just behind the computer screen.

      

      “What have you been doing all day, trouble? I haven’t seen or heard a peep from you,” her dad questioned her from his spot at the kitchen counter.

      “I’ve been busy, Dad. I had things to do.” Chloe stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the kitchen activity. “Dad, are we having pork chops again?”

      “Aw, come on Chloe—you know you love ‘em,” her dad turned to her with a wink.

      “No, Dad. I do not love them. Plus, we had them last night. I didn’t like them then, and I’m going to like them less today, because now they’re leftovers.” Chloe pursed her lips. This really stinks. She knew for a fact that Lucille never had leftovers, except on Sundays, and Sunday leftovers was okay.

      “Well, well, well, I can hear a princess causin’ her old man trouble.” Josiah popped his head around the screen door and shook his cap at Chloe. “That is no way for a young lady to behave!” He ran in and started chasing her around the table. Chloe squealed in delight and ran behind her father. He laughed and grabbed her, putting Chloe back in Josiah’s firing line. “Dad!” she yelled, “help!”

      Just then Wesley walked in, and Chloe abruptly stopped hollering. He towered above her, sun-bronzed skin, flashing Chloe a huge grin. “I heard a lot of yelling coming from in here,” he eyed Chloe. “You causing mischief, Miss Chloe Holt?”

      “No, I wasn’t. I am annoyed that we’re having pork chops, again. This is the fourteenth million time, and I’m sick of them!” Chloe recalled her main gripe of the evening and stood her ground.

      “Hmm,” Wesley looked thoughtful, “Well, that’s a shame.” He turned back to Chloe’s father who’d started to plate up the offending chops.

      Josiah looked at Wesley and agreed, “It is. It’s a shame.” The old man shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. Chloe’s father just looked bemusedly at both men.

      “What?” asked Chloe, “What’s a shame?” They all just shook their heads at her. Staying silent, Chloe folded her arms and jutted out her chin. “Tell me. What’s a shame?”

      “Well. I don’t know if you know about Mrs. Maybelle’s fair-winning cream pie…” Wesley trailed off, as Chloe gave a small yell and jumped in the air.

      “Really? Wes, do you really have Maybelle pie?”

      He grinned at her, “Yep, really do. Josiah and I went town special for you and bought it. But,” he paused, “I’m not sure you should be havin’ any, on account of you being all uppity about your dad’s food and all.”

      “I’m sorry!” Chloe grabbed the proffered plate out of her father’s hands and carried it over to the kitchen table.

      She ate happily, wolfing down her food. And, truth be told, it really wasn’t that bad. She wouldn’t have to put up with it for very long, she reminded herself. She might have a mom by next week, a mom who would spend all day in the kitchen creating special treats and delicious dinners for Chloe and her dad.
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      Heather put the phone down. It had been the third call with her lawyer in the past week. She sat still watching spring rains batter against the glass plane of the kitchenette window. She had things to do—laundry to wash, lunch to make, and receipts to go through—but she didn’t have the energy.

      Heather’s lawyer had finally informed her of what she’d already known to be true; she was completely broke.

      In a week’s time, her rental would run out on the apartment she was currently staying in—a grimy, run-down place that you couldn’t swing a cat in.  She had no job prospects and hardly any income. Since her breakup with Bertram, she’d been living on a small amount of savings that she’d squirreled away over the years, and money from a few handbags, watches, and jewelry she’d sold to make ends meet.

      Ironically, from where she was sitting contemplating her life as an indigent, she could see in the distance the majestic high-rise tower of AyerCooke, so tall it pierced the clouds above and gleamed, impenetrable and imposing over the grey New York day. It had been her father’s business up until two months ago when he’d died suddenly of a heart attack. It now belonged to Bertram.

      Her father had never been a particularly warm man, but he’d always been good to her. When Bertram started dating Heather, he was already an associate at her father’s business. Her dad had done everything he could to make hers and Bertram’s lives together easier. He’d bought them a beautiful apartment, made Bertram’s rise up the Manhattan social ladder easy, and eventually made him partner in the company.

      Neither of them could have guessed what a snake he’d turn out to be, dumping Heather within a month of her father’s passing and kicking her out of the apartment, which, of course, was in his name.

      Bertram had behaved criminally, which made the phone call she was now about to make all the harder to stomach. She dialed the number with a heavy heart and half-prayed she’d get his voicemail.

      “Bertram Cooke, speaking.” A familiar voice sounded at the end of the line.

      She took a deep breath. “Hi, Bert, it’s Heather.”

      “Ah, Heather. Hi! How are you?” His voice was a perfectly bland, as though she was a business acquaintance.

      “Well, I’m not great, Bertram. I need to speak to you—”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that, Heather, but I’m a bit tied up at the moment. Any chance this could wait?” He interrupted her smoothly.

      Heather shut her eyes tightly and gripped the table top, trying to control the fury she felt at his dismissive attitude. “Not really, Bertram. I’m broke. I don’t have any option but to call you.”

      Bertram gave a theatrical sigh. “It’s not really my problem, Heather. Why don’t you get a job? I’m sure you have plenty of skills suited to the workplace.” His tone was much cooler now, but Heather could detect the mocking beneath.

      “Bertram, please, I’m going to be homeless in about a week. I literally can’t live. I’m not exaggerating. I’m just asking you to release a few funds, help me with a few months’ rent until I get back on my feet. You owe me that much, surely?” Her voice had turned slightly wobbly, and Heather moved her mouth away from the phone so he couldn’t hear her shuddering breaths.

      “Owe you? I don’t owe you a thing, Heather. I kept you in the lifestyle to which you’d become accustomed, and now that we’re no longer together, I won’t.” The line went dead.

      Heather’s fingers gripped the phone so tightly the tips turned white. It was such lies. When Heather had first met Bertram, it had been at her father’s company event, a summer party to welcome the new-year recruits. Bertram was one—a shy bespectacled man, who sat at the edge of the action, quietly observing all the other Harvard business school recruits dance drunkenly to the live band.

      Heather felt sorry for him and introduced herself. They had a fairly pleasant conversation, nothing particularly scintillating, but nice. At the end of the evening, Bertram found her again and asked for her number. She gave it to him, but she didn’t sense a spark between them, so she did not expect a call.

      Two months later, when Heather had all but forgotten about the incident, Bertram called her. Awkwardly, he asked her out on a date the following Friday, and Heather, charmed by his vulnerability and shyness, agreed. When he showed up at her door, she hardly recognized Bertram. The glasses were gone. The cut of his suit vastly improved, as his confidence. He wined and dined her that evening, and the next day, he sent a dozen bouquets of flowers to her apartment.

      The spark never materialized, but Bertram hadn’t given up on his efforts to woo Heather. He very quickly told her that he loved her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Heather couldn’t resist his seemingly ardent devotion. She ignored her own doubts and threw herself into life with Bertram, making every effort to return his attentions.

      She didn’t know when, or how, the tables had turned, but they had. Soon it was Heather putting all the effort into the relationship, with Bertram controlling her every move, what she wore, who she saw, what she did in her limited free time, even what books she read. In the end, she was left humiliated and ashamed that she’d let herself be treated that way, as if she were a woman with no mind of her own. The final blow had come when she realized that Bertram would be leaving her with nothing. Everything they owned, everything that was gifted by her father, was now in his name. She had left their home with two suitcases of clothes, all that belonged to her in the world.

      

      Heather took a walk. Her coat was wrapped around her tightly, and she hadn’t bothered to bring an umbrella. She knew she looked like a bedraggled mess walking the streets of New York, but she honestly couldn’t find it within herself to care. She kept her eyes glued to the pavements as she marched, not knowing where she was headed, just knowing that she needed to get moving, to try and think of a way out of her current situation.

      There was one solution that she hadn’t tried yet. She had a cousin in California. They hadn’t spoken in months. Bertram hadn’t really liked her. Lila was free-spirited. Although she and Heather had grown up together, going to the same elitist high school and Ivy League universities, Lila had broken away from their lives and set up a crystal healing shop in LA.  She always claimed that their upbringing was too oppressive for her and longed to leave the cutthroat atmosphere of the Upper East Side.

      As Heather contemplated what was looking like the only feasible option she had, her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      “Hello?” she picked up, not recognizing the number.

      “Ms. Ayer? This is Wendy from Delivery Bride. Are you free to speak?” the woman on the line was very softly spoken, a vast improvement from the stern tones of Mrs. Atkinson.

      “Hi, Wendy. I’m free.”

      “Lovely! We have good news! We think we’ve found a likely match for you. The gentleman owns a ranch in Wyoming, one daughter, never been married. We received a letter, if you’d like to read it.”

      “Oh!” Heather was shocked. She really hadn’t expected anything to come from her meeting with Mrs. Atkinson. “Well…” Heather hesitated, wondering if she should decline. The entire idea was starting to become faintly ridiculous, an act of desperation.

      “Maybe you just want to come and read the letter, and then decide?” Wendy prompted, gently.

      Heather looked up at the street sign nearest her. She was about four blocks from the agency. What harm would it do to keep her options open?

      “Okay, sure. I’ll be there in about twenty minutes. Is that okay?”

      “That’s great, Ms. Ayer. We’ll see you shortly.”

      She hung up the phone, slightly dazed. She turned the corner, heading in the direction of the agency. It had stopped raining, and the sun was starting to break through the gloomy day. For the first time in weeks, Heather felt things were looking up.
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      The engine rumbled to life, and Heather strapped herself into her first-class seat on the Delta Airlines flight. There were few passengers on the aircraft, and the aisle seat next to her was empty except for the three books she’d purchased at the airport to entertain her on the six-hour flight from New York to Wyoming.

      “Would you care for a glass of champagne, ma’am, or a hot towel?” the stewardess leaned forward with the tray. Heather smiled gratefully but only took an orange juice. She didn’t like drinking on flights—it made her feel woozy.

      She watched New York get smaller from her window, and soon all she could see was an expanse of crisp blue sky that seemed to go on for eternity. She leaned forward under the seat in front of her and retrieved her bag, taking out the letter that she’d been given by the agency. She’d opened it a few hundred times since first receiving it, but each time was touched at the sentiment that leapt from the pages.

      

      Dear Heather,

      Thank you for sending your picture. You are beautiful. I love your kind eyes. I am a nice, kind man who lives on a ranch with a paddock that has five horses, and I would love to take you riding with me. I also have a daughter named Chloe. She is ten and also very lovely. I hope that you like to cook and can do complicated hair styles. I can’t. We are a happy family, and we love each other very much, but I am missing a wife and my daughter is missing a mom. It would be very nice if you could come and join us.

      I’m looking forward to meeting you.

      Tanner Holt

      

      In the end, what had persuaded her to make the trip was the reference to his daughter. He was clearly putting her needs first, and Heather knew she could feel warm and compassionate toward a man who evidently loved his daughter so much that he was willing to request a mail order bride to ensure he found her a mother. Heather believed that she could be that woman.

      She had always known, ever since she was in her teens, that she wanted to be a mother. Finding out that she couldn’t have children had been a horrible experience; she felt like her life had been robbed of meaning. She thought Bertram felt the loss as keenly as she did, but in retrospect, she realized that what she had assumed was his cold and distant way of dealing with misery was probably relief as he put his plan to separate from her in motion.

      Putting the letter carefully back into the envelope, she took out the accompanying photos. There were two—one of Tanner Holt standing in the sun with the Wyoming mountainscape behind him and another of his daughter Chloe, being given a piggy back ride on his shoulders. She must have been about six in this photo, all gangly legs and a beautiful freckled face.

      She studied Tanner more closely. He was the only aspect she was confused by. The man was heart-stoppingly gorgeous, tall, broad, and strong, with beautiful brown eyes and dark hair that fell messily around his chiseled face. She didn’t understand why he was using an agency to find a bride. This man should have absolutely no problem finding a woman. She could think of ten women she knew off the top of her head who would happily drop their Manhattan lives in a New York minute to spend time with this man.

      She supposed this was a part of him putting his daughter first. Maybe his feelings didn’t really come into account. Maybe he wanted a good mother for his daughter above all else, and he would simply settle for companionship. She admired him for that. She smiled to herself and looked away from the photo. She hoped he did want more than just companionship. Tanner Holt was delicious, and she didn’t know if she could handle having a platonic relationship with that physique.
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      Sweet fresh air hit her as soon as she exited the plane. Heather had slept through the majority of the flight. She’d ignored her books and the inflight entertainment system in favor of the best sleep she’d experienced since her father’s death.

      She’d woken up as they were landing. The landscape was spectacular. Large open fields were interspersed with dense forest. Sweeping mountains had emerged from the tops of clouds as the plane made its decent. The lakes looked like pools of cut glass from the plane, cool and crisp. As they got closer, Heather could see that they reflected the mountain ranges in the distance, making the horizon look eternal.  The plane took its time circulating, and eventually dove down at the foot of a mountain.

      As soon as she exited the arrivals lounge of the tiny airport, she was met by a local taxi driver holding a name card. Heather was so grateful she almost wept. Tanner Holt had thought of everything, paying for the first-class ticket and transportation to and from the airport.

      As they made the drive to Tanner’s ranch, Heather enjoyed the beauty and peacefulness of Jackson. After a few miles of farm land, they passed through Jackson Hole, the main town. It was full of rustic charm. Most of the structures were made of pine, giving the area a ski-lodge feel. The town was bustling, but Heather supposed there was a lot of tourism this time of year.

      “How far are we from the Holts’ place?” she asked the taxi driver.

      “Not far, ma’am. Tanner’s out by Cache Creek. It’s just a couple of miles from the town,” replied the taxi driver, affably.

      “Do you know Tanner?”

      “Yup. We all pretty much know everyone round here, ma’am. I drink with Tanner in Jake’s Place sometimes, a bar in town.”

      “Is he,” Heather hesitated, “a nice man?” She wondered if it was strange of her to ask. If all went well she would be presented as his fiancée at some point, but perhaps the man wouldn’t remember.

      “Tanner’s a good man. You a friend or relative?” The driver eyed her in his rear-view mirror.

      “I’m a friend.” Heather didn’t elaborate, but she smiled winningly at the man. She hoped he wouldn’t ask more questions about her relationship to Tanner. But the man merely nodded in response and gave a short grunt of approval.

      “Well, it’s nice around here. You here on vacation?” he asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

      “Yes. Here on vacation, but… well… we’ll see,” Heather blushed. She wasn’t very good at being vague, but she certainly didn’t want to reveal her situation to a stranger.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, looks like you could use one. Pretty girl like you shouldn’t look so tired and sad.”

      Normally, Heather might be offended by a stranger being so forthcoming, but she reminded herself that this is what small-town living would be like. As he said, they all knew each other around here. She also didn’t think the man meant anything rude by it. He was probably right. She’d had a brief look at herself in the restroom mirror at the airport. She looked tired and drawn.

      She pinched her cheeks, trying to get some life into them. She hoped she would have a few moments before meeting Tanner to clean up a bit.

      The man smiled at her, “Aw, honey, I didn’t mean to make you self-conscious. You’re a beautiful woman. Just look like you could do with a good sleep, fresh air, and some feeding. Well, you come to the right place.” Heather smiled back at him gratefully. The next moment he spoke again, “It’s just up here.”

      He turned the corner on the dusty dirt road that they’d been following for the last ten minutes and started to follow a rough tire-track road.

      Ahead of them, Heather could see a huge log ranch home. It had large windows all along the front, reaching two floors. The rest of the structure was a more traditional log cabin design, with smaller square windows and a low-sloping roof. It was much larger and more beautiful than Heather had imagined, and she hoped that what she’d packed would be acceptable to Tanner. It was mainly hard-wearing outdoor clothing, jeans, fleeces, and t-shirts. She’d brought a few nice blouses for the evening, but that was it. She suddenly felt anxious that Tanner might be expecting one of the manicured, lithe hard-bodies of New York, but then she recalled the letter. He knew what she looked like. It would be okay.

      She took a deep breath to steady herself. It was time to face whatever her future had in store.
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      Chloe had been waiting at the window all afternoon. She’d seen the taxi coming down the valley of Cache Creek. She raced down the staircase, knocking Josiah out of the way.

      “Where’s the fire?” he bellowed after her. Chloe completely ignored him, hurrying to the door and then busting through to the porch where she’d decided she would wait. It would mean she could help Heather with her bags, and Heather would immediately see what a great daughter she’d be.

      Josiah came and joined her on the porch. He, too, had seen the car coming up the drive.

      “Who’s visitin’, Chloe? Your dad never said anything about visitors,” he asked the girl, who by now was practically hyperventilating with excitement.

      “That’s because Dad doesn’t know.”

      “Do you know?” Josiah eyed her suspiciously.

      “No.” Chloe lied, crossing her arms and jutting out her chin, without removing her gaze from the approaching car.

      “No?” Josiah asked again. Crouching down to eye-level with Chloe. “Are you sure you don’t know?”

      Before Chloe could reply, the door of the taxi opened, and Heather stepped out.

      Chloe ran down the porch steps and galloped over the grass to greet her new mother. She stopped just shy of her, drinking in the long hair, the beautiful brown eyes warm with kindness, and the welcoming smile showing perfectly white teeth.

      “Are you Chloe?” the woman asked.

      “Hi,” replied Chloe, suddenly bashful and a little overwhelmed. “You’re Heather?”

      “I am. I’ve really been looking forward to meeting you.” Heather opened her arms, inviting the girl into a hug. Chloe stepped timidly into her embrace and drank in Heather’s smell of fresh laundry and a delicate floral perfume. Her hugs, like her father’s, felt solid and loving, but she found Heather’s to be much softer and gentler. Chloe felt like she could stay in her arms forever, feeling small and safe and warm.

      Eventually, she broke away and looked up at Heather. Her eyes looked a little wet, and Chloe hoped she hadn’t upset the woman.

      “Heather, can I show you the house? Would you like to see my room?”

      Heather laughed, “I would love to—” she paused, looking up at the porch. “Is that your daddy, Chloe?” she asked.

      “No! That’s Josiah. He’s my sitter. He also works on the ranch with my dad. My dad’s not here—he had to fix Billy Nelson’s fence. He is very sorry that he can’t see you right away and asked to send you his deepest regrets,” finished Chloe confidently. She beamed up at Heather.

      “That’s a shame. Well, I look forward to meeting him later,” Heather replied. She was disappointed that he wasn’t here to greet her, but then a ranch emergency couldn’t be ignored. She shrugged and thanked the cab driver for retrieving her bags from the trunk. He tipped his cap to her and then drove the cab back down the track.

      Josiah came forward, taking the bags from Heather.

      “I was doing that, Josiah!” Chloe wrestled one out of his hand, and although it was almost the same size as she was, she bravely staggered with it up the steps.

      “Hello. I’m Heather.” Heather held out her hand to Josiah, and he smiled as he took it.

      “Nice to meet you, Heather.” Josiah was too polite to ask who she was and what she was doing here, so he just continued to carry the other bag up to the house.

      “I can take that,” said Heather, feeling horribly guilty at a young child and an old man carrying her bags for her. “Really, let me.”

      “Nope,” replied Josiah winking at her, “not in this part of the world, you don’t. We don’t let guests carry their own bags over the threshold.” Heather smiled and followed him into the house.

      She only just stopped herself from gasping as they entered the front room. The window frontage let in the reds, yellows, and pinks of the sunset. It was stunning. Despite the majesty of the entrance, the house looked incredibly cozy and inviting. The furniture looked lived in. Two huge leather sofas were beautifully cracked and vintage looking, something people were paying a fortune for in New York City.  A huge fireplace crackled invitingly in the center of the room, its flue reaching up through the ceiling. The entire house smelled faintly of cedar wood, and Heather could practically feel her body relax as they went from room to room.

      “This is your guest bedroom,” announced Chloe at the door of a very pretty room with a closet, chest of draws, and a decent-sized double bed. Heather walked over to the window, admiring the view out over the valley.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you so much, Chloe.” She turned back to face the girl, and as she did so, she noticed a vase of wild flowers sitting on the chest of draws.

      “Are these from you?” she asked Chloe.

      “Me and my dad,” replied Chloe proudly. “Do you like them?”

      “I love them!” exclaimed Heather.

      Chloe smiled back at her, “We’re really excited you’re here. My dad can’t wait to meet you. I hope you like it here. We have horses and other animals. I can show you them tomorrow, and we can go fishing in the lake, if you’d like. There’s loads of things to do here.” Chloe finished almost breathless.

      “I love it here, Chloe. It’s wonderful.” Heather reassured her. Chloe’s face flushed pink at the compliment.
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      “You’ve robbed me blind, woman.” Josiah looked admiringly at Heather, and she laughed greedily.

      They had been playing an intense game of Monopoly for the last two hours. Chloe had continually robbed from the bank and then joined Heather’s team when it was time to admit defeat. Together they’d dominated the board, leaving Josiah with one paltry property and plenty of debt.

      Heather had long ago stopped anxiously glancing toward the door. The game had completely distracted her from the strange situation, and it felt like the three of them were in their own cozy world, and that Heather had known Josiah and Chloe forever.

      Chloe was currently leaning on her arm, her eyes closing every so often as the girl grew drowsy from the firelight and warmth.

      “I think I need to feed her,” said Josiah, echoing Heather’s own thoughts.

      “Should I get cooking?” Heather replied.

      “No, don’t do that,” Josiah hurried to his feet, “I can get on with that. We have some stuff I can defrost.”

      “Or I can head into the kitchen and see what I can rustle up? Honestly, Josiah, I love cooking. I’d enjoy it.” Heather smiled up at the man, trying to persuade him. As long as she was here, she didn’t want Chloe eating defrosted leftovers. That girl was going to get proper home cooking.

      “You sure?” Josiah was hesitant.

      “I’m positive. Now, just show me the kitchen.”

      Josiah took her through to the farmhouse-style kitchen. All the equipment looked brand new, the stove like it had never been used. Yes, the kitchen was well equipped, and when she opened the fridge, she found it bursting with fresh ingredients.

      “Well, looks like we have a chef here already.” Heather asked Josiah curiously, “Does Tanner cook?”

      Josiah barked out a shout of laughter, “No ma’am. He sure doesn’t.” He eyed the fridge and smiled to himself. Chloe had dragged him into town early that morning, insisting that the fridge needed to be full of groceries. He’d thought at the time that the girl had gone nuts, but now it all made a lot more sense.

      “Well, I can certainly make something out of all this.” Heather riffled through the contents. “Potatoes dauphinoise, salad, and steak? “

      “Sounds great.” Josiah had no idea what potatoes dauphinoise was, but it sounded delicious.

      Heather turned back around and started to busy herself in the kitchen. With Chloe half asleep in the next room, Josiah felt this was the perfect time to find out what or who Heather was to the Holt family.

      “How long you known Tanner for?” he asked, trying to sound as breezy as possible.

      “Um,” Heather slightly squeaked out her answer, “not long.” She hoped that her answer was acceptable. She really didn’t want Josiah asking questions before she’d had the chance to speak to Tanner and understand what he wanted their story to be.

      The silence stretched out for about five minutes, before Heather cracked under the pressure. “We’re engaged. I’m, well, I’m Tanner’s fiancée.”

      Josiah had no idea what to say to that. He had worked side by side with Tanner for about thirteen years. There was absolutely no possible way the woman standing in the kitchen could be Tanner’s fiancée.

      After a pause, Josiah fell back on platitudes, completely at a loss. “That’s wonderful news! Congratulations!”

      Heather turned and smiled at him, blushing a deep shade of red. “Thank you.” She didn’t really know what else to say either, so she turned back to the cooking and hoped that the questioning would now come to a close.

      Josiah watched Heather as she moved around the kitchen. After spending time with her this evening, he wished that she were Tanner’s fiancée. She was such a kind, generous, and warm woman. She was beautiful as well—just the way Tanner liked them, curvy and soft.

      She was good with Chloe, too, he reflected. Chloe needed someone like Heather in her life, whether or not she was aware of it. Jesus. It clicked.

      “Heather, will you excuse me a minute? I need to speak to Chloe.” Josiah moved swiftly back into the living room without waiting for a response.

      

      “Madam monster, what you gone and done now?” Chloe woke to see Josiah glaring at her from above her as she lay on the sofa.

      “Shh, she’ll hear you, Josiah.” Chloe scrambled to an upright position and clutched at the old man’s arms. “Don’t say anything! Heather doesn’t know!”

      “Doesn’t know what?” Josiah spoke sternly.

      “About Dad not knowing. I bought her. As a wife, for Dad.”

      Josiah sighed deeply. “Chloe, you can’t just meddle in people’s lives like this! How do you know her? Do you know her?” He couldn’t for the life of him work out how Chloe had orchestrated this. She sat starting dumbly at him. He sat down next to her on the sofa.

      “Chloe, please, tell me what’s goin’ on.” He lowered his voice, and could hear the sound of Heather humming away as she prepared the dinner.

      “Fine. But you can’t tell Dad.” She turned to face him, her stubbornness back in place and all pleading gone.

      “Are you goin’ to tell your dad what’s goin’ on?” Josiah answered her.

      “Yes! When he gets back. It will be fine. He’ll see her, and he’ll fall in love with her. I know he will. I made sure she was perfect!” Chloe was getting agitated now.

      Heather called them through to the kitchen before Josiah could untangle more of Chloe’s story. He was absolutely certain that her dad would be furious with her when he found out, but there was nothing he could do about that now. Better, he thought, that they enjoy dinner together, and then Tanner could sort this out in the morning. And, maybe the kid was right. Tanner sure needed a woman, and he couldn’t imagine a better one coming along that Heather, however she got here.

      “Alright kid, I’ll keep quiet if you promise to tell your dad everything before he sees Heather. I can tell that woman’s already been through enough.”

      Chloe stared at him solemnly and nodded her head. “I promise, Josiah.”

      

      Dinner was cozy and quiet. The three dug into the food in near silence, but it was a comfortable one. Chloe seemed a bit subdued, but when Heather asked her if she was okay, she just nodded and gave Heather a sleepy smile.

      Josiah insisted on cleaning up after dinner, as a thank you for cooking. Heather let him do it this time but vowed it would be the last. She wanted to be as much help to this family as she could, and Josiah, while not a blood-relation, was still very much part of the family.

      At ten o’clock, Heather floated, light as cloud, out of Chloe’s room. The girl had insisted that Heather read her a bedtime story and then fell asleep, head in Heather’s lap, before she’d gotten even halfway through. She’d kissed Chloe on the forehead, gently brushing back the girl’s brown hair, and felt a warm glow emanate from her heart as though it were shifting and growing to fit in the new Chloe-shaped addition to her life.
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      Tanner came home a little after midnight. He was exhausted. It had taken the three of them roughly five hours to fix the fence damage that populated Billy Nelson’s two-hundred-acre land. Then they’d had to herd back in the cattle in the pitch-black night. Tanner’s entire body ached.

      Walking into the warmth of his ranch, he saw the dying fire in the grate and smiled, imagining the cozy vignette he had missed out on. He also noticed a different smell in the house, one that mingled with the various distinctive and familiar scents of his daughter and Josiah. This one was lightly floral and feminine, entwining with the other scents perfectly, but still new and different. It smelt nice, he reflected, maybe Chloe had been playing around with wild flowers.

      He climbed the stairs to his bedroom, wearily. The scent grew stronger, but he thought nothing of it. He was already fantasizing about collapsing into his large bed and finally getting some rest.

      

      “Dad?”

      Tanner woke to a heavy lump sitting on top of his body, lightly bouncing up and down.

      “Dad,” Chloe’s mock whisper came close to his ear, “Are you awake?”

      Tanner groaned, “No. What time is it?”

      “It’s the morning. But I have a present for you.” Chloe continued her bouncing till Tanner grabbed her and moved over to the other side of the bed.

      “That’s lovely honey, but why don’t you leave it by the bed, and I’ll get it when I wake up?” Tanner was still half-asleep.

      “I can’t, Dad.” Chloe was starting to get desperate, so Tanner gave another groan and sat up in bed, giving her his full attention.

      “Okay, okay, what’s this present?”

      “It’s downstairs. But, I have to tell you what it is before you see it.” Chloe placed her hands on his shoulders, staring into his eyes as if to emphasize the importance of the information she was about to disclose.

      “So, I have been thinking a lot about us,” she began, “me, you, the horses, and Josiah and Wesley. I think we all need a mom, and you need to be married to a really, really nice lady who can cook, so we can be a complete family.” Chloe stared him down, daring him to disagree with her.

      “Well,” Tanner was slightly confused by the direction, “that’s lovely, honey. It’s very sweet of you to think of us all like that, and I’m glad you see Josiah and Wesley as part of the family.”

      “Yes,” Chloe replied, “it’s very sweet of me. So, also, I got you one.”

      “You got me one what, Chloe?” Tanner noticed his daughter was starting to look very shifty. As he shook off sleep, he could also hear noises coming from downstairs, and the smell of food cooking. “Who’s in the kitchen, Chloe?”

      She smiled at him tensely, forming a part grimace. It was a look Tanner knew well. He’d seen it the day that Chloe had decided to ‘decorate’ the bathroom with chocolate mousse, the day she’d tried to keep a wild field mouse in her pillow as a pet, and most recently, the day she’d tried to dye her hair with beetroot juice.

      “Chloe,” he sternly prompted, “what’s going on?”

      “I told you! I got you a wife. She’s downstairs.” Chloe folded her arms defensively.

      “What on earth are you talking about?” Tanner was half dreading the answer. Something was not right, the smell last night, the cooking this morning, the floral notes that were permeating the house…

      “I got you a mail order bride.” Chloe stumbled over her words and hurried to pacify her father as Tanner reared up in bed, looking furious. “But she’s not just a mail order. She’s Heather, and she’s awesome, and I love her, and she smells nice, and she’s really kind, and she read to me!” Chloe was shouting now, trying to get her father to understand, scared that he’d send Heather away.

      “You’ve got to be joking.” Tanner was flabbergasted. How the hell had this happened? “Chloe, that’s impossible. Can people even do that? Send away for brides?”

      “Yes, Dad! It happens all the time. Lucille told me all about how her parents were watching a show.  She’s from New York, and now she’s here, and she’s so awesome.” Chloe hurried off the bed. Tanner’s face had grown increasingly pale as she talked. From experience, Chloe knew this meant he was going to explode.

      “There’s a woman downstairs?” Tanner was livid. Partly with himself, how did he not know this was going on under his own roof? How had she paid for this?

      He stood up, wondering what the hell he was going to do. Politely send her away, he supposed. There wasn’t anything else he could do. And refund her any expenses, unless, he amended, he’d already paid for them.

      “Chloe, I’m going to have a shower and then go downstairs and speak to this woman. I want you to go downstairs now and be polite to our guest until I get there.” He was really trying to keep his temper in check, but Chloe had pushed every one of his buttons this time, and she would have to be punished somehow. He was just too angry to think of anything suitable yet.

      

      The shower helped calm him. It was just a simple mix-up. He would also call the agency that Chloe used. It was preposterous that they would send a woman over to someone’s house at the whim and desire of a ten-year-old.

      He would need to have a good long talk with Chloe, but he’d wait until he wasn’t so tempted to wring her little neck. She was, most of the time, a sensible kid. She wouldn’t have gone to this much effort, and hidden something so significant from him, if she didn’t feel strongly about what she was doing.

      Tanner stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist. He noticed a bruise on his upper bicep. Some of the grazing cattle had gotten a bit spooked last night when they’d tried to herd them. Tanner was more than capable of handling himself, but Billy had fallen down a ditch and half-dragged one of the cows with him, causing the mammal to get agitated and ferocious.

      Tanner pulled on a pair of jeans and a grey t-shirt and padded barefoot down to the kitchen.

      He paused in the entrance. Chloe was standing with her back to him, still in her pajamas at the kitchen stove. A woman standing next to her was calmly giving her directions, “Now, Chloe, knead the dough carefully and slowly… that’s it, well done, that looks perfect. You have talent!” He watched as Chloe raised her head up to the woman. From the doorway, Tanner could see the look of complete adoration.

      He fully intended to go and politely interrupt the cozy scene, but as he watched the woman, he became transfixed. Her hair was long, thick, brown, and glossy. He could feel his hands twitch with longing, aching to go up and run his fingers through it, feeling its silky softness. He watched her full, curvaceous hips sway gently with her cooking movements, her backside full and heavy, calling out to him, making him want to see more. As she turned her head to speak to Chloe, he caught a glimpse of her profile, long thick lashes and rose-colored lips stretched into a beautiful smile that caused small dimples to form at the corner of her mouth.

      As Tanner watched, he felt his lower abdomen tense and flicker as he grew hard, straining against the denim of his jeans. He felt foggy suddenly, his skin starting to hum and prickle with energy. He knew then that he was about to shift. The woman, the stranger standing in his kitchen, the woman with the heavenly body, who had introduced the floral scent into his home, was none other than his mate. The one woman he didn’t think existed for him.

      He turned away from the kitchen swiftly. Tanner didn’t know how it had happened, how his mate—who he’d given up hope actually existed at all—had found her way to him. But the primal pull she had on him, the instant and overwhelming attraction that tugged him in physically, and in other ways that Tanner couldn’t even begin to explain, made it clear that this woman was his.

      His bear was going to emerge any moment now, and he needed to run out his beast. It was calling to him, a primal shudder running through him, echoing the wilderness of the mountains. His ears twitched as he heard the calls of other beasts and creatures in the forests and valleys, bringing him to them.

      Tanner ran outside, flinging off his jeans and t-shirt. He ran to an old outbuilding, which now served as the carpentry workshop for the ranch. He let the change consume him. He let his muscles break and tear to reform into a beast four times the size of Tanner in human form. Once the shift was complete, he bellowed up to the open sky, his thick coat rippling in the sun. His bear had taken over, and he surrendered to it, letting it lead him, running, into the brutal and majestic mountains of Wyoming.
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      The two men worked side by side in the final rays of the sun. They were felling a large spruce that had grown sick, contaminating the sagebrush growing around its trunk.

      Tanner could feel the sweat trickling between his shoulder blades and stopped to wipe his forehead with his t-shirt, which was now hanging from his jeans pocket.

      “Who did you think she was?” Tanner turned to Josiah, curious about what had happened last night. The old man removed his cap and sighed.

      “Well, I didn’t like to ask,” Josiah replied, looking shiftily at the ground and clearing his throat.

      Tanner grunted in reply. He tested the chainsaw, yanking the chord to get the motor running. It sprung to life smoothly, and he made his cut.

      “What did you make of her?” he asked. He wasn’t looking at Josiah, so he didn’t see the man’s quiet smirk.

      “I think she’s a lovely lady. Smart, beautiful, a born mother. Don’t know what she was doin’ on something like a mail order service, but I think you should be thanking your lucky stars.”

      Tanner turned in surprise. Josiah was one of the most taciturn people he’d ever met. It was rare for him to be so vocal about his opinions.

      “Don’t you think the whole things a bit weird?” Tanner insisted.

      Josiah looked to the sky and then spat out a stream of tobacco.

      “Sure. It’s a bit weird. Seen weirder.” He eyed Tanner briefly, and then got back to work. The conversation, from Josiah’s perspective, was closed.

      Tanner eventually refocused on the task at hand, trying to push the woman out of his mind. He would deal with the situation tonight.

      

      Heather laughed as Chloe accidently soaked them both at the out-building sink. They were washing paintbrushes, after spending all afternoon paining a mural on Chloe’s bedroom wall, one that depicted all Noah’s animals marching two by two. They’d spoken a lot about Chloe’s school, her friends, and Josiah and Wesley. Heather could see the girl had a soft spot for the younger boy, and she recalled her own early crushes. For Heather, they’d mostly been painful and awkward. The boys she’d liked, the big football jocks who had fast cars and smart mouths, always inevitably preferred the cheerleader types, and Heather had no choice but to swoon from afar, writing gibberish in her diaries and wistfully dreaming of the day that she’d be popular and adored. It sounded like Chloe was fairing far better than she ever did, and Heather was glad about that. All in all, the day had been perfect, Heather couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so content and at ease.

      The only blight on her day, she reflected, had been the noticeable absence of Tanner. She had known that he’d seen her that morning as she was making breakfast. She’d felt his presence behind her and caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye, as he was vanishing out of the room.

      Heather couldn’t understand if he was simply rude or had taken one look at her and decided that she wasn’t the right woman for him. She had kept trying to push the question to the back of her mind all day and focus on being with Chloe. But it was hard being in someone’s home when they apparently didn’t want you there.

      She and Chloe walked toward the house. They both needed showers. Chloe was pretty much covered in paint from head to toe—she’d even managed to get it in her ear somehow.

      Heather took at the Wyoming landscape, admiring the majestic mountains in the distance. She took in a breath of fresh air, savoring its sweetness and the scent of fresh pine. She decided in that moment to make the best of things. She would cook for Chloe and Tanner tonight, if he showed up, and try to be the perfect guest. She was here—the house and the surrounding area were impossibly beautiful—and she loved spending time with Chloe. She didn’t want to waste that. She would do her best to enjoy the last remaining days here and not waste a second moping or wondering about Tanner’s feelings.

      “Hi.” A voice came from behind her, startling her out of her reverie. She turned and came face to face with Tanner Holt.

      She stared at him, taken aback by his broad frame. He towered above her, blocking out the last of the sunlight, as tall and imposing as the mountains behind him. Studying him, she observed how his hair was lighter than in the picture he’d sent, but his eyes were so dark they were almost black. His gaze was direct and unflinching, unnerving Heather.

      “Hi” was all she could reply in return. Her brain felt like it had been scrambled. She wanted Tanner to look away so she could recalibrate, but he stayed still, watching her. Waiting.

      “I’m Heather. The woman you sent for, from the agency.” She looked around for Chloe, but she had completely vanished. Great.

      Tanner nodded, “Thanks for coming.” His voice was low and deep, his words unhurried. Heather found herself hypnotized by his voice, his gaze, his presence. There was something about the man that drew her in completely, something aside from his undeniably sexy looks, something that seemed to be based on a deeper connection. Rationally, though, Heather knew that to be impossible. The man was a stranger. Then how, she wondered, did he make the rest of the world melt away?

      “I was going to cook. For you and Chloe, I mean. Is there anything you’d like, this evening?” Heather stumbled over her words. Her voice sounded overly high-pitched and jumbled, and she winced slightly, embarrassed by her awkward behavior.

      “Anything you make would be great. I’m not much of a cook,” Tanner stated.

      “Oh, yes, you said so in your letter,” Heather smiled at him.

      “I did?” he questioned, looking baffled.

      “Yes. That and the complicated hair styles.”

      “Right. Of course.” He seemed to smile to himself, as though at a private joke, and then turned back to her. “Well, I’m looking forward to it. No doubt Chloe will be, too.” He gestured for her to continue inside. She did so, feeling uncomfortable to be leading the way.
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      “Dad’s taking a shower. Can I use yours?” Chloe peeked her head around the door of Heather’s room. Heather already had the shower warming up and was trying to find a towel in the linen closet.

      “Of course, you can. Hop in.” She let Chloe go ahead, handing her the towel. Heather sat on the bed, waiting for her turn. She ran through the ingredients she could recall in the fridge, planning the evening meal. She wanted to impress Tanner with her culinary skills and make herself useful.

      She wandered out into the hallway. Heather could hear that the main bathroom shower was no longer running and decided she’d use that one instead. That way she could get a head start on the dinner.

      She walked toward the door just as Tanner was exiting. His torso was still dripping wet, and he had a towel slung low around his waist. Heather was momentarily stunned by his half-naked appearance and stared for a few seconds too long before blushing furiously and looking away.

      “Oh, God. I’m so sorry. Chloe’s in my shower,” Heather blurted out.

      Tanner ducked his head, “My fault. I forgot we had a guest.” She should have moved away, but she stood, transfixed in her embarrassment, ogling Tanner’s naked chest. They stood awkwardly in the hallway until Tanner cleared his throat.

      “Um, it’s all yours,” he said and then moved toward his room.

      “Yes, thank you. Sorry… again… sorry.” Heather rushed into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

      She closed her eyes as soon as she was in there, mentally kicking herself for behaving so strangely. But she couldn’t help the small smile twitch at the corner of her lips as she recalled Tanner’s torso rippling with muscles and a smattering of light brown hair in a tantalizing line down his lower abdomen to his groin hidden beneath the towel. She could feel the heat flaring up in her face again. She was blushing just at the recollection.

      In the shower, Heather let the hot water rain on her, restoring her to sanity. After Tanner’s behavior this morning, he clearly wasn’t interested in her physically. She needed to get any lustful thoughts out of her head.

      She blamed Bertram. Before breaking up, he’d barely touched her in months. When he had, it had been when he was exceedingly drunk and could hardly get an erection. Whether this was because of the quantities of liquor he’d consumed, or because he just wasn’t attracted to her, Heather didn’t know. She suspected it was a bit of both.

      She never wanted to feel like that again. She’d rather remain celibate for the rest of her life with a companion than be with a man who had to force himself to be intimate with her.

      

      Heather had made fried chicken, biscuits, and mashed potatoes, southern style. Before Heather’s mother had passed, it had been a Saturday staple that she’d always prepared for the family. It was also the one recipe Heather thought she could probably make with her eyes closed.

      “That was amazing,” Tanner declared, leaning back in his chair. He gazed directly at Heather, giving her a slow, appreciative smile. She blushed in return and looked down at her plate; she’d hardly been able to eat a thing.

      “Teach me to make it, please. Will you, Heather?” asked Chloe. She’d finished her food long before Tanner and was proceeding to lick the crumbs off the plate with her finger.

      “Manners, Chloe,” interrupted Tanner, pointedly looking at her plate.

      “Sorry.” Chloe glanced mischievously at Heather.

      “Of course, I will, honey.” Heather smiled at her, pleased her food had been appreciated by the both of them.

      “I think it’s time for a movie, and maybe we can show Heather how we make our world-famous Holt popcorn?” Tanner got up from the table as Chloe squealed in excitement. He picked up the plates, ignoring Heather’s protests that she’d clean up.

      “Okay, fine. I’m looking forward to this popcorn, though. Can I help with that?” asked Heather.

      “Yes! Of course, you can. Can’t she, Dad?” Chloe tugged on her dad’s shirt sleeve as he placed the dishes in the dishwasher.

      “I was kind of hoping that Heather could just enjoy being waited on for once. I think you’ve been running her ragged, Chloe.”

      Heather laughed, “Not at all. She’s been a delight today.” Heather met Tanner’s eyes this time, their dark brown warmth making her stomach somersault.  She suddenly felt like the kitchen was too small, and she was too close to Tanner’s large frame.

      “Chloe, why don’t you show me how to get the movie on, and we can pick one of your favorites?” Heather re-focused her attentions on Chloe, who was only too happy to usher her into the living room, listing a host of princess-themed Disney-Pixar blockbusters.

      Tanner came in a few minutes later with fresh popcorn and began working on getting a fire going. There was one sofa and an armchair in the room, but only the sofa faced the screen. Chloe insisted that they all pile onto it and placed herself in the middle, popcorn balanced precariously on her lap.

      They watched The Princess Diaries in complete silence, except when Chloe joined in quoting some of her favorite parts.

      Heather couldn’t concentrate. She kept glancing over at Tanner’s profile, lit up by the flickering fire and the light of the screen. She couldn’t help but notice his hard jaw line and full lips. He didn’t touch the popcorn and kept his gaze fully trained on the screen, not moving a muscle. Every now and then, his jaw would twitch slightly, as if he were angry or annoyed about something, but he had been perfectly polite to her all evening, so Heather just chalked it up to boredom, rather than irritation at her presence.

      As the credits rolled, Tanner stood up abruptly.

      “It’s bedtime for you, kiddo.” He announced, picking up a drowsy Chloe and placing her small frame over his shoulder. She murmured a reluctant agreement, but then called for Heather.

      “I want Heather to put me to bed, Dad.” She yawned loudly, and he laughed.

      “Are you trying to make me jealous? I’m taking you. Let your old dad get some time with you.” He rolled his eyes at Heather, and she smiled in response.

      Once they were gone, and Heather had said goodnight to Chloe, she went about clearing up the room and the half-spilled popcorn that lay scattered about the floor.

      

      “Dad?”

      Tanner had been about to walk out of the room and turn Chloe’s light off, but he returned at her call.

      “What is it, pumpkin?”

      “I don’t want you to send Heather away. I want her to stay.” Her voice sounded small, half lost in drowsiness and duvet.

      Tanner sighed and came and sat on the end of her bed, “I don’t know, honey. She might not want to stay. We still haven’t talked about why you did this—and you know you’re still in trouble, right?” Tanner reprimanded her gently.

      “Yeah, I know, but I love her, Dad. You will, too. And,” she yawned loudly, “I need a mom. You’re the best dad in the world, but you don’t know about stuff like hair styles, and I’m going to get periods soon because loads of girls in my grade already have them, and you don’t know about those. That’s girl stuff. I won’t know what to do if I don’t have Heather.”

      Tanner’s heart ached. He had no idea that Chloe was worried about these things yet. He assumed it would be a while before the subject of puberty came up. He was unprepared. For Chloe to carry that around on her shoulders was too much. He berated himself for not realizing any of this sooner. He’d let his daughter become so anxious about it that she’d taken it upon herself to send off for a mom. He hated himself for that.

      Years ago, he’d sworn to her mother that he’d protect her child, look after her as his own. He’d tried every day to keep that promise. He loved Chloe with all his heart, yet he’d let her struggle through these feelings on her own. He was ashamed.

      “Chloe, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize, I didn’t think…” He looked down at his daughter. She was already fast asleep. He cursed quietly to himself and walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind him.
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      “Heather, we should talk.” Tanner stood in the doorway to the living room, just as she was on her hands and knees clearing away the last of the popcorn. She hurriedly moved to a more dignified position, perched on the edge of the sofa.

      Tanner sat down in the armchair, keeping a physical distance between the two of them. He ran a hand through his hair in agitation.

      “You need to know, I didn’t… well, I wasn’t exactly the one who… invited you here,” Tanner finished his sentence lamely.

      “What do you mean?” Heather folded her arms across her chest.

      “Well, I didn’t send the application form. It was Chloe.” Tanner bit out the words and then raised his eyes to meet hers. “I actually had no idea about any of this until you were already here.” He forced a half smile, hoping she’d see the funny side of the situation.

      Heather’s heart sank. Quickly replaced by the heat of utter shame and humiliation spreading across her body.

      “Oh my God, what you must have thought of me.” Her arms clenched tighter, hugging herself as if she could make herself so small she might disappear.

      “No, please. It’s not like that, Heather. I’m sorry to have…” Tanner hesitated trying to find the right words, “inconvenienced you.”

      “The letter, then, that wasn’t you at all, was it?” She’d been such an idiot.

      “Letter? No. That was Chloe, I haven’t actually seen that letter.”

      Heather closed her eyes, as if she could block out the reality of her current situation. She’d made a complete fool out of herself in front of a man who was not only a total stranger who had no idea who she was, but also a total stranger that she was developing inappropriate feelings for.

      “I’ll leave tonight. I’m so sorry about this.” Heather looked down at the carpet, desperately wanting to flee from the room.

      “No!” Tanner burst out, then amended more quietly, “I mean, no, please don’t go. Chloe would be heartbroken to find you gone. I was thinking that maybe… maybe we could give this a try.” He paused, waiting for Heather to respond. He was met by complete silence, so he continued, “For Chloe’s sake. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea?”

      Heather was stung by his words. On the one hand, it was a relief that she wouldn’t have to leave without saying goodbye to Chloe, but it was also utterly gut-wrenching to realize that Tanner was clearly so unattracted to her, with no romantic intentions whatsoever. The sentiment she’d been flattered by in the letter, had read over and over again, had pinned her wild dreams on, had been written by a ten-year-old girl.

      “I need some time to think. I’m not… I’m not sure about this, Tanner.” Heather looked desolate. He’d seen her face crumple at his revelation, and he wanted to find some way to comfort her, but had no idea what to do without scaring her off with the intensity of his real feelings— feelings that even he found frightening. Better to keep her at a distance, at least for now.

      “I understand. Please think about it, though. Both Chloe and I would love to have you stay with us.” Tanner cursed himself silently, why did he have to sound so wooden?

      Heather stood up. She smiled at him, tightly and briefly. There seemed to be nothing more to say. He was a nice man. He was being polite, and perhaps he was right. Maybe it could work. Maybe she could stay, looking after Chloe, living here among the fresh air and wild landscape of Jackson. There would be a freedom in that for her, away from the mayhem of New York, far away from the empty shell of a life she’d lived before, the cloying world of Bertram and AyerCooke.

      “Heather, wait.” Tanner moved to block the doorway. “I’m saying this all wrong.” He reached out his hand, placing it on her upper arm. He held her that way, at a distance, while she kept her eyes on his chest. She didn’t dare look up and risk him seeing the disappointment and defeat in her eyes.

      Tanner hadn’t anticipated the reaction he would feel when touching her. His nerves went haywire, energy pulsed through him, hot and urgent. His senses focused sharply in on her, and he became hyper-aware of her soft lips and their cupid bow curve at the top, the light smattering of freckles that danced about her nose and cheekbones, the thick curve of her eyebrows, and the lustrous waves of hair that fell down her back and around her shoulders.

      “Heather, look at me.” His voice came out hoarse and broken. It was his tone, not his command, which made Heather look up. She met his brown eyes, noticing for the first time the golden flecks around the iris and their look of burning intensity, so at odds with what he’d been saying a moment ago.

      Tanner lowered his head down to meet hers. She drew back by an inch, confused as to what he was doing. The hesitation on her part should have been enough to stop Tanner, to bring him back to reality. But despite the confusion in Heather’s eyes, he saw his own lust reciprocated. He closed the space between them, pressing his lips sweetly against hers.

      Heather broke the kiss first, taking a step backward. He let her, dropping his hand from her arm. They stayed like that for a heartbeat, neither of them breathing.

      “Tanner, I should—” He didn’t let her finish the sentence. He thrust his fingers deep into her hair, twining its strands around his fingers, pulling her forward by the back of her head. His lips dove down to meet hers, forcefully this time, pushing his mouth hungrily, deeper into the sweet taste of her mouth, molding her lush lips to his.

      Heather reached her hands around his waist, drawing them upward and clinging onto his broad back to push their bodies closer together. At her willingness, Tanner delved his tongue into her mouth, caressing hers in a motion that melted her insides and sent sensations shooting throughout her body all the way to the tips of her toes.

      Tanner reached his hands down toward her backside, greedily grabbing her flesh, thrusting her toward him. His body kept urging him onward, seeking satisfaction in Heather’s warm, sweet scent and her softness. Heather groaned softly against his mouth, and Tanner felt a familiar sensation growing in the pit of his stomach. He was about to turn. His bear wanted to claim her.

      Shit, Tanner mentally swore. He couldn’t let this happen. Not here, not now. He dragged his lips away from hers, with effort. His whole chest ached as he caught his breath. He took a few steps back, holding out an arm to warn her not to come any closer.

      “Heather—I’m sorry, I can’t—” he gasped.

      “No, I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have happened.” Heather fought to reclaim her sanity, her head spinning from the intensity of the kiss, and the visceral reaction of Tanner just now. What the hell had just happened? She turned and left without looking back at him. This time Tanner didn’t stop her.
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      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t my lucky night. Two Holt boys in one room,” Kellie Lane drawled, pushing her cleavage up on the bar and smiling seductively at Tanner, “What can I do you for?”

      “Just a beer. Thanks, Kellie,” Tanner replied, trying to keep his response polite. After the kiss with Heather, he’d felt restless and irritable, so he’d come to Jake’s Place, the seediest bar in Jackson Hole, where his brother would be the musical act tonight.

      “Your brother’s out back,” she continued as she flipped the lid off the bottle, “Want me to fetch him?”

      “Nope. I’ll wait. Thanks.” Tanner knew his brother got stage fright before a show, any show, no matter if it was the same tired bar he’d played at for the last five years.

      He didn’t have to wait long. His brother’s hulking figure could be seen weaving his way through the small tables that populated the barroom. He was roughly the same size as Tanner, but his features were lighter—blonde hair, blue eyes, and most people thought he had a slightly more cheerful and child-like countenance than Tanner, who was the older of the two.

      “Nice surprise to see you here, bro. What’s the occasion?” Derek Holt grinned, and came to sit down on the adjacent bar stool.

      “Advice,” Tanner deadpanned.

      His brother laughed loudly, “Tanner Holt coming to me for advice? We’re in dire straits, people.”

      “You don’t need advice, Tanner, you need a good woman,” Kellie interrupted, pushing a double whisky Derek’s way. She winked at Tanner and then sashayed away to serve another customer.

      “My problem exactly,” Tanner muttered under his breath.

      “You got women trouble?” asked Derek, “You’ve come to the right place.” He gestured around the bar. There were quite a few women gathered together at various tables, all glancing quite obviously over at the two men.

      “Not that kind of trouble.” Tanner took a sip of beer. It was cold and refreshing, and he felt himself start to relax. He’d come to Jake’s Place lots of times in the past to pick up women. It was easy. There were plenty of women who’d happily keep him company for a night then disappear in the morning before Chloe woke up. It was the ones that wanted more who occasionally caused him headaches. Kellie Lane was one such woman.

      “Let’s grab a table,” Tanner said, aware that Kellie could easily eavesdrop on their conversation.

      “Sure.” Derek looked sidelong at his brother. He’d never seen Tanner like this. Well, apart from the night when he’d discovered Chloe’s mother-to-be at his door.

      Tanner took a long sip of his beer, “I think I’ve found my mate.” Someone on the makeshift stage dropped the cymbals of a drum set. They clattered to the floor making an ungodly racket. Tanner smirked. It perfectly exemplified his feelings.

      “Mate? Shit. That’s big, bro.” Derek raised his eyebrows, waiting for more details.

      “Yeah. Feels big.” Tanner ran his hands through his hair and stared at the beer mat. “Chloe actually sent off for her, through one of those mail order bride things.”

      “What? She’s ten. How the hell’d she do that?” Derek exclaimed.

      “Internet. I’m putting in a child lock or something on that thing next week. Anyway, a woman came. Heather. The moment I saw her, my bear took over.” He glanced up at his brother’s worried face, “Not like that. I just had to run it out. But it was instantaneous. I had no control.”

      His brother looked at him with understanding. Derek had yet to find a mate, but he understood what his brother meant.

      “Have you thought about telling her?” Derek tentatively suggested.

      “Are you kidding? Derek, she’s an angel. You should see her—she’s this perfect, beautiful angel. She’ll hate me.” Tanner had vowed never to reveal that side of himself to anyone, not even Chloe. She had no idea who her father really was.

      “But if she’s your mate, then it won’t matter,” Derek argued.

      “Where you hear that?” retorted Tanner.

      “I’ve thought about it, that’s all. Your true mate wouldn’t reject you—it wouldn’t work like that—otherwise, how would we breed?” Derek reasoned. He had waited years to meet his mate. It was maybe the one thing that gave him hope. He knew that he and Tanner were the loneliest guys in Jackson Hole. At least Tanner had Chloe. He had no one. Just a horrible secret, a fledging career, and an expensive drinking habit.

      “I don’t know about that. It’s a good thought, bro, but if you’re wrong, and I lose her…. If you met her, you’d realize. She’s amazing—beautiful, curvy, her hair…she’s incredible with Chloe, too. That girl’s eyes light up whenever she’s around. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Tanner could have gone on all night, but he stopped on seeing the longing in his brother’s eyes.

      “Sounds like you struck gold, brother. Don’t let you be the problem.” Derek drained his whisky and motioned to Kellie at the bar to bring him another.

      “Easier said than done. I don’t know how to handle this at all.” Tanner looked imploringly at his brother, half-hoping that he’d have some answers.

      “Well,” Derek was aware he wasn’t anything close to an expert, but he tried to think of something constructive to say, “have you been nice, you know, treated her well?”

      “I don’t think so, not really. I was just kind of shocked, and I haven’t really known what to say to her. We kissed.” He drained the last of his beer, and stared down the empty bottleneck.

      “That’s a start. What happened after?”

      “I came here,” Tanner replied shortly.

      “You just left?” Derek asked disbelievingly, “What kind of dumb-ass move is that?”

      “My bear was coming out,” Tanner growled back in reply.

      “She doesn’t know that!”

      “Jesus, Derek, I was looking for advice, not a ball-busting.” Tanner felt totally lost, truly out of his depth.

      His and Derek’s upbringing had been a far cry from ideal, and he supposed this was one of those times when that kind of thing showed, when you had to man up and tell your mate how you felt about her, when you had to trust that the two of you collided for a reason, and when you had to grab the chance, while you could.

      “I’m sorry. Truth is, I don’t know anything about this stuff. But you should tell her who you really you are. Otherwise, you don’t have a hope in hell, brother.” Derek smiled as Kellie approached with a drinks tray.

      “Bought you a whisky and a beer.” Kellie winked at Tanner and he nodded his thanks in return. “I was thinking, you and me, we should do something later this week. I got nights off.”

      “Err, sure.” Tanner kicked himself as the words came out and tried to call Kellie back to tell her that he was busy on the ranch this week, but she’d already left.

      “Smooth, brother,” quipped Derek.

      “Shut it. She’ll forget,” Tanner replied, only half-believing it himself.

      “I’d happily take that bullet for you,” Derek laughed loudly at his own joke.

      “Really? Kellie?” Tanner raised his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, really. I haven’t got a hope in hell of meeting a mate. I got nothing waiting for me but lonely nights, empty sex, and emptier bottles. I’m not complaining, it’s just the truth of it. I could do worse than Kellie.”  He downed his second whisky. “You might want to think about that before you freeze out that woman of yours.”

      Derek stood up and left the table, slapping his brother on the back and slinging a leather jacket over his shoulder. Tanner watched him go.
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      Heather sat luxuriating in the warm breeze, watching a hawk swoop, dip, and soar across the sky as if putting on a performance for the diners. She was seated on the patio of The Rusty Parrot Lodge, Jackson Hole’s one and only four-star restaurant. The view was breathtakingly beautiful. The patio looked out onto the Grand Teton mountain range. The snowy peaks glittered in the sun, which was rapidly making its descent as the evening approached.

      Tanner had gone to speak to the chef, an old friend of his. Heather was amazed how many people he knew in Jackson Hole. Everywhere they went, he was greeted enthusiastically. Many people went out of their way to show him fresh produce at the various market stands they’d passed or new stock at the hunting store; mothers wanted to show-off their babies and ask about Chloe. Tanner was patient and warm in every exchange, and Heather was pleasantly surprised to see him so relaxed and at ease.

      When she’d woken up this morning, she’d come downstairs to discover a different man from the one she kissed last night. She’d been dreading seeing him again, so embarrassed about the kiss they’d shared and his swift exit from the house right after. She needn’t have worried. He had been making pancakes for her and Chloe when she saw him, and he treated her with warmth and grace. He’d asked her if she wanted to come and see the town with him. She’d hesitated, but ultimately agreed after Chloe had joined in and insisted that she went. It was only later, when Tanner had left the room and Josiah came in asking where Tanner was because they had a busy day ahead, that she realized that he was going out of his way to make her feel at home. Whatever she felt for him, and whatever he didn’t feel for her, she appreciated the sacrifice and happily climbed into his Chevy Silverado, ready to spend the day in his company.

      “Okay, so, the chef’s doing something special for us, no idea what it’s going to be, but I know it’s going to be good,” Tanner smiled down at her and took his seat.

      “Great. How do you know him?” Heather suddenly felt nervous. They had spent the entire day in each other’s company, but it had been full of sightseeing and activity. Now that it was just the two of them, Heather couldn’t help but notice, once again, his broad chest, thick, defined biceps, and how the t-shirt he wore stretched over them, accentuating them, and how attracted she was to him.

      “Actually, he tried to teach me how to cook,” Tanner grinned, “Not that any of it stuck.”

      “What? You had a chef teach you, and you still didn’t learn anything?” Heather had to laugh, “Okay, there’s really no help for you, Tanner Holt.”

      The atmosphere changed as she finished her words. Tanner looked at her intently, his eyes soft on hers, and she felt her stomach flip over in response.

      “I like the way my name sounds on your lips.” He leaned forward and with his thumb he gently skated her bottom lip. Slowly removing his hand, he leaned back in his chair again, watching her. Heather blushed and looked down at her napkin and cutlery, trying to hide the smile spreading across her face.

      On sensing her obvious discomfort, Tanner changed tactics. “How do you like Jackson Hole so far?”

      “I love it!” Heather exclaimed, “It’s so beautiful, so wild and peaceful all at the same time. You’re lucky to live here. Is it where you grew up?”

      The spark that had been in Tanner’s eyes visibly dimmed, and there was a pause before he responded, “No. I grew up in Wilkes. my brother and I moved here a while ago.”

      Heather was perceptive enough to realize that she should drop the subject, but she was amazed there had been no mention of a brother, especially considering his brother lived in Jackson Hole.

      “Are you close with him, your brother?” she asked tentatively.

      “Yeah, we’re close. I saw him last night.”

      The night after they’d kissed. She’d wondered where he’d gone, but it certainly hadn’t been her place to ask.

      “Oh.” She could feel herself reddening.

      “He plays at a bar in town. He’s good. Talented guy,” Tanner tried to put her at ease. He knew family was going to come up; he just never felt prepared to talk too much about his.

      “Does he get along with Chloe?” Heather asked, feeling that this would be more comfortable territory. She was right; Tanner perceptibly relaxed.

      “Yeah, she loves him. He doesn’t come around to the house too often, but they get along great when he does.”

      A waiter arrived with a bottle of red wine and proceeded to fill up their glasses. Heather was glad for the drink; her nerves weren’t receding in the slightest.

      “What about her mom? Where is she, if you don’t mind me asking?” Heather took a fortifying sip of the wine.

      “No, I don’t. Sadly, she passed away. Chloe never met her. She died in childbirth.”

      “I’m so sorry, Tanner. That’s awful.” Heather felt a wave of compassion for the man. What a horrible thing to happen. It would explain why he’d never married. How could anyone ever recover from that kind of heartbreak? She could imagine the two of them, excited to start a family and making plans to raise their children in that beautiful ranch. It also explained his reluctance to let the kiss continue last night. It may have been years since she passed away, but some people never let go. Some people held on forever. Her own father had done the same thing, unable to find comfort in the arms of another woman after her mother died.

      “Yeah, apparently, Chloe’s found it difficult without a mom.” He smiled at Heather, sharing the humor around her arrival. “What about you? What about your life in New York?”

      Heather sighed and smiled at Tanner. She honestly didn’t know where to begin. None of it seemed to paint her in a particularly attractive light.

      “Well, I was engaged to a man. My father’s business partner. The relationship ended when my father passed away a few months ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Tanner interjected.

      “Thank you. I guess there’s nothing much to say, really. Before I met Bertram, my ex-fiancé, I’d wanted to open a patisserie, but Bertram really needed someone to support him—I suppose in the same way my mother supported my father. Anyway…” she paused, discomfort clearly showing in her face, “I was at a loose end, so in a moment of sheer insanity, I thought I’d try the mail order agency and see where life led me. And here I am.” Heather took a gulp of wine this time, she sounded pathetic even to her own ears. She couldn’t imagine what he thought of her.  She smiled brightly, but when she met Tanner’s eyes, she just saw understanding, not pity.

      “Sounds like you had to get back on your feet pretty quick. That must have been tough. You’re brave. It must have taken a lot of courage to get on that plane.” Tanner could see the hurt she was trying to hide, and his heart went out to her. It sounded like she’d given a lot to a man that had clearly been using her for the connections. Tanner hoped he never ran into the guy.

      “Anyway, I’m glad I met you and Chloe. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you both.” Heather wanted to change the subject, and to her relief the food arrived. It smelled absolutely mouth-watering.

      “Sweet pepper crab cakes, breast of pheasant, bison short ribs, and Wagyu beef,” announced the waiter, “The chef insisted you have a taste of the best dishes on the menu.” He smiled at the couple, “Enjoy. And please let me know if I can get you anything else.”

      “My goodness.” Heather surveyed the table. The sweet aroma of roasted chestnuts, pine nuts, and various spices that flavored the meats filled her senses.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Tanner grinned at her, “I’m just warning you now that I’m violently opposed to women that don’t have an appetite, so don’t leave me hanging.”

      Heather laughed out loud, “There’s no chance of that. This all looks absolutely amazing.”

      Tanner raised a glass, “A toast. To you, Heather Ayer, thank you for coming to our home.” They clinked glasses, and Heather met Tanner’s eyes across the table. She suddenly decided to put her reservations about Tanner aside, he might not return her feelings of lust and desire, but he was a good and honest man. She could enjoy being in his company this evening and let her problems vanish off into the horizon. She’d be a fool not to enjoy being on a patio with a drop-dead gorgeous man, about to share a delicious meal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      They drove through the town in a comfortable silence. The sunset had disappeared, and the sky was awash in navy blue, the mountain pines appearing as black paper cut-out silhouettes. Heather had opened her window, and the sweet air filled the truck, making her feel drowsy and peaceful.

      “Heather?” Tanner’s voice sounded strange. She glanced over at him, but he kept his eyes on the road. “I want you to stay.”

      She didn’t respond. She didn’t really know what she wanted anymore. Her original ideas of being a companion to Tanner had started to seem unrealistic given her constant and unrelenting attraction to him. He also seemed to blow hot and cold, and she really didn’t understand the dynamics of their relationship anymore. Maybe she could stay a few weeks and help him out for a bit, and then go back and try to pick up the pieces of her life back in New York.

      “I don’t know, Tanner. It’s been wonderful,” she hesitated, “but maybe it’s not the best idea.”

      “I know our situation is unconventional, but I think we could make it work. If we both wanted it to.” Tanner kept his eyes on the road, not daring to look over at Heather. He knew there was a big chance that he could lose her, and that was unthinkable. He knew he’d given her the initial impression that he didn’t want her around and had spent the day and evening trying to subtly hint otherwise.

      Heather looked over at him. Watching his profile in the dim light, she became aware of how manly and warm he seemed to her in that moment. And how much she longed to be curled up in his arms. Would it always be like this? Would she be happy to stay with him if she were to become a mother to Chloe but without having anything other than a professional and distant relationship with Tanner? The best she could hope for would be friendship, and she wasn’t sure she could handle that. What if another woman came into the picture?

      “I don’t know, Tanner,” she repeated the words softly and with sorrow.

      “I don’t want you to leave. I want you to stay with me, with us. Not just for Chloe’s sake.” His jaw clenched; he couldn’t be too raw with his feelings. Not yet. There was so much he wanted to say to her, but the stakes were too high, and there was too much at risk if she rejected him completely.

      “Why don’t you want me to leave?” Heather asked. She instantly regretted the question and hardly dared to breathe as she waited for his response.

      Tanner had turned up the driveway to the ranch and was shifting gears to get the wheels through the soft ground, “Before I tell you that, there’s something I need to show you.”

      Heather felt waves of crashing disappointment flow through her body. Of course, it wasn’t going to be the answer she wanted. Other than being perfect, pleasant, and polite today, he’d given no indication of stronger or romantic feelings toward her. Except for the kiss. Her body tingled at the memory. But that had clearly been a mistake. Clearly.

      Tanner turned off the engine and jumped down from the driver’s seat. He crossed the front of the truck over to Heather’s side and opened the door for her, holding out his hand for her to take as she stepped down. As her small hand slid into his, she felt the warmth emanating from his body, smelled his musky male scent mixed with fresh soap.

      “Will you come with me to the barn?” his lips were close enough to her face that they tickled her ears and sent a shiver running down her spine. She could only nod in return, hardly able to breathe with him in such close proximity, let alone speak.

      She followed him in silence, staying close. The ranch was in complete darkness. Chloe and Josiah must have already gone to bed. She stumbled on a patch of uneven grass, and Tanner spun around and caught her.

      “Sorry, I was going too fast. Are you okay?” She was pressed up against his torso, feeling his smooth hardness beneath his cotton t-shirt.

      “I’m fine, thanks.” She removed herself slowly from his body. Trying to steady her breathing as they proceeded to walk to the barn side by side.

      Tanner switched on the light and a solitary bulb flickered, casting a soft glow over the various pieces of farming machinery and neatly ordered tools. They stood in the center, directly beneath the light.

      “There’s something I need to be honest about, if we’re going to make this work.” He took a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair, messing it up. “I’m not exactly… normal,” he exhaled. Heather felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She had absolutely no idea what he was trying to tell her, but judging by his anxious demeanor, it wasn’t good.

      “Both my brother and I are the same. We… well… we change. No one knows other than us, not even Chloe. But I can’t seem to keep myself in check around you, and I want you to see me for who I really am.” Tanner wanted to explain more, about who she really was to him, but tonight would be shocking enough without her also thinking she was bound to him in anyway, or that she owed him anything. If she was disgusted, then they could go their separate ways, and that would be all there was to it.

      “It’s okay, Tanner. Whatever it is, just tell me, I can deal.” Heather steeled herself. She could deal with whatever it was. She wanted to know everything about Tanner and his life before she could make a final decision about staying or leaving.

      “Can you turn around?” Tanner asked, looking directly at her. His gaze was heated, and Heather felt a rush of lust run through her, mingling with the apprehension she was already feeling. She dutifully turned around, facing the wall of the barn.

      She heard the sound of his shirt lightly hitting the floor, the zipper of his jeans being pulled down, and then the clunk of his belt as it landed on the wooden boards. What in the world was the man doing? Should she be frightened? It was so quiet she could hear their breathing, both of their bodies creating heavy, short breaths that betrayed their nerves.

      Tanner closed his eyes, relaxing his body and letting the fluttering of energy that had formed in his abdomen grow. It spread like wildfire through his central nervous system, flares of heat zipping through his veins. His body started to change, his torso grew longer and wider, his solid muscle tearing and ripping to form something entirely different. His hands turned to claws, and he let himself fall forward to the natural all-fours position of his inner beast. He roared, an animalistic and raw sound that shuddered through him and punctured the quiet of the barn.

      He could see Heather standing in front of him. She still had her face turned to the wall, but her whole body was trembling in fear. He took a few steps forward, and nudged her with his nose at the small of her back. With agonizing slowness, she turned to face him. In her eyes, he read complete and utter disbelief as she took in his form.

      “Tanner… what the…? Is that you?” she whispered, her voice barely audible. The trembling hadn’t ceased. Her heart was hammering in her rib cage so loudly they could both hear it.  Tanner couldn’t say anything, so he just looked at her, trying to convey that he wasn’t a threat to her through his eyes.

      “I can’t, I can’t believe… that I’m seeing this.” Heather felt shell-shocked. The complete unreality of the situation sent her head spinning, and she felt like she would faint. Instead, she tentatively reached out her hand. Part of her insisted she was going insane, and the other part wanted to reach out and stroke the luxurious fur surrounding his face. When her fingertips landed on his coarse fur, a shiver went through her body. He was so beautiful and wild. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him, marveling at the enormous, ferocious looking bear in front of her.

      “You’re so beautiful, Tanner.” She ran a finger down his snout and then slowly moved alongside him, repeatedly stroking the fur down his back and then following down to his hind legs. In this light his fur was a dark, chocolate brown. Heather suspected that in daylight his coat would look exactly like his human hair would, flecked with light brown and gold.

      As she became more comfortable with him, her caresses deepened, and she luxuriated in the feeling of him beneath her hands, fur gently tickling her lower forearm. Tanner started to emit a low-toned hum that shook his entire body, similar to that of a cat purring. Heather smiled to herself and continued to caress the beautiful beast.

      “I don’t know if you can understand me or not when you’re like this. But you are incredible, Tanner, you’re so incredible.”

      Tanner could understand her and felt a blissful stillness encompass him. He never in a million years believed that he’d get a reaction like this, especially not from someone as pure and true as Heather. He nudged his nose into her side, trying to indicate that he’d understood her and how much he appreciated it.

      “Will you change back? I want to tell you that I’m not going to leave. I’ll stay as long as I’m wanted or needed.”

      Tanner backed away from her to let his human form reemerge. It was difficult with Heather being in the room. His primal instincts felt dominant, and they fought against his human will. He turned away and closed his eyes, trying to calm himself and forget her presence. It took a while, but eventually he felt his muscles contract and the cool air of the barn caress his naked human skin.

      Looking up from his crouched position on the floor, he found Heather staring at him. She had watched his transformation this time. Her eyes were widened in astonishment, but as she gazed at his form, her expression changed. He saw her face heat up, a ripe blush spreading across her cheeks.

      He hastily found his boxers and jeans, aware that his erection was plainly visible. Once dressed, he stepped closer to Heather, who hadn’t moved from her spot across the barn.

      “I can’t tell you what it means that you’re not…repulsed by me this way.”

      Heather was momentarily taken aback by his words. Why would anyone be repulsed by such a magnificent creature? Before she could say anything, Tanner had stepped closer to her and bent his head downward, and the words stuck in her mouth. Her throat ran dry as she became consumed by the desire to be wrapped in his strong arms, to move her head up an inch to meet his waiting lips.

      Tanner ran his hand gently down her side, skating the edge of her breast and coming to rest on her hip. A shudder ran through her, and she closed the space between them. His hand tightened in response, his thumb digging into the curve of her hipbone and sending a shooting pleasure straight to her core.

      As their lips met, Heather inhaled his warm breath and arched her body against his. His kiss deepened, Tanner exploring her mouth as if he couldn’t get enough of her taste. Heather reached her hands to trace the trail of his spine up his back. Tanner groaned against her, Heather’s lips reverberating with his sound.

      “Not here. Come into the house. I want you in my bed.” Tanner’s voice was thick and soft like honey, and Heather gazed up at him. Reading the unabashed lust in his eyes, she nodded in agreement.
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      Tanner shut the bedroom door quietly behind him. Heather had turned on the bedside lamp, casting a warm glow over the bedroom. She stood waiting by the side of the bed, watching him as he approached.

      Her face glowed in the half-light, and it lit up her hair so the strands appeared hazy and soft, with tinges of red running through it. Tanner’s erection felt like it was pulsing, on and off all day. His blood had been continually rushing downward without offering it any kind of release. Being around Heather was a continual interplay of pleasure and pain, as he fought his instincts in order to behave like a gentleman.  Finally, he didn’t have to hold back any longer, and he stalked toward her.

      Heather lifted her head slightly, expecting a kiss. Instead, Tanner reached out and gently tugged down part of her wrap-around top, exposing her bra cup and the plump creamy breast spilling out of it. He ran a finger slowly over her cleavage before pulling the bra cup away. He leaned down, placing his lips on her breast and gently sucked her nipple whilst flicking its tip with his tongue. Heather gasped, the slow sucking motion made her breasts feel achingly heavy and full. He repeated the action, moving over to the other breast, and shivers ran down Heather’s sides.

      She reached out and ran her fingers through Tanner’s hair, recalling the thick, luxurious hair of his bear. Tanner groaned softly and moved his mouth upward to take hers in a deep kiss. She could feel his erection pushing against her thigh, and her panties grew damp in response.

      Tanner cupped her breasts in his hands, gently pushing them upward and teasing her nipples with his thumb.

      “These are beautiful. Damn, Heather, I can’t tell you how much I’ve wanted you,” his voice was raspy and low. Faint, short breaths escaped his mouth.  He broke away and roughly removed her top, expertly unclasping her bra so that it fell to the floor. He moved back to kiss her, and her nipples hardened as they gently grazed his bare chest. His fingers reached up and ran through her hair, massaging the top of her neck as he did so, sending torrents of pleasure cascading down Heather’s back.

      Gently Tanner moved Heather backward onto his bed. He guided her down so she was lying on her back and peppered kisses from her collarbone down to her stomach. Unfastening the button and zipper of her pants, he continued to kiss down her lower abdomen, stopping at the top of her panties. Tanner ran his tongue softly along the lace lining and then pulled away to remove her clothing, leaving only her panties still in place.

      Tanner marveled at the beautiful woman reclining on his bed. Heather’s full breasts with their hardened nipples begged to be caressed, and he longed to push his throbbing erection against her soft, rosy flesh. Without clothes on, he could finally see her magnificent curves. In the warm light, she looked like a Botticelli angel, voluptuous and welcoming.

      With a groan, Tanner leaned forward on the bed and gently spread her legs apart, exposing the dampness of her panties. Embarrassed, Heather tried to reach down and cover it with her hands, but Tanner firmly grasped her hands, holding them over her head. He saw the blush on her cheeks intensify.

      “Heather,” he said gently, “look at how much I want you. Don’t hide from me.” Heather eyes were drawn to the obvious bulge pushing against his jeans and his lightly trembling torso, her own desire rippling through her at witnessing his.

      He placed one of his hands between her legs, gently caressing the damp lips of her sex through the lace underwear. He felt the wetness grow and smiled to himself, ever so slightly intensifying the pressure of his movements. Heather’s eyelids were half-closed in pleasure, and Tanner could see her chest rapidly rise and fall in response to his touch.

      He gently pulled the crotch of her panties to the side, exposing her to the cool air of the room. With one finger, he traced the outline of her delicate folds, watching them swell and moisten at his touch. When he heard her release a soft moan, he slipped his finger into her entrance, massaging the more sensitive skin within. Finding her hardening bud, he stroked it gently, feeling her wetness gush from within her, dampening the bed sheets beneath them.

      “You’re so wet, Heather. Look at how much you want me,” Tanner rasped, trying to control the movements of his finger to keep his touch light. Heather almost whimpered in return, and he could see her thighs clench in response to her pleasure.

      The restriction of Tanner’s jeans was now agony. He leaned backward to unfasten his button, and felt Heather’s hands cover his.

      “Let me.” She looked up at him with her beautiful, angelic face, and he melted at the open and innocent gaze that met his. He nodded briefly, words dying on his lips as with trembling fingers she slowly released his zipper and gasped as his boxer-clad, heavy erection was exposed.

      She took it in her hands, gently rubbing the material of the cotton. Heather greedily eyed his size and thickness, feeling a desperate ache within her core as she anticipated him entering her. She moved her hands to the waistband of his jeans and pulled them down his muscular thighs. Tanner stood up and let the jeans fall to the floor. Heather stayed seated on the bed, drinking in his toned, broad body.

      Tanner removed his boxers and stood naked before her. The tip of his shaft glistened with a bead of moisture, ready for her. Heather leaned backward, expecting him to climb on top of her. Instead, Tanner approached the bed and gently turned her over. He pulled down her panties, gently stroking the plump cheeks of her backside as he did so. Once they were removed, Heather felt his erection rest against the opening between her legs. She trembled in response, opening her legs a little wider to allow him access.

      Tanner groaned, gently grabbing the flesh on the back of her thighs and guiding himself to the swollen lips of her sex. With incredible gentleness, he rubbed himself back and forth against her, enjoying the wetness sliding up and down his length. He’d never known a woman to be so ready and willing, as if her entire being was built for his pleasure. Heather cried out, she couldn’t contain the unrelenting shocks of pleasure running through her body.

      Tanner flipped her around, more aggressively this time, and pushed her further up on the bed. He buried his head between her legs, parting her lips gently with his fingers and lapped up the warm wetness within. The stokes of his tongue drove Heather to near oblivion. She spread her legs wider and pressed herself against him, driving his tongue further inside her.

      Tanner flicked his tongue against her bud, and Heather could feel the waves of an orgasm building within her.

      “Please… Tanner… I need you inside me. Please,” Heather gasped, trying to fight the tides of pleasure as she felt herself tipping over the edge.

      Tanner didn’t need any more encouragement. He guided his ready shaft into Heather’s channel, sucking in a short breath as he felt her amazing, swollen, soft, moist flesh surrounding him, sucking him in tighter, clenching at his erection.

      Heather called out his name as the pinnacle of her pleasure crashed and reverberated around her body. She clung to him, not wanting his motion to stop. She’d never felt so full and greedy as this, feeling complete yet yearning for more. Tanner leaned over her, balancing his frame on his elbows and forearms. His chest and shoulder muscles twitched with the effort of restraining himself.

      Heather looked up into his eyes, seeing dark pools of lust meeting hers. She moved her head up and kissed him, deeply, trying to convey the myriad of emotions that were raging within her.

      Tanner felt himself lose control as her lips met his. Deep within him he felt the familiar tug, centered within his lower abdomen, as his primal urges struggled to be released. Tanner tried to regulate his breathing, slowing down the motion of movement within Heather’s body, but it was too late. Heather arched against him, moaning in pleasure, clenching him tighter within her.

      “Heather,” he gasped.

      She reached up and stroked his jaw with her fingers, her eyes looking deep into his, “Come in me, Tanner.” The words were hoarsely and breathlessly whispered into his ear, but he felt them deep in his soul. He stopped struggling against the feeling and let his urges flow unchecked.

      His desire increased, not just physical desire, but one that was driven by heart and mind. It overtook all bodily sensation apart from Heather and the way her hips were gyrating against him.

      His hands clenched at the bedding, as his entire body spasmed. “Heather,” he half-growled her name, releasing himself in pulsating jets within her.

      Sated, Tanner’s head dropped onto Heather’s soft breasts. He was still inside her, and despite finding release, he was still hard. His body couldn’t get enough of her.

      Heather closed her arms around him, curling her body into his. They slept like that, entwined on the cotton sheets, until morning.
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      “Watch this one, Heather!” Chloe was on the back of a pony, practicing jumps with the help of Josiah. She leapt cleanly over the wooden jump bar, and the horse landed on the other side before cantering around the yard to complete the jump a second time. Heather applauded enthusiastically from beneath the shade of the ranch outbuilding.

      Tanner was standing a few yards off, tirelessly removing rocks from the earth. His aim was to create a soft, fertile area where Heather could have her own herb or vegetable garden. He’d kept his plan private, telling them all that he was extending the chicken coop, but the conspiratorial wink Josiah gave him told Tanner that the old man knew differently.

      That morning, Heather had set up a makeshift easel and brought out some paints, intending to capture the beautiful Wyoming scenery. She had started to do just that, but the moment Tanner had begun work, she’d been unable to take her eyes of him, and so the page now captured his muscular form, shirtless in the heat.

      She watched as his back and biceps rippled as he moved, lugging rocks back and forth over the soft earth. As she watched, she noticed that when his body stood under direct sunlight, she could see faint markings all over his chest and back. It looked like long strips of his flesh had been carved out of him, and Heather wondered if, when in bear form, he fought with other beasts in the forest. The thought made Heather shudder. She hated the idea of Tanner fighting alone in the wilderness, unable to protect himself with human tools.

      Heather caught Tanner’s eye and gestured toward the pitcher of lemonade on the table next to her. She rose to carry it over to him, but instead he made his way toward her, wiping away his sweat with a spare rag.

      “You are a good woman, Heather Ayer. My mouth feels like the desert.” Tanner came and sat down next to her, emitting a sigh of relief. Heather poured him a glass of lemonade.

      “What are you—oh, that’s me.” Tanner’s eyes rested on her half-finished drawing, and he raised his eyebrows in respectful acknowledgement of how good it was, “You’ve got talent. That’s impressive.”

      Heather blushed, “It’s not finished yet. You got in the way of the mountains.” Tanner gave a short bark of laughter, “Yeah, sorry about that.” They smiled at each other, and then Heather’s eyes drew back to his chest. The scars weren’t as noticeable in the shade, but she could still see very subtle outlines of their grooves marking his skin.

      “Tanner, what are those marks on your body? They look pretty ferocious… I thought maybe a wild animal had hurt you?” Heather was tentative approaching the subject. She didn’t want him to think she was prying.

      Tanner smirked. It was not a happy look. In fact, his bright mood seemed to have immediately vanished. There was silence for a few moments before he spoke, “Not an animal exactly.” Tanner took a gulp of his lemonade and then rand his hands through his hair. “I guess there’s a couple of things I still need to tell you.”

      “Not if you don’t want to, Tanner. You can keep whatever you want private,” Heather replied, meaning it. She didn’t want to pry into his life, she knew without a doubt that Tanner was a good, honest man, and whatever he wanted to keep private he could do so. She trusted him.

      “No, there’s stuff you should know. It’s about Chloe, too. But I guess I’ll start with the scars. As I said yesterday, my father died when I was young, he was like me and my brother—a shifter. He and my mom were crazy in love. She never really recovered from his death.”

      Heather nodded in understanding; a loss of a loved one was always painful, but if his father had been anything like Tanner, it would have been unbearable.

      “I don’t remember much of him. Which is a shame, but just the way it is. Anyway, my mom married again, not so well this time. He was a nasty junkie, beat her up something rotten. When he found out what me and my brother were, well, he didn’t like it. He would lock us up in cages. Whip us with chains and whatever was lying around. Starve us.” Tanner shrugged, “Like I said, a mean bastard.”

      Heather looked away. Her vision had started to blur as tears welled up in the corners of her eyes, but she didn’t want Tanner to see her crying. What would be the benefit to him of her tears? There weren’t tears enough in her body for the sorrow of a child being treated that way.

      Tanner hadn’t noticed that she’d turned away. He wasn’t able to look at her. Still, after all these years, the subject of his stepfather bought up nothing but shame. He hadn’t been able to protect his brother, and he hadn’t been able to save his mom from her eventual fate and her bad choices. Ashamed that he let himself be treated that way, ashamed that he’d spent the whole of his life believing he’d deserved every whip, every slice of flesh ripped from his body, every hour that he spent in starvation, closing his eyes as he drank stagnant water left for them in a dog bowl.

      “Anyway, my mom couldn’t cope. She got hooked on heroin. Didn’t know whether she was coming or going. My brother and I ran away. I was sixteen, he was fourteen. I worked down in Arizona. Mining. It was good, better than we had it at home. After a year, we found out that she’d died. We went back briefly to pay our respects, but then we never went back again.”

      Heather couldn’t find the words to express herself. The tears were streaming down her face now, and she kept her eyes fixed on her hands, clasped together tightly on her lap. She couldn’t stand the thought of Tanner going through so much pain. How lonely he must have been, how neglected. She knew about men who worked as miners. It wasn’t an easy life. Not by a long shot.

      Tanner glanced over at her, half-dreading Heather’s response. Seeing his bear was one thing, knowing how he’d let himself be so dehumanized was another. On seeing her tears, he rushed to comfort her.

      “Shit, Heather, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get upset.” He placed his hand on her back, finding a comfort in her warm sun-heated skin.

      “You’re sorry?!” Heather was half-hysterical at his apology, “What do you have to be sorry about? Oh God, Tanner, what happened to you is awful. Appalling. I’d like to rip that man apart with my bare hands. But I’m the one who should be sorry. I don’t mean to cry. I’m sorry, I am… it’s just…” she couldn’t finish. A fresh set of tears erupted from her, and she hastily wiped at her cheeks. Aware that Chloe wasn’t far away, and she didn’t want her to see her like this.

      “You’re amazing,” Tanner’s voice was hoarse with unshed emotion. He hadn’t expected this kind of reaction, hadn’t expected her to care so deeply about him. He should have known better. He desperately wanted to pull her into his arms, take her upstairs, and make love to her again. She was unbelievably beautiful to him in that moment, her eyes red-rimmed from crying, her rose bud lips swollen from bites as she anxiously tried to repress her emotions.

      Tanner steeled himself. He needed to tell her about Chloe as well. It was important that she knew everything, but the worst of it was done.

      “Are you okay to talk about Chloe?” Tanner asked, gently caressing her back.

      “Of course,” Heather tried to smile, “Just ignore the crazy weeping woman over here.”

      “You’re not crazy, Heather, I can’t tell you what it means to me that you’d have that kind of reaction.”

      Heather nodded, trying to shake off the tears and return to normality. “Go on. About Chloe, what is it you need to tell me?”

      “Chloe isn’t mine. Biologically speaking.” Heather raised her eyebrows at Tanner’s words. It was the last thing she’d expected him to say.

      “I can’t have children. Chloe’s mom and I, well…” Tanner looked down again, he wasn’t sure what to say exactly. He knew that the situation surrounding Chloe’s birth wasn’t his finest hour. But, he took a breath and continued, “When she turned up pregnant, I was just getting the ranch up and running, and I was kind of resentful toward her. She was in delicate health, and she died in childbirth, as you know. I knew Chloe wasn’t mine from the start, but when I looked into her tiny eyes… she was mine.”

      Heather looked over at Chloe, now brushing down her horse, guided by Josiah. She felt sorry for the girl who had grown up without a mother, so like herself. She also knew absolutely that Tanner had raised her loving her as much or more than any biological father could. She also knew, without a doubt in her mind, that she was absolutely, unconditionally in love with him.

      She had questions—questions that she wasn’t about to ask. Tanner hadn’t explained how Chloe’s mother had become pregnant if he was unable to father a child. Had they used a donor? Had she been unfaithful? Maybe they’d met and fallen in love before she knew she was pregnant. Since Tanner hadn’t offered an explanation, Heather wasn’t going to pry. The man had dug deep enough into his painful past today.

      “I can’t have children, either.” She smiled at him and took his hand in hers, “But Chloe has brought so much love into my life… she’s all I would ever need or want.”

      Tanner exhaled in relief. Her small hand over his made him smile. Chloe may have brought love to her life, but she had brought it to both of theirs. “I wanted you to know something else, too. Once a man like me, a bear shifter, finds his mate, it’s for life. They can have companions that they treasure if something separates them from their mate, but it’s never the same. The bond between a shifter and his true mate, it’s one that’s eternal.”

      Heather nodded and tried to smile. She suddenly felt cold. She understood completely, and a few days ago being Tanner’s companion would have made her content and happy. Now, she wasn’t sure. It almost seemed like a gentler and kinder parallel to her and Bertram—a man who just couldn’t truly love her. But this would be worse, because what she felt for Tanner made her old feelings for Bertram pale to insignificant in comparison.

      It was as if the universe had played a cruel trick on her, gifting Heather the one man she could be herself with and love completely, but then having that man forever bonded to a ghost, unable to love her the way she needed.

      Tanner rose from his chair. He hated how awkward he could be with words. What he had meant to sound romantic had probably come out too cheesy and ridiculous. The smile she’d given him in return hadn’t quite reached her eyes. Although, Tanner reflected, he had just dumped a lot of information on her. Maybe she just needed some time. It wouldn’t put a halt to the afternoon plans he had hatched up. Whatever she felt, he knew he was doing the right thing.

      “Chloe and I need to go into town this afternoon. Just for a couple of hours. Can I get you anything when I’m there?” Tanner asked her.

      Heather tried to pull herself out of her mood and smiled brightly back at him. He shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. She watched as he walked toward the main body of the ranch and felt a knot of misery form in her stomach.
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      Heather retreated to her bedroom after Tanner and Chloe left. For the first time since she’d arrived at the ranch, she felt lonely. It wasn’t a novel emotion. She’d spent years of her relationship with Bertram feeling like she was a stranger in her own home, and when she ventured out onto the streets of New York, it was as if she got lost—a nobody that faded more and more every day.

      Would the same thing happen if she stayed here? Heather knew that Tanner would care for her, and they got along well. That would only grow as they became more comfortable with one another. Last night had been amazing. She may not be his mate, his true love, but he certainly treated her that way in bed. And Chloe. She wanted to stay with her, watch her grow, and help her along the way. She already loved her so much. It would be agony to leave her.

      The doorbell of the front entrance rang. It surprised Heather. All the men used the back entrance. Maybe Tanner was expecting company and had forgotten to tell her. As she made her way down the stairs, the doorbell rang again. Whoever was on the other side was impatient.

      Heather opened the door, and her senses were immediately assaulted by incredibly strong, sweet perfume.

      “Oh.” Kellie Lane looked perplexed by Heather’s presence. “Tanner here?” she asked, looking Heather up and down.

      “He just stepped out with Chloe. They won’t be long,” Heather replied, wondering who the woman was. She had a mane of platinum blonde hair and large breasts barely concealed by a neon pink tank top.

      “I’ll wait.” Kellie barged passed Heather, accidently-on-purpose hitting her with her handbag.

      “Do you… know Tanner well?” Heather asked. She didn’t want to be rude and ask the woman who the hell she was, but it was certainly tempting.

      “We have a thing. We’re supposed to be going out on a date this week. I’m here to see if I can tempt him out tonight. Who are you?” Kellie asked, flipping back her hair and taking a seat in the living room.

      Heather felt sick. She paused for too long, and Kellie raised an eyebrow, clearly thinking Heather was some kind of slow idiot.

      “I’m Heather. I’m staying with Tanner and Chloe,” she muttered, too embarrassed to tell her the truth. If this woman had been dating Tanner up until recently, then she’d know that a fiancée miraculously appearing out of the blue was suspect.

      “Oh, Tanner didn’t mention that. Are you related?” Kellie asked.

      “Um, no. I’m here to look after Chloe.” That was about the sum of it, thought Heather. She couldn’t believe that Tanner had arranged to go on a date with Kellie this week. He wasn’t that kind of man. He’d probably arranged it before he had any idea that he’d have a mail order bride delivered to his doorstep, but the idea that she’d gotten in the way of a budding romance, a romance on Tanner’s own terms, rather than Chloe’s, made her feel awful.

      “I’m Kellie, by the way. That’s so cute that Tanner’s hired help. Chloe’s great, isn’t she?” Kellie had never actually met Chloe, but Derek had spoken about her. Despite what she said, Kellie was not keen on Tanner having a live-in sitter—that meant competition.

      “She is great.” Heather desperately wanted to end the conversation, but she was probably stuck here until Tanner returned.

      “How long you thinking of staying then?” Kellie asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Heather hesitated, “Can I get you a lemonade or anything?”

      “Sure,” Kellie replied, snuggling back into the couch. Heather nodded and made her way to the kitchen.

      As she was adding ice to the pitcher, Josiah came through the back entrance. Heather had never been so happy to see anyone in her life.

      “Hi, Josiah. Can I get you some lemonade?” Heather asked the man a little too brightly.

      Josiah’s eyes narrowed. Something wasn’t right. He noticed the slight tremble of Heather’s hand as she held the glass. “Be lovely, thanks, Heather. Tanner still in town?”

      “Yes. They are, but… err… Kellie’s in the living room. Do you know her?” Heather turned back to the lemonade so the old man wouldn’t see her expression. She’d tried to make her question breezy, but it had come out a little too high-pitched.

      “What? Yeah, I know her. Works at Jake’s Place. Excuse me a second, Heather,” Josiah stormed off through to the living room.

      

      “Kellie Lane, what in God’s name you doing coming over to Tanner’s uninvited?” Josiah kept his voice down so that Heather wouldn’t overhear him. Kellie turned around in surprise at the man’s tone.

      “He did invite me you old coot!” She stared daggers at Josiah, pursing her lips tightly.

      “No, he didn’t, Kellie. Trust me, whatever he said, you clearly misunderstood. That woman through there is with Tanner now, so you can get back to whatever it was you was doin’ before you came here,” Josiah folded his arms across his chest. He’d known Kellie for a long time, and she wasn’t Tanner’s sort by a long shot. God only knows what garbage she’d been filling Heather’s head with. No wonder the woman looked so shaky.

      “I’ll do no such thing. Tanner don’t want a woman like her,” Kellie spat out.

      “Kellie Lane, if you don’t get out this minute, I will call your momma and she’ll come drag you out,” Josiah threatened. He played cards with Kellie’s mother every Friday night. She was a good, honest woman. He had no idea how Kellie had come out such a bad apple.

      “Fine. But I’m telling Tanner how badly you treated a guest, and he will not be happy.” Kellie stood up, huffing and puffing as she flung her bag over her shoulder.

      “Girlie, you’re delusional.” Josiah opened the front door, and as Kellie marched through, cheeks aflame, he shut it firmly behind her. That was enough of that, he thought.

      Heather walked in carrying the pitcher with three glasses. She looked around for Kellie, but all she could see was Josiah standing smugly by the front door.

      “Kellie had to leave.” The man winked at her, smiling. Heather couldn’t return the smile. She placed the drinks down on the nearest table.

      “Thanks for getting rid of her. I wasn’t prepared to deal with that,” Heather replied.

      “Don’t you worry. You know she’s full of hot air, right?” Josiah clarified, “Tanner’s been trying to avoid her since forever.”

      “Oh, well, I didn’t think he would date anyone while I was around. He’s not that kind of man. Would you mind if I went upstairs, Josiah? I’m feeling a bit tired, must be the sun.”

      “No, he wouldn’t date anyone else,” Josiah emphasized the point and continued, “Sure, go on. Is there anything I can get for you?”

      “No, really. I’m fine. Thanks, Josiah. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you.” Heather turned toward the staircase leading up to the bedrooms.

      “Well, you too, Heather. Long may it continue.” The man watched her go, puzzled by the finality of her comment.
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      As soon as Heather was out of Josiah’s sight, she hurried to her room. There, she quickly packed her belongings, what little there was, into her suitcase. She needed to get out now, while she still had the courage.

      She knew that Kellie was most likely inventing stories about her and Tanner, but it didn’t matter. She couldn’t stomach being forced onto him, not when his heart would always belong to a dead woman and the best she could hope for was a companionship. With any other man, she would have been happy. But knowing what an incredible man Tanner was, all that he’d been through, all that he’d become, well, she wanted that man’s heart in the same way she’d given hers to him. Anything less would be painful and humiliating.

      Once packed, she made her way to the study, in search of a pen and paper. She couldn’t face seeing Chloe or Tanner before she left. Facing them again would make it too difficult to go through with her plan. But she owed them a goodbye in some form and an explanation for her behavior.

      Hunting around in the desk, her eyes caught a piece of paper resting behind the computer. She recognized the handwriting as Chloe’s. At the top, she’d written “My New Mom,” and below was a list of all the attributes Chloe had dreamed Heather would have.

      

      Must cook well.

      Must have nice eyes.

      Must smell nice, like sunshine and warm.

      Must like to hug.

      Needs to be nice to dad.

      Let’s me stay up sometimes to watch shows, if it’s an important episode.

      Must like to play games.

      Needs to know about women things, like periods and hair. Really important.

      Must love me.

      

      Heather thought she heard the sound of her own heart breaking. She felt the hot burn of tears escaping her eyes for the second time that morning. She couldn’t leave, she couldn’t turn her back on Chloe. She didn’t want her growing up without a mother and missing out on all the love and care that Heather herself had been deprived of.

      She was about to put the papers away when she glanced up and saw a photograph of a woman, smiling down at her from a plain gold frame. She could see the echoes of Chloe in that face and knew immediately that it was Chloe’s mother. Tanner’s one true love, the woman who he’d formed a bond with that couldn’t be broken.

      No, it had to be done. Tanner was a good man and an incredibly handsome one. He would find a replacement for Heather, and Chloe would get her mother. It just couldn’t be Heather. She scribbled them both letters, taking care to keep her tears from staining the paper, then sealed them. She took the letters and her luggage downstairs, relieved to see that Josiah had left. She would have a lot of explaining to do if he were still here.

      Heather realized she had absolutely no idea how to get out of Jackson Hole and frantically searched around the kitchen for a local taxi number. Finding nothing, she decided that she would make her way down to the main road. She recalled seeing a bus station somewhere, and if she could get herself to the town center, it would be easier to find someone to take her to the airport.

      With a heavy heart, she took one more look around the kitchen, a place that had already started to feel like home, and made her way through the back door.
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      Chloe couldn’t keep still the entirety of the ride back. Her stomach was churning with excitement, and she regretted demanding the ice cream at Moo’s Parlor.

      Her hands were clutched together tightly. Her dad had let her keep the ring safe. It was a beautiful, sparkling diamond and sapphire design, bought from the best boutique jeweler in Jackson Hole. Dad had said, after they exited the shop, that he’d need to import one from the city as this wasn’t quite special enough for Heather, but this would do in the meantime. That baffled Chloe, she couldn’t imagine anything more spectacular than the creation she held.

      As soon as they parked in the driveway, Chloe tore into the house, ignoring Tanner’s yells to help him with the groceries. She slipped the ring box into her pocket. Her dad planned to propose later, when she wasn’t around. Even so, she still desperately wanted to see Heather.

      The house felt quiet, though, and after yelling from downstairs, Chloe raced up to the bedrooms. She froze as she came to Heather’s room. It was empty. Thinking that maybe she’d moved her stuff into Tanner’s bedroom, Chloe barged in there, too. But it didn’t look like her things were there. Opening the closet, she just saw her father’s work gear hanging like always. Chloe started to panic. She was frightened something had happened to her. They shouldn’t have left her alone for so long—what if she’d let in a stranger?

      Chloe raced back downstairs, her heart hammering in her chest.

      “Dad! She’s not here… her room’s empty! We need to call the cops… I think something’s happened.” The words came out a bit jumbled, and Chloe felt that this time the ice cream really was going to come out.

      “She’s probably in the back yard, Chloe. Calm down, you’re making yourself sick.” Tanner came in carrying the bags and dumped them on the kitchen table, right next to two envelopes, one with his name, and as he moved it over, another addressed to Chloe.

      Chloe saw them at the same time. She dove forward and grabbed hers, tearing it open. She quickly scanned the letter, coming to rest on Heather’s signature. Going back to the top, she slowly read the letter in its entirety.

      

      Dear Chloe,

      I’m so very, very sorry to do this. But I have to go. Please don’t think my leaving is in anyway a rejection of you. I love you more than I can say. You’re a wonderful, independent, perfect girl, and if I could give birth to a daughter, I would want her to be exactly like you. I know you’re going to grow up to be a wonderful woman, and I’m just sorry I can’t be there to see that happen. I would love to keep in touch. At the bottom, I’ve left you my cousin’s address in California, that’s where I’ll be.

      You will always have a very special place in my heart, and I will never forget you.

      My love always,

      Heather

      

      At the bottom was the address. Chloe felt her chest heaving, and strangled sobs wracked her body. She felt, as if from a distance, her father wrap his arms round her tightly, picking her up so her head rested on his shoulder. He stroked her back, and she could do nothing but cry into him.

      “I’m going to get her back. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry, Chloe. I’ll fix it, I promise.” Her dad could fix anything. She couldn’t speak but nodded into him, forcing her sobs to subside. Of course, he could fix it.

      “Tell Heather, please… that I’ll be really, really good. And I’m sorry I got paint all over her shirt, and I didn’t help you with the groceries, I’m sorry.” She burst into tears again, and her father put her down.

      “Chloe, look at me.” Tanner forced her head up to meet his, “This is not your fault—this is me, it’s my fault, okay?”

      Chloe nodded, “Aren’t you going to read your letter. She left one for you.” Chloe gestured toward the envelope and Tanner glanced at it, shaking his head.

      “I don’t care what it says. I love that woman, and I’m going to get her back—for the both of us. Stay here. She couldn’t have gone far. Call Josiah on his cell, and get him to come over, okay?”

      Chloe managed a small smile. “Yeah. Go, Dad.” She practically pushed him out of the kitchen, but he didn’t need much persuading. He picked the truck keys off the table and raced out of the door.

      As he started up the truck, Tanner prayed she hadn’t gotten a cab or she’d already be at the airport by now. But considering he’d seen Paul Moore, the only taxi driver in Jackson Hole, standing outside of Bubba’s Barbeque earlier clutching a brown paper bag, it wasn’t likely.

      He pulled out of the drive and made his way down the road toward the main town. He headed to the bus station, praying he would find Heather there.

      At first, the station looked deserted, but as he slowed down he could just make out a figure sitting at the far end of the shelter.

      “Heather?” Tanner jumped out of the truck, leaving it idling by the side of the road. Her face turned toward his, startled. He could see that her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, and she looked so small and lost.

      “Jesus, Heather, what are you doing?” He walked swiftly toward her, taking her frame into his arms, just as he’d done a moment ago with Chloe. She didn’t hug him back, but he just held on, feeling her body shudder with sobs.

      “Tanner, stop.” She broke away from his grasp, hastily wiping her tears away, “I can’t do this. I’m so sorry. I wish I could stay, but I can’t.”

      Tanner looked down at her, confusion written clearly across his face. “Heather, help me to understand. What’s going on?” His voice was gentle, and Heather was too fraught to hear the pain that simmered below the surface.

      “I just… I can’t do it again,” Heather mumbled. She had covered her face with her hands, so ashamed at the dramatic state of events. She hadn’t meant for him to chase her here, causing a scene, disrupting the beautiful tranquility of his life.

      “Do what again? Heather, sit down.” Tanner commanded her. He wasn’t getting any sense out of her like this. He ushered her back onto the station bench and sat quietly beside her. “Breathe. I want to know what’s going on.”

      Heather took a breath and tried to calm herself. She looked into his eyes, seeing nothing there but reassurance and compassion. “I know that you want a companion, and when I came here, I was happy with that. Really, I was.” Heather hesitated, Tanner’s eyes had narrowed and his lips were pulled into a thin line of displeasure, “But now… now that I know… you, who you really are, I can’t. I just can’t.”

      “Is this about my bear, about my past?”

      “Yes,” Heather replied, “it’s about all of you. I’m completely in love with you, Tanner. Completely and utterly head-over-heels in love with you, and I can’t be your companion. It’s not fair to me, that’s not the way I feel.”

      Tanner smiled at her words, he couldn’t help it. His entire body had heated on hearing that she loved him, some of the tension he’d been carrying since seeing the envelopes on the table left.

      “Then I don’t understand. I feel exactly the same way about you, Heather.”

      “But you’re bonded with someone else,” Heather cried out, exasperated, “You told me. You said that once you bond, you bond for life.”

      “What are you talking about? Who am I bonded with?” Tanner was utterly baffled by the exchange. He thought he’d made his feeling clear earlier that morning.

      “Chloe’s mother.” Heather whispered. She was less sure of her theory now.

      “No! What the—how the hell did you reach that conclusion? I’d only known Chloe’s mother for a week! We had sex, but it didn’t mean anything. She was a dancer, I was about twenty-five, young and reckless. She was just traveling through, and we hooked up. Then she moved on. About seven months later, she turns up at my door saying that she’s pregnant. I laughed and was about to send her away, knowing I wasn’t able to father a child, but she collapsed on my front step. She wasn’t my mate, Heather. It’s you. You’re my mate. You’re the woman I’m in love with. We’re the forever, Heather, you and me, baby.”

      Heather was stunned. She’d made such a huge mistake. “Oh, Tanner, I didn’t realize… I thought… I assumed…” she trailed off as a huge grin spread across her face. She blushed bright red and looked down at the ground, “I’ve been so stupid.”

      Tanner barked out a laugh, “Yeah, you have. You can’t leave me, Heather.” His tone turned somber and he covered her shoulders with his hands, “I get it. I get why, after Bertram, you would think that way, but Heather, you’re what I’ve wanted all my life, the missing piece of me. I promise you, if you come home with me now, I won’t ever let you doubt that again. I will spend the rest of my life showing you how loved you are.”

      Tanner bent his head down, not waiting for a response. His lips sought hers, and the answering kiss was sweet and salty all at the same time. Heather wound her hands into his hair, flooded with lust and a warm, tranquil contentment. She was home.
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      Chloe admired the gentle waves that the hairdresser was creating in Heather’s shiny chestnut hair. Her make-up had already been done, and she was chatting animatedly with the woman, occasionally glancing over at Chloe, a light, content smile resting on her lips.

      Chloe looked down at her own dress; she was the flower girl, maid of honor and chief bridesmaid, all in one. It was easily the happiest Chloe could ever remember being, including the day that Heather had returned. That night, she’d tucked Chloe into bed, the engagement ring glinting on her finger, and Chloe had known then that everything was going to be okay.

      She made her way over to the window, watching as the band set up in the back yard. The ranch and its substantial grounds had been completely transformed, wisteria weaving its way around every bench, table, and through the small pine pagoda where the ceremony would take place. Bouquets of peonies, calla lily, sweet pea, and hydrangeas covered the table tops and toppled out of the seat backs. Fairy lights, Chloe’s idea, were tacked everywhere, so come evening, the place would look like something out of a magical kingdom with Heather as its beautiful queen.

      She searched for her father. He was talking to his brother, Uncle Derek, and looked incredibly handsome in his three-piece suit. She felt a rush of pride as she watched him. Not long after he and Heather had gotten engaged, they had told Chloe about his bear. She smiled to herself. She knew she’d seen a grizzly on the outskirts of the surrounding forest. She’d been sworn to secrecy, which she thought was awesome. It was something special that just her family knew. She was sad she’d never be a bear, but then, neither would Heather, so it was okay.

      The guests were milling around, admiring the flowers, and she spied Wesley over by the stage, helping set up the sound system for Uncle Derek’s band to play later. Kellie Lane was hovering, but Wesley was completely ignoring her. Chloe hoped he noticed her tonight. Her dress was a lapis blue to match the flowers she’d be carrying. Both she and Heather had roughly designed it together before sending it off to New York to be made.

      “Are you ready?” Heather had risen from the chair, her hair finished and tumbling down her shoulders perfectly. Chloe nodded and took her arm. Together, they made their way down the stairs.

      Josiah was waiting for them in the kitchen. He was going to be giving Heather away today.

      “Everyone’s ready for you. Chloe, you go in front,” he commanded. Josiah took Heather’s elbow, and she smiled at him, nervously.

      “Don’t be nervous. It’s going to be perfect,” he reassured her.

      Chloe took one look at the pair behind her and made her way to the door. She signaled to Derek, and his band began the opening chords of the wedding march. Everyone turned to look. Practically the entire town of Jackson Hole had wanted to be here today, and it made Chloe extra proud at how her parents were so loved by everyone. Heather had opened a small patisserie on the town’s main road. The locals raved about it, and already tourists were venturing from nearby cities to taste Heather’s divine creations.

      She could see her best friend, Lucille, in one of the back rows. Lucille was practically green with envy as she surveyed her friend’s dress. That just made Chloe all the happier, and her smile just that bit wider, as she walked slowly down the makeshift isle on a soft bed of rose petals.

      She looked up to see her father’s smiling face, grinning at her. Chloe watched as the grin was replaced with a look she couldn’t quite ascertain as he gazed past her at his soon-to-be wife. Chloe quickly checked over her shoulder to see if Heather was okay, but whatever was in Tanner’s look made Heather blush bright red and smile, averting her gaze to the floor. Chloe shrugged and continued her slow march to the front.

      

      Chloe stood to the side of the ceremony, gently wiping away tears that she repeatedly wished wouldn’t fall but couldn’t be helped. Watching her mother and father together, she gave a small smile of triumph. Her plan had worked, against all the odds. Chloe closed her eyes and sent up a small prayer of thanks to the God of bear shifters, amazing moms who could love, cook, and hug properly, and the families that got their happily ever afters.
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      “Check out the blonde in the pink dress.” Sterling Mallory whistled under his breath. “Da-yum, she’s a looker.”

      I’d already noticed. I’d also gone back to her place the week before.

      I stretched back in my chair and flashed a wide grin. “Go ahead, call her over. It’s been what? Twenty minutes since the last time you struck out with a woman? ‘Bout time for you to try again.”

      Sterling’s big brother, Hutch, clapped me on the back and huffed a laugh. “Twenty minutes? Hell, you must’ve missed that bouncy little redhead not ten minutes ago.”

      Sterling shook his head. “She was a lesbian. Don’t count as striking out.”

      It counted. I slid a glance towards the bar. Abram, my assistant manager, nodded. Everything was fine, which meant I could stay and relax for a bit longer in my favorite chair at the corner table with my lifelong buddies, Sterling, Hutch, Sam and…

      “Where’s Wyatt?”

      Sterling ignored me and left his chair to approach the blonde, who was eyeing me, a coy smile playing at the corners of her lips. I just shook my head and tipped my old John Deere cap at her. Sure, she was a beauty, but I wasn’t about to give false impressions. I didn’t go back for seconds.

      “Last I knew, Wyatt was headed up the mountain with another group of would-be survivalists.”

      A shudder ran down my back. “How he deals with some of those crazies, I’ll never know. I swear that bear attracts the nut-jobs.”

      Hutch nodded and then nearly snorted out his beer. The pretty blonde had just slapped the hell out of Sterling. “Another strike out. Looks like little brother is going home alone tonight.”

      “Nah. He always manages to find himself a pity screw.” Even as the words left my mouth, a tall brunette came up to Sterling and cupped his bright red cheek. “See. I don’t get it, but some women love the wounded ego thing.”

      The ear-splitting sound of shattering glass echoed through the place followed by a collective groan from a group sitting at one of the tables up near the juke box. As the crowd parted, I spotted Cammie rushing to clean up a massive mess of spilled beer and broken mugs. From what it looked like, she’d dropped an entire tray of drinks. Damn.

      Sam Jennings chose that moment to plop down in his usual seat beside me. He followed my eyes to Cammie and her disaster and shook his head. “What’s that? The fourth time this week?”

      I pushed off from my chair and stretched out my legs. “Fifth. I don’t think this is going to work out.”

      I left them sitting there and joined Abram at the bar. He’d been my assistant manager for years and knew what I wanted before I did most of the time. “What’s the deal with her?”

      His eyes went to Cammie then trailed over to Sam. “Your buddy bedded her and hasn’t called her back.”

      Fuck. I had a strict policy about my friends staying the hell away from my waitresses. It was hard enough to keep good help around, what with dealing with a bar full of drunk shifters, and humans alike, day after day. I glared over at my best friend and decided I was going to bleed him later.

      “Think she’ll bounce back?”

      Abram expertly shuffled a few beers into customers’ waiting hands. “Not a chance. She’s already told me tonight’s her last night.”

      I grunted. At least she was going to finish her shift. That was more than they normally did.

      As if she’d heard my thoughts, Cammie plunked the tray she’d been carrying onto the bar and without a word, without even meeting my eyes, yanked the apron off her hips, and tossed it on top of the tray before turning and sprinting out the front door.

      “Dammit.”

      Abram laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. He slid another couple of beers down the bar and shook his head. “Looks like you just got a promotion, Boss. I don’t reckon that apron is going to fit you, though.”

      I tossed the apron towards the bin of soiled towels and picked up the tray. “Do we have some resumes left over from last time we hired?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” he nodded, “You just get your cute little butt out there and earn you some tips!”

      I flipped him off and grabbed several beers, assuming that’s what most of my patrons would be drinking. When I stopped by my table, Sam looked up at me with a hangdog grin.

      “Sorry, Thorn. I didn’t expect her to run.”

      I smacked him on the back of the head and handed a beer to Hutch. “Keep your fucking dick away from my waitresses, Sam. This shit is getting old. I got a business to run.”

      He still didn’t manage to wipe the grin off his face. She must’ve been worth my ire. I shook my head and headed back to the bar, ready for what would no doubt be a long night.

      The little blonde cut me off and smiled up at me. “Hey, Thorn.”

      The pink dress she had on certainly did hike up her girls, and I found them distracting as hell. “Hey.”

      “I haven’t heard from you so I thought I’d stop back by and say hello. I had a lot of fun the other night.”

      I let a crooked smile tilt my mouth. “Me too.”

      She rested her hand on my arm and batted her eyelashes. “I’m free later tonight.”

      Damn. I looked around the bar and saw how busy it was. By the time the night ended I’d be exhausted and cranky. I decided that it’d be kinda nice to have a little something soft and warm waiting on me. I slipped my arm around her side, brushed my lips against her ear, and growled, “I’ll come around to your house after I close up.”

      She shivered and pressed herself against me. “I’ll be here. Just find me when you’re finished.”

      I watched her saunter over to her friends before I turned back to the bar. Abram had been observing with a grin on his face. When I got back to the bar, he just laughed.

      “You’re just as bad as Sam. Only difference is you don’t screw the waitresses.”

      Which is the point.
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      Texas. Hmm… not exactly where I’d planned on ending up, but, then, I didn’t really have a plan to speak of. Who knows, this might just be the hand of fate guiding me, right here. Burden, Texas. Hell, the name alone seemed to foreshadow my destiny.

      I’d run out of gas on the side of the road with absolutely no money left in my bank account. My sporadic road trip was just that - completely and utterly sporadic. I’d thrown a few things in the back of my old Mustang and just headed the old girl west. What I hadn’t done was make sure I had the finances for my travels.

      My phone died somewhere in the middle of Arkansas and I’d left the charger back in North Carolina. The snacks I’d packed had been depleted in Tennessee. I’d grown tired of sleeping in my car the first half of Texas.

      I’d gotten off the interstate in Arkansas to enjoy the scenery and crossed over to Texas in the same way, on back roads. Going through the small towns had been stunning, until I found myself on the side of the road, stranded with not another soul in sight.

      I’d just passed the sign for Burden when the damn car sputtered to a stop. I looked around and rolled my shoulders. The outskirts of Big Bend National Park had spectacular views. Burden was at the bottom of the far west side of Texas, on the Mexican border. I’d driven far off the beaten path for a chance to see Big Bend and now, here I was, stranded in what was potentially a ghost town.

      I wasn’t entirely sure it was abandoned, since I didn’t actually know the first thing about Burden, Texas. I think I remembered seeing it on the road atlas I’d studied at a gas station outside of Austin. But, I’d driven through several ghost towns that had also been listed on the atlas, so the prospects of Burden actually being inhabited was somewhere around fifty-fifty.

      Anxiety started to wear at the edges of my consciousness. I snatched my backpack from the trunk and tossed it over my shoulder. I’d hike through the park and hope to find a park ranger. Hiking the last thirty miles into Big Bend hadn’t been my plan, but then again, I didn’t exactly have a plan. And besides, this trip just might be my very last taste of freedom. The last chance I had to throw caution to the wind. My final hurrah as it were.

      It was May, so not the hottest month of the year, but the daytime temperature was still in the high nineties. I’d dressed in simple, loose cotton shorts that morning that stopped just below my ass and a spaghetti strapped tank top. My clothes were perfect for the weather. My flip flops sucked for hiking. No matter, I tied my hair out of my face with a bandana and marched on.

      This might be an unexpected hiccup, but I wasn’t one to let something like this get me down. Sure, it sucked to break down. Even more so outside a place called Burden, a place that was probably just some rugged land with a few abandoned adobe style structures on it. But, technically I was still on the road, which had been the point of leaving in the first place. To experience an adventure. I wanted to see everything. I wanted to spend as long as I could seeing everything.

      It had nothing to do with me running scared from the marriage proposal my boyfriend had sprung on me. Nope. Nothing at all.

      Summer hadn’t taken over yet and wildflowers were still blooming on each side of the road. As I walked, the blooms charmed me and I couldn’t help but smile. Green grass blew in the hot breeze. In the distance, the road dipped and I lost sight of whatever it was that I was walking towards. Only when I got closer, could I see the town spread out in the valley below.

      Burden looked like a perfect little town. I could see enough movement to convince me that it wasn’t an abandoned ghost town. Awesome luck!

      With a pep in my step, and my flip-flops slapping the soles of my feet, I headed towards this little slice of salvation. The first structure I came across was a large log cabin style place. A rustic wooden sign mounted over the door read ‘The Cave’. I peeked in the window, and the sight of neon beer signs made me feel like I’d won the lottery. Looks like I wasn’t gonna die from heat stroke or dehydration out in the middle of Nowhere, Texas after all.

      A few cars dotted the side lot, enough to indicate that the establishment was open. I stepped up onto the wide porch that wrapped around both sides of the cabin, and as I did, I felt an air of familiarity swirl around me and waft its way over my senses.  An intimacy settled over me and I stood still for a second to try to make sense of it. I’d never been to Texas before, what was it about The Cave that felt so incredibly like déjà vu?

      Worn planks of wood stretched out under my feet and creaked when I shifted my weight back and forth. I caught the slight whine of an old country song, along with the aroma of pine and grilled steak which elicited a loud growl from my stomach. I had no business feeling homesick for a place like this one, but there it was. I was feeling homesick for a place I’d never been.

      It had to be a mind trick. That was it. My mind was finding comfort anywhere that wasn’t back home. Anywhere that wasn’t filled with chaotic, plaguing thoughts and fears. Yep. This was simply a town that didn’t threaten my piece of mind, a town where I could pretend that I had no problems or worries.  Except an empty bank account and an empty gas tank.

      I shrugged my backpack higher on my shoulder and pushed through the front door. The Cave was surprisingly dark for midday. Natural lighting from the windows lit the front of the place, casting long streaks of light across wooden tables and chairs and leaving the untouched areas in shadow. Old chandeliers hung from the ceiling, unlit, and a large jukebox took up part of the corner opposite the bar.

      Several pairs of eyes looked up when I came in, but almost immediately lost interest in me. Except one pair. The bartender stared at me and used his knuckle to lift his hat a bit. His lips curled in a friendly smile after a few seconds so I made my way over to him.

      “New in town?” He was older, probably in his mid-fifties, and had a surprisingly gentle voice. I kinda liked him already. He looked the part of a rough and tumble bartender in a Texas border town, but his demeanor instantly put me at ease.

      “Yeah. I was driving through to Big Bend and ran out of gas. Luckily, this place was close.”

      He narrowed his eyes and looked at me thoughtfully. “Most people don’t drive this way ‘round for Big Bend. Hell, most people don’t have the time to. You always pick the longest way ‘round to somethin’?”

      I laughed through my nose, thinking not just of my entire trip, but my entire life. “I guess so.”

      “So, you just needin’ some gas?”

      A lanky kid in a chef’s coat shuffled past carrying a giant steak. I tried hard not to stare. I put a hand to my stomach to muffle the grumblings and had to focus my eyes on the surface of the bar top to get my thoughts together again.

      “Actually, I need some kind of temp job. Do you know anywhere around here that could use some help?”

      “Thought you was just driving through?”

      I shrugged. “I was. Until I ran out of gas... and out of money for gas.”

      He gave me a questioning look. “Not many folks get in their car and travel the long way around places without knowing they got enough gas to get where they’re going.”

      “Yeah. Umm… I didn’t really have a destination in mind when I got in the car. It was just one of those last-minute things.”

      He shifted his weight, leaned against the bar, and studied me through narrowed eyes.

      “You got a boyfriend chasing you down?”

      My stomach clenched. “Doubt it.”

      “The law after you?”

      I grinned then and shook my head. “Not even a little bit.”

      “You on any kind of drugs that make you crazy enough to get in your car and drive without gas money to get where you’re goin’?”

      “Nope. It’s all natural.”

      “Then you’re hired. Had a waitress quit on me last night and I could use the help.”

      The feeling of familiarity crept back over me, and something else, belonging.

      “You’re serious?”

      He nodded and held his hand out to me. “I’m Abram. Assistant manager. You ever waitressed or bartended before?”

      “Yes sir, a time or two,” I slid my hand into his, “Allie.”
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      BEARS OF BURDEN

      In the southwestern town of Burden, Texas, good ol’ bears Hawthorne, Wyatt, Hutch, Sterling, and Sam, and Matt are livin’ easy. Beer flows freely, and pretty women are abundant. The last thing the shifters of Burden are thinking about is finding a mate or settling down. But, fate has its own plan…
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        	Sterling
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      SHE-SHIFTERS OF HELL’S CORNER

      In the late 1800’s, on a homestead in New Mexico, a female shifter named Helen Cartwright, widowed under mysterious circumstances, knew there was power in the feminine bonds of sisterhood. She provided an oasis for those like herself, women who had been dealt the short end of the stick. Like magic, women have flocked to the tiny town of Helen’s Corner ever since. Although, nowadays, some call the town by another name, Hell’s Crazy Corner.
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      DRAGONS OF THE BAYOU

      Something’s lurking in the swamplands of the Deep South. Massive creatures exiled from their home. For each, his only salvation is to find his one true mate.
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      RANCHER BEARS

      When the patriarch of the Long family dies, he leaves a will that has each of his five son’s scrambling to find a mate. Underneath it all, they find that family is what matters most.

      
        	Rancher Bear’s Baby

        	Rancher Bear’s Mail Order Mate

        	Rancher Bear’s Surprise Package

        	Rancher Bear’s Secret

        	Rancher Bear’s Desire

        	Rancher Bears’ Merry Christmas
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      KODIAK ISLAND SHIFTERS

      
        
        On Port Ursa in Kodiak Island Alaska, the Sterling brothers are kind of a big deal.

        They own a nationwide chain of outfitter retail stores that they grew from their father’s little backwoods camping supply shop.

        The only thing missing from the hot bear shifters’ lives are mates! But, not for long…

      

      

      
        	Billionaire Bear’s Bride (COLTON)

        	The Bear’s Flamingo Bride (WYATT)

        	Military Bear’s Mate (TUCKER)
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      SHIFTERS OF DENVER

      
        
        Nathan: Billionaire Bear- A matchmaker meets her match.

        Byron: Heartbreaker Bear- A sexy heartbreaker with eyes for just one woman. 

        Xavier: Bad Bear - She’s a good girl. He’s a bad bear. 
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