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        STORY DESCRIPTION

      

      

      Growing up on her dad’s ranch, Wesley Reed always regarded Chloe as a kid sister.

      Until he didn’t.

      One fateful night, he learned two terrifying facts—first, he is bear shifter, and second, Chloe is his mate.

      Determined not to reveal either to her for fear of ruining her promising future, Wesley left Jackson Valley. For good.

      

      Chloe Holt has had a crush on her dad’s ranch hand, Wesley, since she was eight years old. In her eyes, there has never been any boy that has even come close to Wesley.

      She always hoped that one day she’d catch his eye—that one day he’d see her not as a girl, but as a woman.

      That day never came. Instead, he disappeared—gone without so much as a goodbye.

      

      Now, all these years later, fate has caused Chloe and Wesley to cross paths.

      Will they finally get a chance to find happiness with one another?
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Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years prior…

      

      The house was silent. The last light had flickered off a while ago from an upstairs window, but to the creature outside, hiding in the shadows, the house still retained a cozy, warm appeal that made his insides ache.

      He had turned from boy to man on this land.

      He had helped Tanner Holt, the ranch owner, manage the vast acres of grazing pastures and the wilder, uninhibited outcrops that bled out into the Wyoming mountains. Day after day, whatever the season, he had sweated and toiled to keep the Jackson Valley ranch a home for healthy livestock—herding oxen, buffalo and angsty, snappy goats to pasture and back again. In return, he had been given a place within the Holt family. More than just a place, he’d been welcomed with open arms as one of them.

      Tanner was the only father he had ever known. When he’d arrived at the ranch, a homeless kid of barely fourteen, he’d known next to nothing about farming—or life. He’d been taught it all, firmly and kindly, through Tanner’s seemingly bottomless pit of patience. Alongside Tanner was Josiah, the older, more experienced ranch hand who had been working the Wyoming land practically since birth. He’d been another steady male figure in Wesley’s life, a grouchy but gold-hearted grandfather who was always quick to praise when something was done right.

      Heather, Tanner’s wife, had arrived around ten years back—arrived in the literal sense. She’d been a mail-order bride. Tanner had recognized her as his mate almost immediately, and in turn, Heather had fallen head-over-heels in love with the man who was now her husband. Heather had embraced the rest of the family easily, fitting in as if she’d always been one of them, extending her affections to him and Josiah with maternal warmth and devotion. She had made the ranch a home. Fragrant cooking smells of fresh cut herbs, mouth-watering pastries, and the aroma of fresh baked bread now constantly surrounded the place. He would miss Heather’s cooking.

      He would miss them all.

      But the memories of Tanner, Josiah and Heather would all pale in comparison to the ache he felt leaving Chloe.

      She had been eight when he’d arrived at the ranch. The most outspoken, imperious and hilarious nine-year-old he’d ever met. She had Tanner, Josiah and him running round in circles after her. The day she decided to release all the hens from the henhouse stood out in his mind. She’d been determined to free them and let them fly away, deciding it was too cruel to eat their eggs. He and Josiah had had to herd them all back save one, the one that Chloe had squirreled away in her bedroom—barring the door to entry. It had taken a long time, and plenty of Mabel’s prize winning pie to coax her out.

      He and Josiah had become half ranch-hand, half babysitter to Chloe. They both loved her dearly. He’d never been annoyed by her persistent questions or demands, his heart lifting when he saw her skipping across the fields, the sunlight glistening off the strands of her hair, the same color as the golden wheat. He had always regarded Chloe as the kid sister he’d never had.

      That had all changed six months ago.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe had turned sixteen—a big milestone for her. But, as it turned out, she wasn’t the only one to experience a milestone. That day had turned Wesley’s world on its axis.

      The night of Chloe’s sixteenth birthday was the night Wesley first shifted.

      He had attended her birthday party, a huge celebration. Tanner and Heather had gone all-out, decorating the yard with beautiful flowers and tea lights, transforming the grounds into a fantasy-land for Chloe and her friends.

      Wesley had felt awkward as soon as the guests started to arrive. The girls screamed and gasped at the decorations, playing music as loud as it would go. Wesley had tried to join in with the rest of the family, but all the girls mooned over him, trying to get him to dance, tugging at his shirt and giggling in corners of the yard while looking directly at him. Tanner and Josiah had ribbed him, telling Wesley he was like a stud in a mare yard. Wesley had shrugged off their teasing, and taken the whole thing good-naturedly, but had found the afternoon overwhelmingly exhausting.

      As dusk drew in, Wesley finally found Chloe on her own. She was delirious from a day of bright sunshine, dancing and a sugar overload. Her white lace dress, drawn in at the waist with a lavender sash, had been spoiled earlier by a friend’s Dr. Pepper, but Chloe barely noticed.

      They’d sat down in the gazebo in the side yard, well away from the other guests and a frantic Heather who had spent the day running to and from the kitchen, bringing out culinary delights more suited to an upper East Side debutante ball, and dealing with spillages and giggling girls.

      “Did you have a good birthday?” Wesley had asked.

      “The best,” she sighed happily.

      Wesley had fumbled inside his jeans pocket, bringing out a small box wrapped in brown paper—he hadn’t wanted to draw attention to the present and decided not to put it out on the gift table which was laden with gifts from Chloe’s many other admirers. Plus, gifts were not his forte, and his wasn’t from one of the upscale stores Chloe and her friends shopped at. He wasn’t sure it was quite good enough for a sixteenth birthday.

      Chloe had taken the present from his hand as if she was handling a rare gem.

      “I’d thought you’d forgotten,” she’d said, blushing with embarrassment.

      “Forget to get you present for your sixteenth?” Wesley had replied, “how could I? You’ve been talking about nothing else for months, Miss Holt,” he’d teased, suddenly feeling even more awkward than he had when he’d been faced with the squadron of ogling teenage girls.

      She’d opened the wrapping carefully, and when she saw what it contained, she’d gasped. She picked up the thin, silver chain so the amulet shone in the pinkish sunset. It was a small figure of a bear, molded from silver. Wesley had made it himself, spending days carving out the mold in wax till it perfectly resembled a bear in mid-step. Then he’d melted down his only possession, a silver chain bracelet he’d been given at birth, and poured it into the mold. It was meant to be a copy of the massive grizzly that so often roamed the outskirts of the ranch, never attacking any of the animals, but acting like it owned the place anyway. Josiah had called it ‘Tanner’s Bear’—something Wesley had, at the time, thought was a joke. He knew better now.

      “It’s exquisite,” Chloe had gasped. “Oh, Wesley, I love it so much!”

      Her appreciation seemed genuine, making Wesley flush with warmth.

      “Glad you like it,” he’d replied gruffly, clearing his throat.

      “Love it,” she corrected.

      To his surprise, Chloe had quickly darted her head forward, landing a soft kiss on his cheek.

      Wesley had been taken aback. The kiss was nothing out of the ordinary, he’d planted kisses on her cheek, and she his, plenty of times when she was a kid. He’d carried her for miles on his back, swept her up in his arms when she was misbehaving or upset. They had always had an affectionate relationship.

      The difference was that this time, Wesley had an unexpected reaction to the kiss. The moment her lips made contact, his skin felt like bare flame was licking over it. His heart had instantly started to pound—almost vibrate—in his chest. It was not the response he usually had—nor one he wanted.

      In that moment, the brotherly affection he felt for Chloe instantly vanished, replaced by something else entirely. He looked at her, for what felt like the first time in his life, as if Chloe Holt was a stranger. A beautiful, captivating stranger, but a stranger none the less.

      He had always thought Chloe was a pretty girl, but her features suddenly took on new dimensions. He noticed the grey flecks in her sky-blue eyes and the thick brown lashes that surrounded them, their tips lighter where they caught the sun. Her rose-bud lips didn’t seem sweet, or slightly comical anymore, but ripe and firm. He wanted to lean forward and kiss her—the way a man kisses a woman. He wanted to be the first to taste Chloe’s mouth, to mark her lips with a kiss of his own. His eyes travelled down to swell of her breasts, rising up against the lace of her dress.

      He had turned his head away in disgust, utterly bewildered and ashamed at himself. She was only a teenager, and he had watched her grow from a little girl! The incredible shame he felt when he thought of how Tanner, Josiah or Heather would feel if they knew the thought that were suddenly tumbling through his head about Chloe made him stumble up to his feet.

      “Happy birthday, Chloe,” he had muttered, desperate to get away.

      He had strode toward the kitchen, determined to help Heather tidy up. She had strictly told him to go and enjoy himself, so Wesley had left the party instead—slinking away unnoticed like a thief.

      In bed that night, his body had started to burn like fire, as if he had a high fever. His bones had ached, his muscles starting to spasm uncontrollably. Wesley had honestly thought he was dying. His breath came in rapid gasps, a knot of pain deep in the pit of his stomach, and the worst of all—a constant tugging, pulling sensation which felt like his body was trying to rip itself apart.

      He had cried out. Loudly.

      There had been no one around to hear him. He and Josiah slept in the bunkhouse which was a renovated barn just off the main property. Josiah had still been at the main house when Wesley tried to raise himself out of bed to get help, but he’d stumbled and fallen.

      The moment his body hit the hardwood floor, the change began.

      The pain was nothing like he’d ever experienced before, splitting him inside out, the pain of a branding iron tearing at his skin and burning his very soul.

      He was astonished, moments later when the pain had receded, to open his eyes and discover that he was standing on the floor on all fours. Where skin had been, there was now fur. Where he’d had nails and teeth, he now had claws and ferocious fang-like incisors which he delicately ran his tongue along, feeling their sharpness.

      He had run from the barn like his ass was on fire, tracking through the forest that surrounded the ranch, terrified he would eat one of the livestock, or worse, harm any human that crossed his path.

      It hadn’t been that way, though. In bear form, he had thought only of Chloe. Desperate to follow her scent to the ranch, knowing that he shouldn’t. But, he kept tracking there, no matter what course he set himself on, and then with willpower he hadn’t known he possessed, tearing himself away and forcing himself to run in the opposite direction.

      The change happened again the next night. And the one after that.

      With each successive change, the process got easier and less painful. The tugging, insistent ball of energy that appeared in his gut as a warning each time would never be comfortable, but he’d gotten used to it. His muscles had bulked out a lot. Wesley had always been strong, working a ranch day in and day out would do that to a person, but as a boy of fourteen or fifteen, it had tended to be in a leaner way. After a few years, he had started to bulk up, his shoulders broadening, his biceps and thighs becoming thicker and as solid as rock.

      More teasing had ensued from Josiah and Tanner, mostly about sending him off to the NFL to play quarterback, and making a fortune off him.

      It hadn’t taken Wesley long to hunt out the other bear that appeared on the property regularly. They met in the forest one evening, Wesley more amused than afraid. The present he’d given Chloe had suddenly taken on a whole different meaning. The other bear seemed friendly enough, disinclined to brawl over territory and more curious than anything,

      It was only when Wesley had followed him back in the direction of the ranch that he’d frozen in astonishment. Right before his eyes, that bear had shifted too, revealing his own boss, mentor, friend and father figure—Tanner Holt.

      Tanner had broached the subject with him the next day, and Wesley had finally gotten some answers. It turned out Tanner and his brother Derek were shifters too. Tanner and Derek had come from Wilkes, and were most likely part of a larger clan, though neither one, probably on account of their rotten upbringing, had ever sought out their shifter family roots. Tanner had guessed that Wesley was probably descended from the Ontario shifter clan—the area where Westley’s now long-deceased father was from.

      Tanner had taught him a lot about shifting over the first few months. But it was only the day before when Wesley had brought up the subject of why it was he’d suddenly gone through his initial shift when he did. Most shifters had their first shift at a young age and even the ones who were “late bloomers” shifted before puberty. Wesley was long past that.

      Tanner had shook his head.

      “I’m not sure, Wes,” he sighed. “The common reasons are extreme emotion—usually in terms of a rise of testosterone, so a lot of shifters first find out they’re shifters during a dramatic time, or when their body is stressed from puberty, or when they find their mates.”

      “What do you mean, ‘mates’?” Wesley had asked. He had no idea at the time what Tanner meant when he used the term ‘mate’.

      “Soulmate—like finding your significant other,” Tanner had replied, a smile turning up the corners of his mouth. “But way more intense. Shifters only mate once, and that love lasts a lifetime. There’s no one else. No one else even comes close. I knew Heather was my mate the minute I laid eyes on her, and just prayed to God she felt the same way about me. I was lucky. For Jackson, it took a little longer. Audrey was right under his nose the whole time and he fought it tooth and nail.”

      “What if the person you know is your mate doesn’t… you know…love you back?” Wesley had asked weakly.

      “Never heard of it happening,” Tanner sighed happily. “I don’t think it happens that way. It’s fated. I don’t really know. There’s a lot of stuff I don’t understand about this world, the nature of having fated mates is one of them. All I do know, is that there’s no going back, and a shifter without his mate will rarely find happiness.”

      Wesley knew then.

      He knew in his heart, without a shadow of doubt, that it was Chloe who had jarred him enough to finally cause the transformation in him—the shift. Ever since the night of his first shift, her face haunted his dreams every night, filled his thoughts every day. Her scent filled the hills and valleys of the ranch and surrounding forest. She was everywhere. He couldn’t hear her laughter without a bolt of aching pain splintering his insides. Knowing that she was his world, and completely unable to do anything about it was eating him alive.

      Chloe saw him as an older brother. She was smart, ambitious, able to take on the world. And she would. She was heading off to college and in a couple years’ time, she’d have the world at her feet. And he wanted that for her. He would never be able to give her the kind of life she deserved. And he sure as hell would not be the person who held her back—if by some small miracle she felt the same way about him.

      And then there was Tanner to contend with. Wesley knew that Tanner and Heather’s mating was a wonderful, life-affirming experience. But if Tanner knew how Wesley felt about Chloe—well, that would be an entirely different matter. Wesley was a ranch hand. Nothing special. Just a small town guy with no family, no real money, and no future prospects. Chloe had everything, and her life was only just starting out.

      Wesley behind a letter for Tanner.

      It was maybe a cowardly way to leave, but if Tanner questioned him as to why, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to lie to the guy’s face.

      In the letter, he’d told Tanner he was going to look for the Ontario shifters, to find his family roots. He knew Tanner would respect that and willingly let him go. But if Tanner had heard the explanation face-to-face, he would undoubtedly have seen the abject misery in Wesley’s eyes—the complete reluctance and searing pain that came with leaving Jackson Hole, and his mate, behind. And, if Tanner looked a little deeper, if he’d urged Wesley to say goodbye to Chloe, or mentioned his daughter’s name even just once, Tanner would have known without a doubt that Wesley’s insides were broken, and that his daughter was the reason why.
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Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day…

      

      “So, I have news!” Mia came bounding up behind Chloe in the hallway.

      “Morning Mia,” Chloe replied, amused. There was never any preamble with Mia. It was always straight to the latest gossip, event or announcement that she’d learned—being glued to social media since the moment they woke up tended to do that to a person.

      “There’s a party tonight hosted by the Alpha Delta Kappa frat boys, and…”

      “Let me guess,” Chloe replied with a laugh, “you managed to get us in?”

      “Better than that, I managed to score an invite by Todd Butler.” Mia paused for emphasis. “The Todd Butler.”

      “Okay, firstly he’s not ‘the’ Todd Butler. He’s not actually famous, he just thinks he is. And secondly, Mia, he’s a jerk. Do you honestly want to go to a frat party just because you have a crush on Todd? Those guys are such assholes.”

      Mia shook her head impatiently.

      “Chloe. Listen to me. Todd is not an asshole, he’s hot. And hot people are sometimes mistakenly thought of as assholes, but I am absolutely positive—and have it on good authority—that Todd is a humble, kind, beautiful person.”

      “A humble, beautiful person?” Chloe asked skeptically.

      “Exactly.”

      “Mia–”

      “Torres says he’s a great guy,” Mia interjected. “And I trust Torres.”

      “I do not trust Torres,” Chloe replied emphatically. “Torres is also on the football team, and is clearly Todd’s wingman or whatever, and you my friend, have been duped.”

      “We’re going.”

      “We both have early classes tomorrow. This idea of yours stinks.”

      Chloe moved her heavy, book-laden knapsack from one shoulder to the other while Mia pursed her lips and stood with her hands on her hips, blocking Chloe’s path.

      “We’re going. That’s final. I’ve already text Harper and she’s responded appropriately—with excitement and gratitude to have such a well-connected friend.”

      “Do I have to?” Chloe sighed.

      “You have to. You owe me one, remember?”

      Chloe let out a sigh of suffering. “I do.”

      When Chloe first came to the University of Michigan as a freshman, she’d been housed in Bailey Hall which meant that she’d had to take the 20 min Campus Connector trip just to get to her classes on East and West Bank. She’d mentioned the inconvenience to Mia, who she’d met in the student commissary their first week. Mia had known someone in admissions, who’d got her a contact at the housing association, and before Chloe knew it, she was sharing a dorm room with Mia in Frontier Hall. The girls had both recently moved to off-campus housing a few months ago, just before the start of their senior year.

      “Great,” Mia chirped happily. “And for the record, I don’t have a crush on Todd, I just admire Todd–”

      “And Todd’s girlfriend, do you admire her too?”

      Mia pulled a face.

      “She’s short term.”

      “Mia!”

      Mia shrugged her insult off as Chloe laughed at her friend. Mia was off the charts sometimes. Where normal people saw mountains, Mia just saw mere mole hills. In every situation she seemed perpetually confident that she’d get her own way eventually. Chloe’s attitude was vastly different. She knew from bitter experience that you didn’t always get what you wanted. No matter how much you wished and prayed for it, sometimes life just didn’t pan out the way you thought it would, and there was nothing you could do about it.

      “Hey, earth to Chloe. Where you just go?”

      “Sorry,” Chloe shook off the maudlin thoughts.

      “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?” Mia asked perceptively.

      “No!”

      “Liar.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes. She wished she’d never told Mia about her childhood crush from back home, her dad’s ranch hand, Wesley. Or, he had been her dad’s ranch hand until the day he’d disappeared from Jackson Valley without so much as a goodbye. She’d kind of been forced to come clean when Mia confronted her about rarely dating and her general lack of interest in boys.

      Unthinkingly, Chloe reached up to her neck, her fingers lightly fingering the silver bear that hung against her collarbone.

      “I think you should be taking an interest in Todd Butler,” Mia smirked, “because there’s not a single guy on campus that wouldn’t give his right nut to go on a date with you.”

      “Oh, please,” Chloe retaliated. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Honestly, I’m more interested in my grades this year. We’re not all mini genius’s like you.”

      “You say that every year!” Mia squeaked. “This is our last year, our final hurrah. Which is exactly why this is the time for us to hook up as much as possible, sew our wild oats, before we have to go out into the real world and do the corporate nine-to-five, mortgage, kids, minivans, whatever.”

      Chloe laughed at her logic. She’d never had a hooked up with a guy before, or even a boyfriend. Yeah, she was getting a little old, but she’d never met a guy who she had feelings for. Who was she kidding? She never met a guy who measured up in any way to Wesley.

      “Well, I’m all for your hook up plan—for you,” Chloe emphasized. She checked her watch, ignoring Mia’s cries of outrage. She had about an hour before her next lecture, just enough time to go and grab a coffee and go over her notes from last week’s reading assignment.

      “I’m heading over to Starbucks. I need to read my notes before the lecture. See you tonight?”

      “See you tonight. I’ll help you choose your outfit,” Mia replied with a wink.

      “You wish.”

      Chloe grinned at her friend as she departed. An outfit for tonight? That was a joke. Chloe was very specifically a jeans and t-shirt dresser. Every time they went out, Mia tried to wrangle her into slinky dresses or tops that left next to nothing to the imagination, but Chloe stood her ground. Mia looked amazing in that kind of stuff, her dark hair fell down her back like a waterfall and her deep, smoky eyes appeared exotic and alluring. Chloe just felt silly when she made an effort and hated the stares she’d receive.

      That hadn’t always been the case. When she was younger she’d love dressing up. She and her mom, Heather, had spent weeks picking out the dress for her sixteenth birthday. But the dress had been picked with Wesley in mind. She’d wanted to show him how adult she was, maybe convince him that she was no longer someone he could treat like a kid sister. The plan hadn’t worked. The excitement of getting dressed up, doing her hair and transforming herself had dulled a bit. There just didn’t seem to be much point.

      “A tall iced coffee,” she told the barista.

      “Sure thing.”

      He rang the drink up on the register.

      “Two dollars if you have an ID card?” He asked. Chloe nodded, flashing her U of M student ID.

      “What you studying?”

      Chloe was taken aback by the question.

      “Oh, International Relations,” she replied quickly. “Are you a student, too?”

      “I am—English Lit.”

      “Nice.”

      The barista grinned at her. He was attractive, sand blond hair with an impressive array of tattoos running up and down either arm and kind, chocolate eyes. Chloe warmed to him instantly.

      “You a senior?” He asked.

      “Yeah, you?” Chloe replied with a chuckle.

      “Junior. I haven’t seen you here before. And I’d remember you, if I had.”

      Chloe blushed and smiled, trying to ignore his flirtatious comment.

      “Here you go,” he handed her the coffee. “It’s on the house. I’m Eli, by the way.”

      “Chloe,” she replied, taking the coffee. “Thank you so much for this.”

      “Anytime. Hope I see you again soon.”

      Chloe nodded, and took her coffee over to one of the tables. She could feel Eli watching her, and it made her movements awkward. She wished she’d taken the coffee to go. She’d probably do a better job of concentrating elsewhere.

      Despite her reservations, she soon became lost in her work—startled by her phone alarm indicating that she had five minutes to get to the lecture hall. She hastily packed away her papers.

      She’d forgotten all about Eli and was momentarily caught off guard as he shouted out a goodbye across the coffeeshop. Chloe waved back, thinking about what Mia had said earlier about the ‘final hurrah’. She had a point. Four years ago when he’d sent her off to college, her dad had told her that these were the best years of her life and that she should grab every minute of it. Chloe had tried—halfheartedly—but she could never get her mind too far off of Wesley.

      Maybe this year, she’d change all that and make an effort to see that this ‘final hurrah’ of her college life at U of M was a full, enjoyable one. From now on, she’d make a more concerted effort to grab every minute of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The music was deafening. It hit them the moment they arrived at the entrance to the frat house.  They were vivaciously welcomed by a very drunk guy wearing a sombrero.

      “It’s tropical in here!” He cried loudly, wildly gesturing them to enter.

      The girls laughed, shuffling into the house while removing coats and scarves. It has freezing outside. Fall had quickly made way to winter, and in Michigan, that meant the ground was frosted over, even though it was still only September. It wasn’t weather new to Chloe, and she was far better able to bear it than Mia or Harper who complained near constantly and turned the dorm heaters up to a stifling level.

      They dumped their coats in a huge pile that was starting to form near an overflowing coat rack.

      “I think I’ve probably lost this forever,” sighed Harper as she solemnly placed her parka on the heap.

      Chloe shook her head, grabbing both Mia and Harper’s coats and dumping them under a chair in the corner of the room. They’d be much easier to find later, and Chloe was determined she wouldn’t be staying out too late.

      “Okay, let’s find Torres!” Mia announced, yelling over the music.

      The three of them fought their way through sweating bodies dancing enthusiastically in narrow corridors and spilling out into dorm rooms. At the far end of the hallway, someone had placed a ‘BEER HERE’ sign. Mia motioned for them to move toward it.

      “Hey, hot stuff, wanna dance?” A stranger yelled loudly in Chloe’s ear.

      “Screw off,” she snapped back, pushing him away from her.

      Oblivious, the guy just grinned manically and danced off, grabbing another female within his eyeline.

      “Gross,” Harper muttered, moving closer to Chloe and Mia. A huge number of the Wolverines football team were pledged to the Alpha Delta Kappa fraternity. The parties at Alpha Delta Kappa house had a reputation for being a bit rowdy and full of horny guys desperate to see some action, but the girls had all soon realized, since arriving on campus, that guys in general were pretty horny and desperate to get some action. It certainly wasn’t behavior restricted merely to football players or frat guys.

      “I can see Torres!” Mia shouted, pointing up ahead.

      Suddenly a roar went up, and Torres appeared from the crowd. He rushed forward and lifted Mia up in the air, whooping and laughing.

      “You made it Mia!” He yelled.

      “Put me DOWN, Torres!”

      Torres let her go reluctantly. He was a big, beefy offensive lineman for the Wolverines. He was part Samoan with long, dark hair, tanned skin and bright blue, piercing eyes which Mia, Harper and Chloe had on many occasions debated whether they were colored contacts or real. Mia always came down on the side of ‘real’. Harper and Chloe weren’t so sure.

      “Okay, I’m going to get you ladies a drink,” Torres continued, “and introduce you properly to Todd, who, by the way, is very happy you could make it.”

      Torres looked directly at Chloe as he spoke and gave her a wink. Chloe turned to look at Mia, wondering what the hell Torres meant, but Mia was just grinning at her in a sly way—as if she knew something that Chloe didn’t.

      Great, thought Chloe, I’m part of a Mia master set-up plan.

      That was not ideal. Chloe had only seen Todd from afar and heard more about him through rumor than anything else. That was never a good sign. Plus, Todd had a girlfriend who was just as infamous as Todd was on campus.

      “Lead the way!” Mia replied gleefully, before Chloe could object.

      Chloe shot her friend daggers but knew it wouldn’t do any good. Once Mia had a plan in mind, there was no stopping her.

      “I thought Mia had the hots for Todd,” Harper whispered to Chloe.

      “So did I,” Chloe groaned. “I think she’s been pulling the wool over our eyes.”

      “Lucky you,” Harper grinned.

      “Great. Thanks for the support.”

      “There’s not a lot I can do,” Harper pointed out. “If Mia wants to try to hook you up with Todd, then you’re going to hook up with Todd.”

      “I am not.” Chloe replied quickly. She motioned her head in the direction of Mia and Torres. “I think this is so Mia can date Torres, and have us in the same social circle or something. This is going to be a long night.”

      Torres had his arm flung over Mia. She was chatting animatedly as they made their way through the crowds—which now parted like the red sea on account of a football hero leading the way.

      “Okay,” Harper laughed. “I think you might be right.”

      Torres led them into a living room off the main hallway. It was decorated with colored light bulbs, and when Chloe stepped into the room, she could see that there was a large balcony than ran the length of the kitchen and living room area. She smiled to herself. The guys who lived in the frat house really did have it made.

      It was slightly cooler in the room on account of the doors to the balcony being open, and the music wasn’t as loud. There were lots of people lounging on an assortment of sofas in the living room, while the coffee table was filled to the brim with liquor bottles and buckets of ice-cold beer.

      Mia handed Chloe and Harper each a beer, opening one for herself.

      “Nice, right? Better than out there.” She grinned at her friends. “Cheers!”

      Chloe and Harper both popped the tabs on the cans. Chloe slightly more reluctantly than either of her friends. She didn’t love beer—or any liquor really—and was especially reluctant to drink in surroundings like the one they were in. But she always promised Mia she’d have a least one beer when they went out—even if she spent the rest of the night drinking Diet Coke.

      “Hey, Chloe, right?”

      Chloe spun around at the sound of a male voice, coming from behind her.

      She came face to face with Todd, the Wolverines star quarterback. He was fit, tan and dark-haired, and made the hearts of most of U of M’s female student population race.

      “Hi.” Chloe replied cautiously.

      Remembering her manners, she stuck out a hand for him to shake.

      “Formal,” he remarked drily. “I like it.”

      “You’re Todd, right?” Chloe wasn’t going to pretend she didn’t know his name. He would just think she was playing games. Everyone on campus knew who he was.

      “That’s right.” He smiled, looking her directly in the eyes with penetrating intensity. Chloe was taken aback, at a loss as to what to say next.

      “Thanks for coming. Is this your first time at the frat house?”

      Chloe nodded, “Yeah. It’s…uh…nice,” she gestured toward the balcony, “Nice balcony.”

      Todd laughed good naturedly.

      “Right? It’s a good place to stay. Most of the team is in the fraternity, so it makes keeping up with the practice schedules a bit easier, I guess.”

      Chloe looked around the room. She recognized most of its occupants as U of M players. And most were extremely drunk.

      “You’re taking International Relations, right” He commented, smoothly drawing the conversation back to Chloe.

      “Yes,” she replied with a frown of confusion. “How do you know that?”

      Todd shrugged, “I have my sources. Are you enjoying it?”

      “I love it.” Chloe’s eyes lit up. The work was tough, but she found her classes fascinating, and enjoyed the debates in study groups.

      “What are you taking?”

      “Law.”

      “Oh!” Chloe was surprised. She had expected Todd to be taking an easy ride subject in order to focus on football. “Cool. Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so surprised.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he smiled. “I get it all the time. Everyone expects me to be taking a cake subject because I’m just a dumb jock, right?”

      “Not what I meant,” replied Chloe firmly. “Just that I thought you’d take something more straight-forward so you could focus on football.”

      “I like to keep my options open,” he said simply.

      Before Chloe could reply, she was shoved from behind. She tripped forward, almost spilling her drink in the process. Todd caught her easily in his arms, propping her up.

      “Todd?”

      Todd dropped his grip on Chloe instantly. Chloe turned to see the person who had shoved her, and was face to face with Todd’s girlfriend. Chloe knew her by sight because she headed up a number of social activities on campus and was constantly in the center of the events, backed up by a posse of equally well-manicured and rail-thin girls.

      “Hey Tiffany,” Todd replied. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing, babe. I was just missing you.”

      She side-stepped past Chloe and wrapped herself around Todd’s muscular frame like a feather boa.

      “This is Chloe,” Todd interjected. “Have you two met?”

      Tiffany turned her attention to Chloe. Immediately the cat-like purr for Todd’s benefit was gone. Her face was a frozen mask of indifference, looking through Chloe as if she was a ghost.

      “No,” she replied.

      There was an awkward silence while Tiffany just stared blankly at Chloe.

      “Hi,” Chloe said, thinking better of holding out her hand in greeting. She was pretty sure it would be left hanging in midair.

      “Hi,” drawled Tiffany, wrinkling up her petite nose like there was a bad smell.

      Chloe hid a smirk. She didn’t think she’d ever been treated so rudely by anyone in her life. It was so outlandish that she wasn’t even sure she could be offended.

      “Oh, hi Tiffany!” Mia interrupted loudly with a huge, entirely false grin. “You look so great. Chloe, have you just met Tiffany? Did you know that Tiffany followed Todd here from high school like a loyal puppy dog? Isn’t that so adorable?”

      “I did not follow–”

      “So sweet!” Mia yelled sarcastically over Tiffany’s reply, “Such a devoted girlfriend!”

      Before Chloe could burst out laughing, she dragged Mia away—cutting through a huddle of students to where Harper was standing with Torres.

      “That was mean,” Chloe tried to scold Mia, unsuccessfully.

      “What?” Mia was a faux picture of innocence. “It’s true! It’s super cute.”

      Chloe shook her head.

      “What did she do?” Harper asked, looking past them both to where Tiffany and Todd were standing. “Tiffany looks like she’s about to internally combust and hopes to take us down with her.”

      “I don’t know what her problem is,” Mia replied cheerfully.

      “Yeah, Tiffany’s always grouchy,” Torres added. “Don’t worry about it. If she catches any female talking to Todd, she has a mini tantrum and starts behaving like a bunny boiler.”

      Mia was about to reply, when a chant started up around the room.

      “REPLAYS! REPLAYS!”

      Every male in the room started yelling at the top of their lungs. Suddenly, the guys lounging on the sofa’s became highly animated, dragging down a large white projector screen from the ceiling of the living room.

      “What are they doing?” Chloe asked Torres over the loud demands of the students.

      “Watching replays from tonight’s Cubs game. We all saw it, but we wanted to watch the replays, especially this season. They’ve got a new quarterback that came from outta nowhere–”

      Torres was interrupted by one of his fellow teammates dragging him over to get a better view of the screen.

      “Turn up the volume!” Someone yelled.

      The music abruptly stopped. A commentator’s voice filled the room, leaving everyone in a hushed silence. Chloe, Mia and Harper looked at one another and rolled their eyes. None of them were particularly into football, but they would have understood a party closing down for an actual live game—but replays? Come on, thought Chloe.

      “…unprecedented newcomer from out of nowhere who was recruited last year from the AFL’s—that’s right ladies and gentlemen, you heard me right—the Arena Football League. Quarterback Wesley Reed, number nineteen, a star in the making, played his second game for the Chicago Bears this season, and oh, boy! What a game, we’ve never seen anything like it…”

      A giant roar went up across the room as number nineteen was shown emerging from a sack by four of the Philadelphia Eagles defense, and scattering them like skittles across the turf.

      The camera zoomed in on the face of number nineteen, and Chloe felt a queasy sickness in the pit of her stomach.

      She knew number nineteen. She knew him well.

      Wesley.

      “What the hell?” She muttered under her breath.

      He turned to look directly into the camera. This time, Chloe felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. She knew that face better than her own. It hadn’t changed in the last five years, and those cool, piercing blue eyes were like daggers through her heart.

      “Mia, I need to get the hell out of here.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Chloe turned and fled the room.
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Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Wesley gazed around at the chanting crowd in a daze.

      He could feel himself staggering around the turf like a dazed buffalo, but he couldn’t stop himself. The feeling was entirely surreal.

      A second later, he was tossed back by teammates, who lifted him up in the air, chanting his number, parading him around the field. Wesley could only see the sky and the bright floodlights, and it felt like he was floating across the starlit Chicago night sky.

      The commentators in their box kept remarking on what a great game had been played, but Wesley could barely hear them. His team had won—won by a landslide and completely wiped the floor with the Philadelphia Eagles.

      Eventually Wesley was dropped back on the ground, only to be pulled in by their coach, and given a hearty pat on the back.

      “I could goddamn marry you, Reed. You know that? I love you more than my damn wife right now,” the coach sobbed. “Get yourself in there kid. Go on, get!”

      Reed, along with the rest of the team, was pushed off toward the tunnel leading to the locker rooms. Reporters gathered on either side, shouting out his name.

      “Reed! Reed! What’s it like to take the Bears home like that?” and, “It’s your second game playing at NFL level, what’s that feel like?” “Reed—what’s it like to be the starring quarterback for the Chicago Bears having come from nothing?”

      “He didn’t come from nothing!” His halfback, Liam, yelled at the journalist. “He came from the God Almighty—did you see him play? Reed has a God-given gift y’all!”

      He whopped, pushing Wesley down into the tunnel and away from the journalists. Wesley didn’t think he’d ever get used to the attention—or the personal questions—which often bordered on the offensive.

      Back in the changing room, Wesley felt far more comfortable. It was his job to congratulate the team on a brilliant game. While the journalists, fans and commentators gave undue credit to the quarterback, the players all knew that it took each of them to play a good game—and there wouldn’t be any trophies unless they could play as a tight, unified team.

      “You were all fucking awesome!” Roared Wesley as soon as the changing room door slammed shut behind him.

      The players went berserk.

      They jumped up, hugging one another, hitting and shoving and generally rolling around in a glory that belonged to them for the night. Each one of them felt like kings. They had toiled sweat, blood and tears to get where they were tonight. It was only the start of a long journey, but it was a start—an incredible, earth-shattering start.

      “Reed! I wanna have your babies!” Steve Young, the running back called out. His words prompted echoes of strange things his fellow team mates wanted to do to him.

      “I’m promised to the coach,” Wesley shot back.

      “I’m prettier!” the wide receiver cried out, to near-hysterical laughter. There was nothing attractive about their wide receiver, who was pug-eyed, thin-lipped and prematurely balding.

      The team eventually started to disperse.

      They would be up early training tomorrow—there were no post-game drinks or dinners while the season was in full swing. It would be training early tomorrow morning, followed by interviews and then more training.

      It was intense.

      It had been intense since Wesley was drafted. He’d been playing, part-time in AFL’s—for the Columbus Destroyers—when he’d been spotted by the Bears recruiter. He had been lucky. First for getting into the AFL in the first place—considering he hadn’t played college ball, it was a near miracle. And now the NFL. The big time. Before he’d even played his first off-season game, sponsors had gotten wind of him, coming down to the practice games to check him out. As his coach like to put it, his ass was basically owned by Adidas.

      As Wesley left the changing room, he saw his agent, Mike O’Neill standing in the corridor.

      “Thought I’d give you a lift,” he said on spotting Wesley.

      “Thanks man. I’m bone tired.”

      It was the best thing about playing ball. The game of football was well suited to shifters. The constant physical exertion fed the animal side well. When he wasn’t playing ball, he was off in the wilder parts of Wisconsin, roaming in bear form around Glacial Park and the Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge. It helped to take his mind off Jackson Hole, the Holt family—and most painfully, Chloe. He pushed his body to its physical limits to avoid thinking of her. Hell, he’d walk through fire if he thought it would erase her from his mind.

      O’Neill took Wesley to his car, a fancy BMW imported from Europe—an old vintage model that Wesley had long admired. He had enough money to get his own, but he barely had a moment to think beyond his next meal during the season.

      “Do you want to come around this weekend, spend some time with Rosa and the kids?”

      O’Neill was Irish and had married an Italian woman from the Bronx where he grew up. They had four amazing kids, three girls and a boy, Little Mike. They were the closest thing Wesley had to family in Chicago. He could have spent time with Derek and his wife Audrey, and their kids, but it was too painful. Derek was a Holt, and it just brought up memories that he’d rather keep under wraps. Every time Audrey or Derek phoned him, he would politely decline—and promptly feel like an ungrateful jackass. Derek had given him his penthouse to stay in when he first came to Chicago, rent free. He owed the man a lot.

      “That would be great,” Wesley replied. “Thanks a lot Mike. I’ve got training in the morning, but I can do lunch.”

      “I’ll pick you up. Star treatment while season’s in action. Off season, you find your own transport.”

      “Sure,” Wesley grinned. “I’ll enjoy it while it lasts.”
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      Wesley entered his austere apartment.

      The silence was unnerving. He felt like he’d interrupted the place, an unwelcome visitor in his own home.

      It was a beautiful penthouse apartment, newly purchased, and as yet undecorated. It had high ceilings, with arched windows that looked out across the Chicago skyline. The floors were light birch wood, running uninterrupted except in the case of his bedroom—where Wesley had a solitary double bed. He had nowhere yet to keep his clothes, so they were folded neatly in piles in the closet. He had meant to get around to decorating the place but had kept forgetting—or just not having the time. O’Neill had urged him to get someone in to decorate it for him—he could afford it—but the idea made him feel uneasy.

      The only home he’d never known was the bunkhouse in the old barn on the Holt ranch and the large, messy ranch home that was always filled with laughter and yelling and the general sound of people gathering together as family.

      He and Josiah, the other, older ranch hand, had lived in a converted barn of the main house—but it was just as homely and welcoming as the main house. Especially after Heather had come into the picture. With a few well-chosen rugs, pictures and bookcases she had transformed the space for him and Josiah, turning it from a sparse crash pad into home.

      Wesley looked warily around the apartment.

      He wouldn’t even know where to begin. He didn’t really own anything other than some clothes and his football gear.

      Stepping out onto the balcony he had a final look over the city. It was still bustling and full of life. He could still hear drunken cheers and celebrations from fans heralding today’s win. Today had been miraculous. Most of his team mates would go to sleep re-living the glory of the final moments on the field, the seconds on the clock, the last second touchdown, roar of the crowd and the flashing of cameras.

      Wesley would go to sleep with another image burned on his mind. The same one as always—Chloe, sixteen years old in her white party dress beaming up at him after he’d given her the necklace he’d painstakingly made her–looking at him like he was her entire world.
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Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t think I understand,” Harper said quietly. “How could you not have known? I mean, did he even play football when you knew him?”

      Chloe shook her head, dazed.

      “No…my dad and Josiah always joked that he should join the NFL, because he was so huge, but he never played at home. I don’t understand, either. I’m starting to wonder if it really was the same guy. Maybe I was hallucinating.”

      “You weren’t hallucinating. It’s definitely a ‘Wesley Reed’.” Mia waved her phone at Chloe. “Touted as the biggest and best thing to happen to the Chicago Bears in over a decade,” she read from whatever site she had open on her phone.

      The three of them were sitting in Chloe’s small one bedroom apartment just off campus. They had met at Chloe’s after she had staggered out of the party, and they were as startled as she was when it was revealed that her long-held childhood crush now played quarterback in the NFL.

      Mia frantically swiped her phone, speed reading the latest articles on Wesley.

      “Okay, so he was recruited from the Arena Football League where he had been playing for about two years. Get this—the Bear’s coach found him playing in a park. Wow, can you believe that? This reads like every man’s fantasy, ever. He was signed to the Bears. They took him on this summer. They kept him on as a secret weapon, which is why none of us have heard of him. In off season games he wasn’t used.” Mia’s expression was one of amazement.

      “I can’t believe you know this guy,” she added. “I mean, he is super impressive and super—”

      “Mia, you’re not helping,” Harper snapped. Both Chloe and Mia looked at Harper in surprise. She was usually so mild-mannered.

      “I’m sorry. But Mia, Chloe knows he’s ‘hot’. That’s the point. Talking about how amazing he is isn’t going to help.”

      Chloe shrugged, “Don’t worry. It doesn’t make any difference. I knew he was great when I was a kid. I thought he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen—or ever would see. But I also know that he’s heartless and callous. He walked away from me and my family without so much as a goodbye. It doesn’t matter how good-looking he is, or how special I thought he was. Everything I thought about him was all just a stupid schoolgirl fantasy.”

      Mia and Harper glanced at one another. They looked unconvinced.

      “I mean it,” Chloe reiterated. “I’m over him. I’m sorry I made such a scene tonight. It was a shock. That’s all.”

      “Okay.” Mia nodded. “In that case—necklace.”

      She held out her hand, palm up, waiting for Chloe to hand her the necklace.

      “What? No way!” Chloe protested, her hand flying to her collarbone.

      “I’ll keep it safe. I promise. I just don’t think it does you any favors. You are literally wearing your past around your neck, on a chain. Hardly a subtle metaphor, is it?”

      “It reminds me of…my dad,” Chloe argued, which was true, in a way. The bear was meant to represent him, and his shifter side. Something she would never reveal to her friends.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not convinced. Wesley gave it to you. Your hand hovers over it whenever you get that far-away look in your eyes and I know you’re thinking of him. It’s not healthy, Chloe.”

      Harper cleared her throat.

      “Sorry Chloe, I agree with Mia in this instance. Maybe not wearing the necklace will give you a bit of breathing room, and a chance to get over him? Let’s face it, his face is going to be everywhere, especially if the Bears have a good season. You don’t need the extra reminder.”

      Chloe closed her eyes. Shit. The idea of giving up the necklace felt physically painful. She hadn’t taken it off since the moment Wesley had given it to her. She had been telling the truth. It did remind her of her dad, of Jackson Hole, of her mom, of everything she’d left behind. On the other hand, Mia was also right. It reminded her most of Wesley. Of the pain and heartache she’d endured when he disappeared. Of how wounded she’d been when her dad had told her that Wesley had spoken to him, but to no one else. Of how he’d walked out on her life without looking back. Of how much she’d loved him—a silly, childish love that was totally unrealistic, but it had still mattered to her.

      “Fine,” she snapped, removing the necklace in a quick, hurried movement before she changed her mind.

      “Please look after it,” she said, dropping the silver bear into Mia’s hand.

      “Cross my heart. It’s totally safe. I won’t even keep it my apartment.”

      “Where will it go then?” Chloe asked.

      “Never you mind. Just trust me,” Mia added hurriedly.

      Chloe nodded. It was for the best.

      “Sorry I ruined our night, “Chloe sighed. She felt so deflated and wished she hadn’t made such a dramatic exit. She would be better prepared for next time, and prepared for seeing Wesley’s too-familiar face.

      “You didn’t ruin our night,” Harper corrected. “I was having a pretty awful time, anyway. I think only Mia was really enjoying herself.”

      Chloe and Harper grinned while Mia looked appalled.

      “I thought we were all having a good time!” She protested.

      “Not as good as you and Torres,” Harper teased. “Why didn’t you tell us you were into him?”

      “I’m not.”

      Chloe burst out laughing, “Mia, you are massively into him! He’s cute though, why are you denying it?”

      Mia allowed herself a small smile.

      “Alright, maybe I like him—a little. He’s very funny.”

      “And so can we drop the act that you’re into Todd?” Harper questioned.

      “I wanted Todd and Chloe to get together,” Mia sighed. “I thought you’d be perfect for each other.”

      “You don’t even know him!” Chloe burst out. “All we know about Todd is that he’s a good football player and has awful taste in women. I can’t believe you think we’d have that much in common.”

      “But he’s so handsome,” said Mia, trying to defend herself. “And I know he likes you. Torres told me. He saw the three of us together on campus,” Mia shrugged. “I thought it would help you get over Wesley. Obviously not.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think it was your best plan ever, Mia,” Harper commented with a grimace. “Maybe Chloe should be left alone to decide who she wants to date for herself?”

      Mia looked doubtful. Before she could say anything, Chloe stood up and yawned.

      “Okay, enough guy talk. I’m beat and I have early classes tomorrow.”

      “Goody two-shoes,” Mia grinned. “But fine, enough boy talk. Let’s sleep and tomorrow I can hatch more Machiavellian schemes to get Torres to fall in love with me.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to need to strategize that much, Mia,” Chloe commented wryly. At least one of them was doing well in the romance department. Torres was clearly besotted with their friend.
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      When Chloe’s alarm went off the next morning she groaned loudly and rolled over back into her pillow. She hadn’t slept well at all.

      In her sleep she’d swung from dream to nightmare and back again.

      Her dreams had been old ones, from the time she turned fifteen to sixteen—when Wesley had stopped becoming her best, older friend to something else entirely. In her dreams she was back at the ranch, hiding behind the hen house, watching Wesley work bare-chested in the sun. How his muscles rippled and moved, and sweat trickled down his back and drenched his hair so it became slicked back, highlighting piercing blue eyes that constantly squinted across the landscape in the hot sun. She was always drawn to the waistband of his jeans, how it hung low on his hips—exposing a sliver of boxer shorts and a sparsely haired snail’s trail riding downward to a place it had made her blush to just think about.

      She was awkward around him in those years. Aware that she was slowly transforming from girl to woman, with small bumps growing on her chest—and how it stopped feeling okay to wrestle with Wesley or let him drag her around the mud with her shorts and t-shirt riding up. She’d never told her friends how she felt about Wesley, not even Lucille, her best friend throughout childhood. It was a secret she kept to herself, absolutely sure that Wesley, aged eighteen and the most good-looking boy in the world, would never be interested in her.

      Her nightmares kept interrupting the happy memories. She was walking around campus and a big, black hole kept opening up behind her. She had to keep running, but the earth beneath her was cracking and yawning open—she wasn’t fast enough, she knew she wasn’t fast enough. She kept crying out for Wesley—crying for him to save her. All she heard was the roar of a bear, and then the darkness eventually took her.

      Chloe tried to shower off the night’s imaginings, but they left her feeling uneasy and fragile. Last night had been a shock to her whole system. She didn’t think she’d ever see Wesley again. Her uncle, Derek, had told her that Wes had moved to Chicago—but that he’d not heard from him in a while. Then, when she was seventeen, Uncle Derek told her that Wesley had moved. He didn’t know where he was. Chloe had tried her hardest to forget him—thrown herself into her studies, making sure that she maintained her 4.0 gpa. When she wasn’t studying, she was reading, when she wasn’t reading, she was watching action movies or thrillers—anything she could do to keep her mind from wandering to Wesley, and what he might be doing at that very moment.

      Chloe dressed herself quickly, throwing on a pair of old jeans, a t-shirt and a hoodie and then a scarf and hat for good measure.

      She reached the coffee shop an hour before her lecture—plenty of time to go through notes and readings that she needed to catch up on.

      Eli was at the counter, and she was pleased to see a friendly face.

      “Hey Eli,” she waved.

      “Chloe! How’s it going?”

      “Good, thanks. How are you?”

      “Annoyed,” he replied with a grin. “I heard you made an appearance at Alpha Delta Kappa last night—and I didn’t see you!”

      “You were there?” Chloe asked.

      Eli nodded, “A bunch of my friends’ are pledged. I’m a regular there—on account of them having far superior gym equipment than at my dorm.”

      Chloe laughed. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you. It would have been nice to see a familiar face.”

      “Maybe next time?”

      “If there is a next time,” Chloe acknowledged. “Not sure hanging out with football players is really my scene.”

      “So, she doesn’t like the limelight…what is your scene?”

      “Anything a bit calmer? I’m not entirely sure—I think I’m still working that out,” she shrugged. “Plus, for me to have a really good time, it helps if there’s food involved.”

      “Amen to that,” nodded Eli. “We’re lucky to be in Ann Arbor. This city’s restaurants are something else.”

      “They are.” Chloe nodded enthusiastically, “My mom is an amazing cook, but I come from Jackson Hole. It’s not exactly cuisine central. Good hot dogs though.”

      “Jackson Hole, Wyoming?” Eli asked.

      Chloe nodded.

      “A country girl, then.”

      “Yeah. My dad owns a ranch. I grew up with cattle and horses.”

      Eli grinned.

      “I’m jealous. I grew up in D.C. Not a whole lot of cattle around there, unless you count the people during rush hour. It sucked.”

      “I guess everywhere has its pro’s and con’s,” Chloe replied evenly. She always found it strange that the people she spoke to on campus always seemed to hate the hometowns they’d come from—certain that the grass was much greener somewhere else. Chloe was the opposite. She loved all of Jackson Valley, and had loved growing up there—but she also understood how privileged she’d been to have a nurturing mom and loving dad who cared for her, and a wide, open expanse that was her own personal playground.

      “Coffee’s on the house, by the way,” Eli smiled, handing her a steaming black coffee.

      “You can’t keep doing that,” hissed Chloe, looking around to see if a manager had seen, but the only staff behind the counter was another student who was busying herself with the espresso machine.

      “I can,” Eli winked.

      “Well, thank you,” Chloe replied cautiously. She took the coffee gladly but hoped this wasn’t going to become a habit. She’d have hated to get Eli in any trouble—and generally didn’t like taking things for free.

      Eli waved her thanks away, and she went to find a seat. She smiled as she sat down. Her short but sweet conversation with Eli had finally shaken off last night, and she was ready to face another day—determined not to think of Wesley.
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Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Wesley leaned back in his chair, stuffed full of food. The sun was starting to set, covering O’Neill’s backyard in a hazy golden glow that reminded him a little of back home.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you any more, honey?” O’Neill’s wife, Sophia asked.

      “No way, it was delicious—but I don’t think I can eat another thing.”

      “You need to beef up, boy,” O’Neill barked at him, “Soph, get him another dog—he needs his protein.”

      “No way,” Wesley protested. “Please—I can’t.”

      “I’ll have another one!” Little Mike piped up, who still hadn’t finished his first, but poked it around his plate and drowned it in ketchup.

      “Look what happened to the last one! No, Mikey, not until you’re done with that. Then you can have ice-cream.”

      “Okay, okay,” the boy agreed, scraping the ketchup off his food now that he actually had to eat it. The offer of ice-cream was too good to miss, and they only ever had it on Sunday’s.

      “How are you feeling about the offensive line up?” O’Neill asked.

      “Good. There’s some great talent—especially Jamie,” Wesley replied, referring to the right guard who had joined the team around the same time as Wesley, but had been playing in the pre-season games.

      “He’s good,” nodded O’Neill. “It’s Donovan I’m not that taken with. The kids lazy, needs to be sharper. Not always the quickest on reading the play.”

      “He’s not bad,” Wesley shrugged. “Bit of a mean streak, but he works it when he needs to.”

      “You boys going to talk shop all afternoon?” Sophia enquired sarcastically. “Old man, you need to give Wesley a break. All you do is talk football at him.”

      “He loves it, don’t you Reed?” O’Neill barked. “You only have a problem with it because you don’t understand it –”

      “Because it’s a dumb game,” Sophia groaned theatrically. “No offense Wesley, but football, in my country, is a beautiful game.”

      “You come from New York, woman!”

      Wesley laughed as the two of them argued. Sophia hated American football, she was a soccer fan—and avidly watched European matches, a game that Wesley admired, but much preferred the fury and force of American football to tame his bear.

      “…all I’m saying is, he needs other interests,” Sophia was saying as Wesley turned back into the conversation.

      “A female. That’s what he needs. Something else besides the game,” she said, gesturing at Wesley.

      Wesley was about to protest when O’Neill interrupted.

      “Are you kidding me? Are you insane woman! At the start of the season? That’s the last thing he needs—Reed, you’re not to go near a woman as long as the season last. I want you one-hundred percent in the game. And I know coach feels the same. Last week I heard him hollering at DeWitt because he’s got himself mixed up in some drama with a lady friend before.”

      “A lady friend?!” Wesley gave a bark of laughter.

      “See, old man,” Sophia teased her husband. “You sound silly—a silly old Irish man who doesn’t understand romance. Is that what you call me, your lady friend?”

      “The Irish understand romance better than anyone else on the earth! And I call you my ball and chain, for the record.” He winked at Wesley and then received a smack to the back of his head from his wife.

      “See what I put up with?” She said to Wesley. “Luckily, I’m only with him for his money, so you better play well this season.”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Wesley grinned. “We’ve got the momentum. I’m sure we’ll be able to keep it up.”

      “Ah,” O’Neill waved him away. “It’s you boy! That’s why the Bears are going to the playoffs this season—and now the whole country knows it! Cheers to that!” He held up his beer, and Wesley clinked his glass of soda water against it.

      One of O’Neill’s daughters, Aurora, came running out into the garden.

      “Mom—door!”

      “Who’s here on a Sunday?” O’Neill barked unhappily.

      “No idea,” Sophia sighed. She stood up, wiping her hands on her apron. Little Mike stood up with her and together they made their way into the house.

      “Damn, I hate unexpected visitors on a Sunday,” O’Neill groaned as his wife left. “It will be someone from Sophia’s church—mark my words.”

      O’Neill was a Catholic, but rarely went to church, his wife was the more devout of the two and fully immersed herself in Chicago’s Catholic community—something that O’Neill whined about constantly.

      A few moments later, O’Neill’s prediction turned out to be accurate.

      Sophia crossed the lawn with a friend—a younger friend dressed in a bright, floral summer dress. Wesley figured the woman was in her mid-twenties, and she greeted both Mike and him with a warm smile.

      “This is Ava,” Sophie introduced her friend, winking surreptitiously at Wesley. “This is Wesley Reed, and my husband you know.”

      “Thank you for inviting me over,” Ava replied, taking the proffered seat at the table. Thankfully, she was oblivious to O’Neill’s look of thunder.

      “Hi,” said Wesley, trying to cover for O’Neill’s absence of greeting.

      “Ava works with children,” Sophie announced, in the direction of Wesley. “She is a great help at the church as well—bakes us delicious pastries!”

      Wesley tried to look enthusiastic, but he was starting to smell a set up. O’Neill wasn’t going to be happy with his wife at all.

      “Do you two know each other?” Sophia continued, smiling broadly. “You live quite near each other, I think?”

      “Oh, no,” Ava pushed back her hair, leaning forward across the table. “Where do you live? I’m on Burnside.”

      “I’m on Lakeview, I just moved. Do you like the area?”

      “So much,” Ava smiled. “Have you been to Dino’s? That’s near you. I love the place.”

      “Not yet,” Wesley acknowledged. “But good to know.”

      “Ava, can I get you anything to drink?” Sophia asked.

      “Do you have wine?”

      “I have a bottle of white in the fridge. Let me bring it out.”

      “I’ll help,” O’Neill announced gruffly, rising to his feet before Sophia could protest. Clearly, O’Neill wasn’t going to wait till their guests had left before giving Sophia a piece of his mind.

      Wesley and Ava were left in an awkward silence.

      “So,” Wesley cleared his throat, “what exactly do you do—working with children?”

      “I’m an elementary school teacher. I love kids, I really do—and working with them is the next best thing to having some of my own.”

      Her eyes gleamed, and she ran another manicured hand through her hair.

      “Yeah, kids are great,” Wesley replied, at a loss as to what else to say. The only kids he really knew where Little Mikey and the O’Neill girls, and he enjoyed their company but wasn’t entirely sure he was ready for kids of his own.

      “Do you want kids, some day?” Ava asked.

      “Uh…I’m sure I will…one day.”

      Wesley smiled blandly, wishing that Sophia and O’Neill would return to the table. He still had very limited experience with the opposite sex. He had spent his youth on the ranch, meeting very few girls his own age—usually on Friday nights down at Jakes Place. He had taken a few of them out on dates, but never enjoyed himself enough to want to enter into a more permanent thing. Then, when Chloe grew up, he remained transfixed on her—entirely unable to get her out of his head. There wasn’t a woman alive who even came close to Chloe.

      “Do you have a girlfriend?” Ava asked.

      “No. I don’t date during the season,” Wesley replied, relieved that he had such an iron-clad excuse.

      “That’s a real shame. Not a rule breaker, then?” Ava laughed.

      Wesley shook his head, “Not me, no ma’am.”

      “Shame.”

      Wesley shifted in his seat. The conversation had become heavy-handed fast.

      “So, you know Sophia though church?” He asked, trying to steer the conversation back onto more safe ground.

      “I do. We get along really well. It’s nice to get to know people in the neighborhood. Do you have a good social circle here in Chicago?”

      Wesley nodded enthusiastically, thinking of his empty apartment and take-out dinners. “I do, yeah—mostly teammates,” he lied. The team socialized together, sure, but many had families at home and all were on such strict individual diets during the season, and complex training schedules that they hardly ever saw one another except on the field and in training.

      “But I bet you could always use a few more—especially people who live close to you?” She smiled coquettishly, flicking back her hair again.

      Wesley thought he was going to murder O’Neill.

      “That might be nice, after the season,” he hedged, hoping to hell that she would forget all about him by then.

      “Maybe I can persuade you to break the rules a bit,” she insisted.

      Wesley let out a sigh of relief as he saw O’Neill and Sophia emerge from the kitchen door and out onto the patio. Sophia looked a little sheepish, but she approached the table with a beaming smile, applied for Ava’s benefit.

      “Reed, you ready to hit the road?” O’Neill barked.

      Sophia rolled her eyes behind her husband’s back, but had clearly expected Wesley to be whisked away on their return.

      “Sure am,” replied Wesley, trying not to sound too eager.

      Ava looked thoroughly annoyed and frowned at Sophia in confusion.

      “Really nice to meet you,” Wesley said, offering Ava his hand. She shook it, holding on for a few moments longer than necessary.

      “I’m holding you to plans—I’m going to take you to Dino’s,” she insisted.

      Wesley smiled blandly again, hoping she would take the hint.

      “After the season!” O’Neill roared. “Come on kid—back in the car.”

      Sophia hugged Wesley goodbye, whispering in his ear as she did so. “Wesley, honey, I am so sorry, I thought you’d want to meet a nice girl your own age, but I understand football comes first, forgive me.”

      “Nothing to forgive,” Westley whispered back, giving her a final squeeze. He knew that Sophia’s heart was in the right place. Any other man would have been immensely grateful to Sophia. Ava was an attractive woman. But there was only one woman he’d ever want to be close to.

      Football provided a convenient cover for now, but when the season was over he’d have to find a longer-term solution, or forever be set up on dates with Sophia’s church friends—a fate he was absolutely sure he could not handle.

      As the car sped through the streets of Chicago, Wesley missed Chloe with such intense longing it felt like it burned his insides. He’d need to get out of the city and shift tonight. Turning himself into a beast was the only way he could ease his very human suffering.
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Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe smiled as ‘home’ appeared on the screen of her phone.

      “Mom, Dad?”

      “Chloe!” Heather’s voice rang out from the speaker. “Tanner, she picked up!”

      Chloe laughed to herself as Heather tried to wrangle her dad around the phone speaker.

      “Honey?”

      “Hi Dad!”

      “How are you sweetheart?” Heather asked.

      “Good! It’s been an interesting week; all my classes have been great though.” Chloe kept her tone upbeat, but it was hard hearing their voices. She wanted to break down and tell them everything—how she really felt about Wesley, and how she couldn’t get him out of her head no matter how hard she tried. She knew her mom would have sensible advice, but she’d kept the secret for so long now she didn’t even know where to start.

      “What do you mean by interesting?” Heather asked, picking up on her daughter’s choice of words.

      “Well…” Chloe paused, taking a deep breath. “I saw Wesley playing football on TV. For the NFL…did you guys know he was doing that?”

      She heard Tanner take the phone from her mom.

      “Yeah, we did honey. Uncle Derek told us—but it was a shock seeing him! Sorry, I should have said something earlier. I don’t know why he didn’t tell us in person–”

      “Because he’s a selfish ass?” Chloe interrupted.

      “No, Chloe, you know he’s not,” her mom corrected her, “Wesley has his reasons. Try not to be too hard on him honey, remember what a good friend he was to you growing up.”

      “Yeah.”

      Chloe could feel her throat tightening with unshed tears.

      Pull yourself together!

      She really didn’t want her mom or dad to know how truly upset she was. It would only upset them, and lead to more questions than Chloe was prepared to answer.

      “Your mom’s right. He’s got his reasons—not entirely sure what they are–”

      “Tanner, you’re not helping!” Heather snapped at her husband. “But Chloe, are you sure you’re okay? You don’t sound that okay. Is there anything we can do? We can come down for a visit if you need us to—anytime. You only just need to say the word, you know that, don’t you?”

      “Anytime, we mean that,” her dad echoed.

      They were really good at giving Chloe her space to be away and on her own, but the two of them would hop on a plane tomorrow if she gave the okay. Despite herself, Chloe laughed.

      “I love you guys,” Chloe sighed. She loved just hearing their voices. From what she could tell from her friends back home and the new ones she’d made at college, it was very rare to miss parents so much, or have such a bond with them—but Chloe couldn’t care less. It was just more proof of how fortunate she was. They were a good blueprint for how she wanted her life to look one day.

      “We love you too, always,” Heather replied.

      “Why don’t you visit Wesley?” her dad suggested. “He’s obviously in Chicago. Look him up—or speak to Uncle Derek, he can’t be that far away.”

      Chloe heard the phone being taken away from her father, and distorted hisses from Heather as she tried to speak and cover the mouthpiece at the same time.

      “Or maybe not,” her dad added, clearing his throat.

      “It’s okay” Chloe replied, wondering what Heather had been saying to her dad. “I imagine he’s really busy. The seasons only just started—and it’s not like he’s been in touch for the last two years. He knew where we were.”

      “What about other boys?” Her mom interjected. “Have you met anyone nice?”

      “No Mom,” Chloe smiled wryly down the phone. She knew they’d love to hear about Eli and her free coffee, but he wasn’t significant enough. One mention and Heather would bring him up in every conversation. Her mom was a true romantic—as was her dad—Chloe supposed it was hard not to be when they’d met the way they had.

      “And what about Mia and Harper, are you still having fun with them?”

      “Yes,” Chloe replied, certain for the first time in the conversation. “They’re great. We’re going out to dinner tonight, just the three of us.”

      “That’s lovely!”

      “Sounds wonderful honey,” her dad added, sounding very relieved. While her mom was excited at the prospect of Chloe meeting boys, her dad had another perspective entirely. Chloe firmly believed that he’d prefer to lock her up in a tower for life than see her go out on dates.

      “Have you still got the pepper spray I gave you?”

      “Oh god dad,” Chloe groaned. He was referring to the pepper spray he’d bought her as a going away present.

      “You might be grateful for it one day,” her dad asserted.

      “Sure Dad.”

      Once again, her mom came to the rescue by interrupting the conversation and telling Chloe about the latest visit from Uncle Derek, Aunt Audrey and their kids—Zach, and their little girl, Ruby. The four of them had flown over for a week-long visit. Chloe spent the rest of the call laughing at tales of Zach commanding Derek and her dad to bear fight, and organizing marches across the Wyoming mountains.

      When she hung up, Chloe felt a million miles better.

      She had to remind herself that Wesley had left them all, not just her. If her dad and mom weren’t bitter about it, then she had no right to be either. She had no claim over Wesley—just because she’d loved him, that didn’t mean she was owed anything. He had made no promises. No declarations of how he’d felt. And she had never told him her feelings about him either.

      She was suddenly glad she’d given the bear necklace to Mia. It really was time to move on. Wesley clearly had. He was playing for the NFL, living in Chicago, and no doubt having a wild ride—Mia was right when she said he was living every man’s dream. Chloe was wasting her precious time by moping about, dreaming of a silly schoolgirl crush that never materialized into anything.

      

      With a renewed frame of mind, Chloe set off across campus. Mia and Harper had organized a move night in Harper’s dorm. Only nineties rom-coms were allowed. Chloe was looking forward to it, and spending the evening with her friends.

      “Chloe! Wait up!”

      She turned at the sound of her name, to see Todd jogging across the quad toward her.

      She stopped, feeling awkward as he approached. All the students milling around had turned to watch, and Chloe felt an unwelcome blush appearing on her cheeks.

      “Hey Todd,” she said as he neared. He had obviously just come from working out carrying his duffel and wearing his Wolverines sweats.

      “Thanks for waiting up.”  He grinned, exposing a set of even white teeth. Chloe noticed that in the light his eyes were a grey-blue color, perfectly contrasting with his golden skin. There was no doubt about it, Todd was good looking—the perfect all-American hunk with his perfect jaw line and pronounced cheekbones. No wonder he had all of U of M’s female population enthralled.

      “No worries,” Chloe shrugged. “How are you doing?”

      “Great. Just had practice. Coach gave us a stern lecture—no biggie. Word got out about the party, and we’re just about to start the season. He wasn’t impressed.”

      Todd didn’t seem that bothered by the coach’s reaction. He shrugged it off and grinned. Chloe got the impression that as the ‘golden boy’ on the team he could pretty much get away with anything.

      “I guess that’s the end of parties for the season, then?” She asked.

      “We’ll see about that. Depends how well we do in the season,” Todd replied casually. “But we’re off to a good start.”

      “Anyway,” Todd continued after a moment of silence, “I didn’t come to talk to you about football—I wanted to know what you were doing Friday night?”

      “Nothing at the moment,” Chloe replied, taken aback by his question.

      “Have dinner with me? There’s a new restaurant opened on Lafayette—I’ve heard it’s amazing. Can I tempt you?”

      Chloe hesitated. She had no idea if this was a date, or just a ‘get to know you’ dinner, but it sure sounded like he was asking her on a date.

      “Don’t leave me hanging,” Todd cocked an eyebrow, awaiting her response.

      “Sorry. It’s just—I don’t think Tiffany would be that pleased, us having dinner together? She didn’t seem so thrilled with me the other night.”

      That was an understatement, Chloe thought. She had the feeling that if Tiffany Todd had asked her to dinner, she’d happily claw her eyes out.

      “I’m not with Tiffany anymore.”

      “Oh.”

      Chloe didn’t know what to say.

      “So let me take you to dinner?” Todd persisted. “I can promise good company and delicious food…”

      Chloe wanted to say no. She wasn’t entirely sure that Todd was her type—he was handsome, for sure—but not the kind of guy that she could really picture herself with. On the other hand, perhaps that was just because he wasn’t Wesley, and hadn’t she just decided that she was going to make an effort at moving on?

      “Sure,” managed Chloe weakly. It was a decision that was probably made against her better judgement, but she should learn to take risks. It was only dinner, anyway. What harm could it do?

      “Great. You won’t regret it. I promise. Pick you up at your place at eight?”

      “How ‘bout we meet here?”

      “Sure. See ya’ then.”

      He leaned forward, and before Chloe knew what he was doing, he kissed her briefly on the cheek. She felt her blush returning.

      “Bye,” she managed as he jogged off in the opposite direction.

      Woah.

      Chloe felt like she’d almost imagined the entire exchange. It felt entirely surreal that she’d just agreed to go on a date with Todd Butler. There was also a small, but insistent voice that wondered why, out of all the females on campus—Tiffany included—he’d chosen her.

      Chloe mentally shut the voice down immediately. She wasn’t going to lose her head over Todd—no matter what everyone else thought of him. After Wesley left, her usually robust self-esteem had taken a nose-dive. It had been difficult to come out of that, but she had managed, and she had no intention of going back to the crippling discomfort of self-doubt. Todd wasn’t worth it. No man was. But she secretly doubted that anyone had the power to ever hurt her the way Wesley had.

      She hoped she wasn’t wrong.
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Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      They had beaten the Carolina Panthers with a thirty-five-point lead at Soldier Field. The stadium had been packed with over thirty-thousand spectators.

      Wesley had never played a game like it. Every play had unfolded like a dream. He and his wide receiver had been completely in tune with one another. In fact, the entire team had played at their peak—like a singular, breathing organism. The confidence of his team members had grown and grown after each successful play—till in the last half they’d become invincible. The Panthers hadn’t stood a chance. The Bear’s defense played flawlessly, but offensive carried the game home, with both Donovan and Jamie Harrison doing him proud. As they’d walked off the field, the crowds were screaming “Reed Nineteen! Reed Nineteen!” over and over again, the cries increasing as he ran off the field—following him down the tunnel to the lockers.

      O’Neill had driven him back to his apartment, praising him the entire time as the man went through a blow-by-blow account of the game just played. His running commentary left Wesley feeling elated—but still buzzing with excess energy.

      He decided to go for a drive and before he knew it, his drive had turned into a road trip—to Ann Arbor. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken the exact same trip. Something about being close to Chloe but not too close, soothed his bear. Close was good—too close was torture.

      He parked and got out to go for a run. In a baseball cap and a battered pair of tennis shoes, old sweats, and a t-shirt, people never noticed him on the streets—especially not at night. It had been getting harder for Wesley to move through the city unnoticed since the start of the season. His face had been blown up on the TV screen of almost every Chicago household, and in a city of over two million, that made his odds of being recognized pretty damn high. In Michigan, a place equally football-crazy as Illinois, he had no doubt the same thing would happening.

      He pulled the cap low across his forehead till only his jaw could be seen properly and began pounding the concrete slabs in relentless rhythm. Wesley ran in no particular direction. The city was somewhat familiar to him as it wasn’t the first time he’d jogged the streets late-night when sleep was impossible. The only rule he had was avoiding the college—he kept a five-mile radius perimeter from U of M, in his mind it was like a ‘hot zone’ that he couldn’t cross. The moment he did, he knew he would instantly smell Chloe—picking her out amongst the mass of all the other students.

      He had made the mistake of getting too close when she first arrived on campus. Derek had told him the week she’d be arriving, and Wesley had promptly vowed that he’d stay away, but the impulse had proven too great. He’d taken the three-hour drive over, and ventured into the surrounding area of the campus, and been assaulted by a painful, gut-wrenching ache. She was everywhere. Everywhere but where Wesley wanted her to be most—by his side.

      Wesley ran down fifth avenue, across another small residential street, then down to the stadium boulevard. From there Wesley took another small street and crossed over to Lafayette road. There, he came to an abrupt halt.

      He staggered backward, suddenly assaulted by a familiar scent—Chloe. Her scent floated over the rancid odors of city trash, and the blended fragrances of strangers, food, coffee and bars.

      He moved forward slowly. Without being in his bear form it was difficult to pinpoint where, exactly, she was—but he knew for certain that she was nearby. He looked around wildly, trying to suppress the urgent tug inside his gut to shift. His whole body wanted to go to her, to hunt her down, to be with her—but there was no way he could let that happen. The street was busy, lined with restaurants and bistros which were in full swing.

      Wesley walked past a restaurant to his left, painted black, but with multiple flower pots decorating the outside. The interior glowed out onto the darkened street, each table lit by small candle lights.

      He froze.

      Chloe was sitting at a table near the window, facing in his direction. She hadn’t seen him—too engaged with the person she was sitting opposite.

      Wesley watched as Chloe laughed at something her companion said, her eyes bright and sparkling in the candlelight. Her skin glowed, her hair was left long—a style she hadn’t often worn at home, preferring braids or a pony tail—which only highlighted to Wesley how separate from him she seemed. She’d was wearing new earrings, small gold hoops he’d never seen before, along with a new, pale blue sweater that highlighted the green-blue of her eyes.

      He stood, in the middle of the street, staring at her.

      There was nothing else he could do.

      Chloe’s appearance physically wounded him. She looked so full of life, so animated as she talked. Wesley would have given anything to have been sitting opposite her, listening to whatever she was saying—he wanted to know what she thought of college, what it was like for her in Michigan, if she missed her family, what her friends were like, if she’d read any good books or watched any movies—he wanted to know it all.

      It was in that moment he realized that he missed out on one of the most fundamental, crucial aspects of Chloe’s life. Her college years were, of course, spent fully developing her own ideas and opinions. She had made critical relationships, turned into the woman she would later be—the adult.

      He would miss it all.

      Wesley was so accustomed, for so many years to knowing what Chloe thought on a particular subject, what she might do in particular circumstances, what hurt her, what made her laugh, or yell or moan. He realized he didn’t know those things anymore. That someone else would—someone who wasn’t him.

      Wesley quickly crossed the street. He wanted to get a look at the guy Chloe was sitting opposite, without having to walk past the restaurant and risk being spotted.

      Safely over the other side, he changed his vantage point so he could see Chloe’s dinner date more clearly. What he saw made his blood run cold.

      The guy was sickeningly handsome, with a broad, charming smile which he was using to great effect—almost constantly flashing his straight, white teeth. From the way he was dressed, Wesley surmised that he wasn’t hurting for money. He wore a large gold signet ring which caught the light, gleaming when he moved his hands across the table. His clothing was understated, but tasteful and expensive. He had the air of East Coast privilege. He was exactly the kind of guy that Wesley assumed Tanner would want for a son-in-law, and exactly the kind of guy that Chloe should be dating—someone who could take her to nice restaurants, who would have a good job, someone who could travel with her, who would one day give her beautiful, smart, non-shifter children.

      Wesley hated the prick on sight.

      He was everything Wesley wasn’t—and couldn’t be—no matter how hard he tried. Sure, he was earning a pretty penny, but he could earn all the money in the world. It wouldn’t buy him the cultured, well-bred tastes of the man sitting opposite Chloe. No matter what Wesley did, he’d always be the abandoned son of a shifter—homeless kid who came from nothing and was taken in due to the pity kindness of a rancher. A guy who had had no abilities other than what his shifter genes enabled him to do—move a ball around a field. Wesley the man had nothing—was nothing, not really. An ex-farmhand, at most. Not a man worthy of Chloe Holt.

      Wesley tore his eyes away and jogged on. He couldn’t bear to look at Chloe’s date anymore. He couldn’t bear to see Chloe laughing and enjoying the company of a man that wasn’t him.

      As he ran, he kept trying to remind himself why he was running.

      Why he was turning away from the love of his life whom he’d driven all this way just to be close to.

      To ease his mind, he thought of all the things Chloe would do in her future. The bright, full life he knew she would have. It was why he would stay away. Chloe deserved the best of everything—he didn’t want to ever complicate things for her—to make her think that she had feelings for him, just because she’d known him for so long. It wasn’t fair. He would never forgive himself if he held her back in any way.
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Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, this, and this.” Mia held out two dresses, pulled from her own wardrobe and shoved them enthusiastically in Chloe’s face.

      “In this weather! Are you nuts?”

      “You’re not doing to be outside, not for long—anyway! I would totally wear a dress. And strappy heels. Who cares about the weather?’

      “You for one,” Chloe pointed out. “Not dressing appropriately is why you spend most of your time moaning about the cold.”

      “Whatever,” Mia replied, shrugging off the inconvenient fact. “These will both look amazing on you. This one will bring out your eyes, and this one will show off other—err—assets?!”

      Chloe rolled her eyes.

      “Mia, I barely have cleavage, there’s no point. And I’m not wearing a dress—seriously. Jeans and a nice top. That’s final.”

      “You sound like my mom,” Mia grumbled.

      Harper entered Chloe’s bedroom, carrying clothes folded over both arms.

      “Not you too!” Chloe cried out, exasperated. She was already pretty clear about her outfit for tonight—a pair of jeans and her black sweater with knee high black boots. It was a perfectly decent ensemble. Mia and Harper had decided otherwise.

      “Yes, me too! But don’t worry—it’s all really casual, but slightly less casual than what you wear every day to class. It’s a date Chloe, you can’t just wear any old thing. Where’s the fun in that?”

      “I thought you’d be on my side,” Chloe sighed.

      Mia suddenly jumped across Chloe’s bed, reaching for a photo that she’d thumbtacked up on the wall.

      “I’m sorry—what happened to this girl?”

      Mia held the photo up, waving it about in front of Chloe. The picture had been taken years ago. Chloe was about eleven or twelve, with Heather next to her. Both of them were grinning at the camera. Heather looked beautiful and elegant, but Chloe looked like she’d just attacked Sephora—with make-up and glitter covering most of her face—and dressed in her favorite outfit of the time, a fairy-wing ensemble which she’d worn with crazy stripped tights and a polka dot leotard.

      “That girl looks like she needs to be committed,” Chloe laughed. She loved that picture. It always reminded her how much Heather had always let her be whoever she wanted to be—Chloe always had free access to Heather’s make-up and wardrobe. No matter how ridiculous she emerged looking, Heather always told her she looked great, always complimented her on zany outfits and clown make-up.

      “She could bring a bit more of this devil-may-care, I-look-like-a-crazy-person attitude to her date outfit, that’s all I’m saying.” Mia stated.

      “You want me to wear wings and a polka dot leotard?” Chloe asked.

      Mia pulled a face.

      “A dress. I just want you to try on something a bit more exciting. That’s all—just try.”

      “I’ll try a different top,” Chloe bargained.

      “Perfect!” Harper interjected, throwing a pale blue sweater over Chloe’s head.

      “Fine,” sighed Mia.

      Thirty minutes later, after showering, dressing and applying her make-up, Harper and Mia were finally satisfied. Chloe gave herself a final look-over in the mirror, pleased with the overall effect. It looked casual, but a bit more like she’d made an effort. Chloe added a pair of new earrings that she’d bought at a trip to the mall with Harper and smiled at her reflection in the mirror.

      Chloe was pleased she had said yes. She didn’t exactly have butterflies or feel any excited nervousness like she used to when she was about to see Wesley, but that didn’t matter. It was probably better, she told herself. Around Wesley she had felt like an awkward, clumsy child. This was a chance to get to know someone properly, to date someone who felt like an equal—not some semi-god she hero worshipped.

      

      “You look beautiful,” Todd murmured as he leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek in greeting.

      “Thanks. You look great,” she acknowledged in return.

      Chloe stepped back, putting some space between them. She drank in Todd’s good looks and sharp clothes. Up until now she’d only really seen him in workout clothes or football gear. He looked different—slightly more intimidating, she thought, simply because they were both very clearly dressed up for an actual date, rather than a casual hook up.

      “My car’s in the first lot,” Todd said, ushering her toward the parking lot with a hand on her back.

      Chloe had told Mia and Harper not to be anywhere in the vicinity when she met Todd at the agreed spot. She knew that Mia would say something obnoxious or awkward and unsettle her. They had both, however, insisted that they be given an entire run-down—no matter how late she returned. Chloe had promised. Reluctantly.

      Chloe drew her coat more tightly around her. It was a bitter, clear evening and not for the first time, she was very glad she’d been talked into wearing one of Mia’s dresses.

      “It’s over here,” Todd gestured to the car—the only one parked in front of the dormitory back entrance—which was a strict no-parking zone.

      “You weren’t worried you’d get towed?” Asked Chloe.

      “I was—but I was more worried about my date dying of hypothermia,” Todd replied smoothly.

      “I appreciate it,” Chloe grinned.

      He opened the car door for her, and Chloe sunk into the mild warmth of the vehicle. Todd climbed in next to her, blasting the heating.

      “Never got used to the winter’s here,” he commented.

      “Not a fan of the cold?” Chloe asked.

      “Not really. I’m a more sea, sun and surf kind of guy,” he replied, looking sideways at her. “Let me guess—Chloe Holt of Wyoming loves winter and now thinks I’m a total pussy?

      “No!” Chloe laughed. “Not at all. Just please tell me you like Christmas and Thanksgiving—or I’m getting out of the car.”

      “Love them,” Todd emphasized hurriedly. “Except the whole ‘quality time with family’ thing.”

      “Don’t you get along with your family?”

      He shook his head.

      “Nah. Not really. It’s like we harbor and active disdain for one another—but I suspect we just don’t know each other very well. Mom and Dad never spent that much time at home when we were growing up.”

      “Do you have any siblings?” Chloe asked.

      “Only child,” he replied matter-of-factly.

      “Same—or I was. I have a niece and a nephew now, and they feel a little like siblings.”

      Todd nodded in understanding, “That’s nice. I grew up wishing I had one of those large, extended families—the ones where everyone goes around to one another’s homes. I kind of got that though, playing football in college. The team starts to feel like your family. Did you have close friends, where you lived?”

      “A few girlfriends, sure,” Chloe responded vaguely. “My best friend since grade school, Lucille, lived close-by.”

      The truth was, Wesley had been her best friend growing up. He was the one she’d told everything to, the one she’d gone to when she had a problem or needed cheering up.

      As the car sped out of the college campus and onto the main street, Todd entertained Chloe with tales of his teammates on the Wolverines and the wild pranks they pulled on one another. Chloe laughed along but it was a million miles from her experience in high school and college, which had been mainly focused on academics. Her teachers had pushed her hard, and in turn, Chloe had pushed herself even harder. She’d been desperate to make a success of herself—and tended to say no to parties, or dates—anything that she thought might get in the way of a good grade point average. Chloe had always thought there’d be plenty of time for fun later down the line, when she was done proving herself.

      “You’ve gotten quiet,” Todd said as they pulled up to the restaurant. “Are you okay?”

      “Sorry! I didn’t mean to—I was just thinking that I’ve put off a lot of stuff, by focusing on studies. That’s all. It sounds like you had an amazing time…I’m not sure I would necessarily say the same about my school years.”

      “I didn’t figure you for a party animal. I think that’s part of the attraction.”

      Todd turned to her in the car, his expression full of intent as he studied Chloe’s face. She suddenly felt exposed, uncomfortable, and desperate to get out of the car.

      “Hey,” Todd said, taking her hand as she made a move to turn away. “Can’t I look at you? You’re beautiful Chloe. I could stare at your face for hours.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t!” Chloe replied lightly. She found his stare, and the accompanying words, far too intense.

      “Shall we go in?” She added, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Sure.”

      Todd agreed instantly, but his tone was flat. He jumped out of the car quickly, moving around the side to open the door for Chloe. She didn’t take his proffered arm, but smiled up gratefully instead, not wanting to offend him.

      “This looks fantastic!” Chloe exclaimed, finally registering the small bistro. Its outside was charmingly decorated with evergreen plants, a warm glow from candlelight emanating from inside. It looked warm, inviting and cozy—just the kind of place she loved.

      “Thanks for bringing me here,” she said, meaning it.

      “It’s a total pleasure.”

      Todd seemed to have regained his initial mood and smiled broadly at her as he opened the door to the restaurant. The heat hit them both as soon as they entered, causing Chloe to sigh with relief and Todd to instantly shrug off his jacket.

      They were quickly shown to a table by an attractive waitress and handed thick menus.

      “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Todd asked.

      Chloe shook her head.

      “I grew up on a Wyoming ranch. There’s not that many vegetarians where I come from. Plus, I think it would break my mom’s heart! She loves to cook.”

      Todd nodded, clearly pleased.

      “Let me order for you then.” he caught the attention of the waitress before Chloe could protest.

      “Two steaks, rare, with all the sides. And a bottle of red.”

      “Which red, sir?”

      “The best one you’ve got,” Todd replied quickly.

      “And I’ll have some sparkling water,” Chloe interjected. “Thanks.”

      The waitress hurriedly wrote the order down and left. Chloe hated having someone order for her. It was such a massive turn-off for her when someone thought she couldn’t decide what she’d like to eat on her own, like she was a child. She deliberated whether she should say something, or not. She was tempted to, certainly, but she didn’t want to sour the evening before it had already started.

      “Tiffany was a vegan.” Todd stated with a roll of the eyes. “I miss having steak out—I hope you don’t mind, but this place has the best in the state.”

      “It’s fine,” Chloe replied, shoving the inner protest aside.

      As the evening wore on, Chloe found herself actually having a pleasant time. She liked Todd. He was an articulate, interesting person to talk to. She got the impression that he was used to being charming to women. Compliments rained down on her throughout the evening—but they had the expert, practiced feel of a pro.

      At one point, after they had finished dinner and were waiting for coffee, Chloe felt a slight prickling at the back of her neck—like someone was watching her. She turned abruptly, looking out onto the darkened sidewalk, but she couldn’t see anything, only a few pedestrians walking with their heads down in the dark, coats wrapped tightly around them for warmth.

      The feeling passed as quickly as it had come, but Chloe was left with an unusual sensation of having missed something—like an appointment she’d forgotten all about. When Todd went to the restroom, she surreptitiously checked her phone, but there was nothing, only a few texts from Mia asking how the date was going, which she ignored. Sheesh, she’d promised to give her and Harper all the gossip later. One would think she was a young girl going off on a first date, instead of a woman in her last year of college, the way they fussed.

      Todd insisted on paying the bill, no matter how much Chloe argued with him. She managed to say thank you, graciously—vowing that she would pay the next time.

      At the mention of ‘next time’ Todd grinned brightly.

      When Todd pulled up to Chloe’s building, he got out of the car with her. It was raining heavily and a wind had suddenly picked up.

      “Thanks for this!” Chloe shouted over the downpour.

      “You’re totally worth it, Chloe Holt.”

      He dragged her beneath the door of the building’s entrance, its thick, intricate stone arch offering just enough shelter for one person. Todd stood in the rain while he looked at her, staring deep into Chloe’s eyes.

      “You’re getting drenched,” she pointed out, trying to cover up her awkwardness.

      “I don’t care.”

      Chloe swallowed, her mouth suddenly feeling bone dry.

      Todd leaned forward, hesitating momentarily before moving his hands up either side of Chloe’s face. He cupped her jaw, his lips baring down toward hers.

      “Wait!”

      Chloe jerked her head backward.

      “I’m so sorry, I’m just not ready…uh…” She mumbled unhappily. She wanted to kiss Todd; she really did. No, she wanted herself to want to kiss Todd, which was not exactly the same thing. The guy was handsome, charming and seemed to like her. But it just felt far too soon after just one date. She barely knew him.

      Todd’s face flushed an unattractive crimson.

      “Really?” He bit out.

      “Really,” Chloe replied firmly. Seeing how irritated he was only confirmed her choice.

      “I’m sorry, Todd. I am. I just don’t know you that well. I want to wait.”

      Chloe heard herself speaking, pleased with how steely and uncompromising she sounded.

      He heard it too, holding up his hands in surrender.

      “Okay, okay, I get it. I’m sorry. I just really like you. A lot. A hell of a lot.”

      Chloe relaxed. His apology seemed sincere, and now that there was breathing space between the two of them, she could relax.

      “I had a really nice time,” she said honestly. “See you again?”

      “See you again,” Todd echoed, looking relieved.

      Chloe kissed him briefly on the cheek and then unlocked the outer door to her building and escaped inside, not wanting to look back.

      As she shut the door behind her, she collapsed against the polished wood of the entryway in relief. She really had no idea what to make of her date, or whether or not she truly liked Todd. In her mind, there had been quite a few red flags for a first date…but it wasn’t like she’d had many others. Maybe this was what it was like, getting to know someone, working out if you could deal with the red flags or not, if positive attributes out-weighed the negative.

      At least Mia would know, she reassured herself as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Because she was totally confused—did she like Todd or not? And what kind of person couldn’t even figure out if they liked someone or not?
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Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The game was taking place at Ford Field. The Bears were playing the Detroit Lions, one of the fastest, most brutal teams in the North division.

      Wesley sat with his back against the locker, his butt cold against the steel bench. The Bears were quiet, each focusing on the plays ahead—going through them in their mind like Wesley was—waiting for the time to arrive when they needed to go out on the field and become heroes. To play like they weren’t afraid of some rugged, muscled defense plowing into them like a semi and taking them out, sidelined with ripped ligaments, or worse. They were all dressed in their blue, orange and white uniforms—the white sparkling like it had never seen a game before, straps and helmets and gloves all pristine and reflecting the lighting overhead.

      Plenty of the men had already vomited up their protein shakes, and Jamie Harrison—the Bear’s Right Guard—hadn’t left the toilet since he’d arrived.

      No agents, reporters or family were allowed anywhere near the changing rooms pre game. It was time for quiet reflection, a chance to breathe and be with the team alone before they faced the crowd—which they could already hear thundering onto the bleachers like a stampede of elephants.

      Wesley sat upright as coach Fulchic stood in the center of the room. It was almost time.

      The anticipation grew among the players. You could feel it, a thick, nervous energy filling the room that made the hair on Wesley’s neck stand up. His whole body tightened, preparing itself to be used, broken and pummeled to its absolute limits out on the field.

      “Alright men,” the Coach broke the silence with his forceful, Marlborough-man voice that sounded like pure steel grinding over alloys. “It’s almost time. We’ve got a lot of people out there. They’ve come to see you play. They’ve come to see football at its finest, at its rawest, at its toughest. They’ve paid hard earned money, waited in long lines, followed this team through thick and thin—said their prayers to the God almighty that the Bears bring this game home. Who are we to disappoint? We’re at the start of a long road, but this game matters. Every single thing you do out there today matters. The Bears are going to the Super Bowl this year, am I right? AM I RIGHT?” His voice rose in an almighty roar, followed by the echo of the team—all men now suddenly hungry, desperate for their victory.

      Wesley rose with the rest of them.

      They rammed their feet into the concrete floor, pounding their hands together as a methodical cheer rose to the roof of the small room.

      “GO AND GRAB WHAT’S YOURS!”

      The cheer reached its apex.

      The room suddenly became a flurry of action. The players huddled together, a huge swarming mass of muscle, adrenaline and excitement. In unison they recited the Lord’s prayer, Wesley’s arms around Jamie Harrison and Steve Young—in front of him Donovan, who had finally quit throwing up and was ready to play.

      Two by two, in a practiced formation, they spilled up through the tunnel and onto the field.

      The crowd went wild.

      Commentators voices blared over the speaker system, the band started up—whistles were blown, sixty-one thousand people in the bleachers cheering the teams on.

      “It’s going to be a wild ride,” one of the line-backers muttered to Wesley as he strapped on his helmet.

      “It is,” Wesley replied.

      He stood still for a moment, feeling the icy air blow over his body. The sunlight was crisp and sharp. Nothing in the sky but the white-blue of a cold Detroit winter afternoon.

      Wesley heard himself calling the first play, huddled around his teammates. They dispersed, taking their positions on the field and getting into formation for the kickoff.

      Wesley felt a sick churning in his gut. The whistle blew again, and the game was on. He caught the ball, backing out and lobbying it down the yard line to be picked up by the running back who pummeled through the Lion’s defense, taking it down to the end zone and scoring the first touchdown for a six-point start.

      Wesley could feel the team relax into the game. Their moves became slick and sure; his throws connected like magnets, steady hands catching the ball and taking it up and up, further toward the end zone. The crowd screamed, thumped, lost their heads while the eleven players on the field remained laser-sharp and focused, tracking the Lions every-move. The line-backers knocked down Lion’s like they were bowling pins.

      After the second quarter, the Bears were sixteen points to Lion’s seven.

      Half time, the changing room felt like it was full of electricity—the players were buzzing off one another, trying to keep their cool but that whisper of victory was close enough that each of them could smell it, sinking in with the rancid sweat and adrenaline-acid that poured out of their bodies.

      Ice packs were applied, the aches and pains starting to be felt—but shoved aside desperately with the need for more, for the glory that was almost certainly theirs, waiting for them on the field. Wesley applied the ice and drank the water, trying to appear tired. He wasn’t even close. His bear ran through his body like lightning, rejoicing at every body-slam, every tight breath that burst against his lungs as he ran the field.

      In no time at all they were back in the game.

      The third quarter began like a dream. Wesley was handed the ball, throwing it up to Palmer, their running-back, who smoothly ran all the way—fifty-five yards, with four other Lion’s players trying to chase him down as the Bears took another touch-down.

      Wesley could have wept at the beauty of that play.

      In the final moments of the game, with none of his receivers open, Wesley had no choice but to run up the field with the ball. Sprinting across the field, yards from the end zone, Wesley knew that he was well-covered by the left tackle, Ace Hicks and plowed on into the end zone for a final touchdown.

      Before Wesley could appreciate the win—before it could sink in and register that they’d beaten the Lion’s by miles—he was side-tackled by a Lions offense who hadn’t register the moment either. Wesley, taken by surprise, was thrown down—his leg shifting inward. He stumbled, hearing the disjointed snap of his spine against the boot of the Lions player, and then his body hit the floor with a sickening thud.

      Wesley’s vision went black. He could hear the scream of joy, followed by the unsettling silence as his team, and the onlookers, realized he was down.

      “Oh shit, shit! Reed—I’m so sorry man, I’m so fucking sorry –” Wesley could hear the regret and shame of Ace, crying over his body.

      Wesley tried to reassure him that he was fine, but the blackness was taking over, and he felt his body go limp.
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Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “If you don’t feel the spark…” Mia shrugged, sucking on a strawberry milkshake.

      “He texted. Asked me out again.” Chloe placed the phone on the diner table after reading the message, but she hadn’t yet replied. Half of her felt like she needed to go out with Todd again, to be sure—and most importantly, to remove the last vestiges of Wesley from her mind. The other half knew she wasn’t into him, that she should just get on with her studies and forget all about it.

      “I vote for not another date.” Harper said firmly. “Do you really want to date a footballer player?”

      “Not this particular football player,” Mia smirked.

      Chloe pulled a face at her friend.

      “No football players. Maybe you’re right, Harper.” Chloe sighed. “Damn football. Honestly, I’ve had enough of it.”

      Harper nodded in agreement. They had come to the diner purposefully, everywhere else seemed to be playing the game, the Bears and the Lions.

      “I entirely agree with you—except for Torres, who is different. Obviously.” Mia blushed as she said his name, twirling her milkshake glass round on the Formica table.

      “Of course. Except Torres!” Chloe laughed. It was nice to see Mia so besotted. She mentioned his name a lot, and sometimes she would get a far-away look in her eyes, and both Harper and Chloe knew that her mind had wandered off to the handsome, dark looks of Torres. It did often mean that they only ever had half their friend—like today—when she kept her phone on her lap to surreptitiously check her texts.

      “Can you maybe try again, for me?” Mia said, “so we can double date?”

      “Sure, I’ll date Todd for you Mia,” Chloe rolled her eyes.

      “What? He is cute. You can’t deny that. But like I said—no spark, no go.”

      “You’re right.”

      Before Chloe could change her mind, she text Todd back. It was short and sweet, thanking him for the date and saying she had a lovely time, but that she wasn’t interested in him that way. Finishing the text, she pressed ‘send’, and then put the phone back in her bag. As soon as she was done, she felt a huge sense of relief.

      Chloe started laughing at herself.

      “Okay, I really need to chill out. Maybe give dating a rest.”

      Harper and Mia looked at her in bemusement. “Rest?” they said simultaneously.

      “So, I’m not much for dating. I’m much better at studying,” Chloe declared with satisfaction. “So I’m just going to live vicariously through you, Mia.”

      “Hey—what about me?” Harper asked indignantly.

      “Wait.”

      Mia held up her hand, halting the conversation. She brought her phone up to the table.

      Chloe had been wrong. Mia hadn’t been waiting for Torres to text, she had been live streaming the Bears and Lions game.

      “Shit. Chloe—Reed’s in trouble.”

      She placed the phone on the table. On the screen they could see the ambulance, and a body being loaded onto it via a stretcher.

      “T-t-turn the sound on!” Chloe stuttered.

      Mia pushed the volume right up.

      …he’s taken a serious blow. Reed hasn’t gotten up, that fall did not look good. I wouldn’t want to be in his position right now—nor the rest of his teammates. This is a serious issue for the rest of the season—to lose their star quarterback at this time…

      “Turn the sound off,” Chloe gulped. She felt sick. Like the ground had just fallen away from beneath her.

      “Where would they have taken him?”

      Mia took the phone back.

      “The closest place would be Henry Ford Hospital,” she said.

      Chloe picked up her bag, pulling out her phone.

      “I’m getting an Uber—”

      “Do you want us to come?” Asked Harper.

      “No, no—it’s fine. I’ll see you guys later.” Chloe rushed out of the diner, tapping away at her Uber app. The closest was only five minutes away. Her whole body had started to run with a hot sweat, a horrible prickling sensation at the back of her neck. She couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to Wesley—but all she could see was the stillness of his body, lying on the stretcher. Unnatural stillness.

      Finally, the Uber pulled up and she hopped in, quietly praying on and off for the entire hour long ride to downtown Detroit.

      She looked at her phone. She was wondering why her parents hadn’t called. Surely, they’d seen the accident on tv? She felt too tense, too nervous to phone them. She didn’t want to be the one to tell them, not yet, not if they hadn’t seen the game. She would call when she knew more.

      Finally, the Uber pulled up outside the hospital.

      Chloe ran inside and through to reception.

      “I’m looking for Wesley Reed,” she blurted out to the receptionist, “I think he’s in the Er—he would have just come in about an ago.”

      The receptionist studied her for a moment, and then with glacial slowness turned to her computer.

      “Ma’am, are you a family member?”

      Chloe hesitated only momentarily, “Yes, yes—I am.”

      “I’m going to need some identification.”

      Chloe belatedly realized that getting in to see a star quarterback was hugely different than seeing her Wesley. She fumbled with her bag, drawing out her identification card. She fumbled in her haste, letting it fall to the desk.

      The receptionist manicured fingers picked it up and studied the information.

      “Your name’s not Reed,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

      “No. But I’m still family.”

      “You need to take a seat, ma’am.”

      “No,” Chloe said forcefully. There was no way she was going to be palmed off into the waiting area when Wesley was in agony somewhere in the building. “No way. I’m seeing him. I’m his only family in the city. I’m not about to let him go through this alone. You’ve got to let me up there. Please, I’m begging you.”

      “Ma’am, I’m afraid I’m going to have to call security, we can’t let anyone that isn’t a relative in to see him –”

      “I am a relative. Or close enough. He’s my fiancé.”

      The receptionist looked as though she found that highly doubtful. She also glanced at Chloe’s hand, which was clearly without an engagement ring.

      “Please,” Chloe said again. “Just let me up. He needs me.”

      “What he needs is the medical staff. You need to take a seat. I’m not going to ask again.”

      “Fine,” Chloe snapped, snatching back her ID card and looking around the waiting area. She found a seat near the main entrance but was careful to ensure that she had a clear view of the receptionist.

      Chloe sat and waited.

      A few minutes later she got her chance. A family approached the reception area, blocking Chloe—and the main entrance—from view. She dashed through the doors, not knowing where exactly she was going, but sure that somewhere in the hospital she’d find Wesley.

      She found the elevators, and a list of all the departments. She wasn’t sure whether she should check the emergency department, or whether he’d been already admitted and taken to a room. The words swam before her eyes. Maybe this hadn’t been a great idea. She had nowhere to start.

      Two doctors in white coats rushed past her.

      “Spinal cord injury. He’s just been brought in. It will be a miracle if he ever walks again. First injury of the season,” she heard one of the doctors saying to the other.

      It was the best chance she had.

      Immediately, Chloe turned and followed them along the long hallway, twisting and turning around multiple corners till she was completely lost.

      Eventually they entered a smaller section, with what looked like four operating rooms leading from the main area. The doctors rushed into one, shutting the door firmly behind them.

      Chloe walked up to the glass.

      She could see a body lying on the hospital bed, covered with white sheets. There was a doctor already commencing surgery, looking intently at the mid-section of his patient. Chloe peered closer, trying to see if the patient really was Wesley. One of the doctors moved, exposing a pile of shredded clothes that had obviously been cut from the body. She recognized the distinctive blue and orange of the Chicago Bear’s uniform.

      It was him.

      Chloe felt a knotting twist her gut. The image of Wesley, lying there helpless—with masked strangers prodding him with instruments and suction tools—made her sick to her stomach. She could only really comprehend healthy Wesley, larger than life, muscled and tan, laughing at something she’d said, or gently throwing barbs back and forth with Josiah as he tossed hay barrels onto the back of the pick-up. Wesley had always seemed invincible to her. Robust and strong, a rock that would always be around to help her through the difficult times, would always anchor her back home. Until he wasn’t.

      Now they were both miles from home. Chloe hadn’t felt homesick since she’d arrived in Michigan, but she felt a sudden, overwhelming surge of it now. She wanted to go home, be with her family, have Wesley saunter in from the fields smelling of sunshine, fresh air, and sweat. Or better yet, she wanted to turn back time—to stay in those golden moments she’d shared with Wesley by her side, moments that she thought would last forever.

      She watched one of the doctor’s tear of his mask, yelling something at a nurse. The nurse looked startled and upset, then she and the two other doctors who Chloe had followed to the room all peered into the wound where the surgeon had been working.

      They started to argue, pointing at Wesley’s back and looking perplexed.

      The surgeon tore of his mask, rushing out of the room and past Chloe—leaving the gaping staff behind.

      He was soon followed by the other two doctors, and the nurse.

      “It must have been an incorrect diagnosis—but this is inexcusable. How could any of us get it so wrong?” said one of the doctors. He sounded fearful and upset.

      “I don’t understand either. But it happens. Chase down Dr. Callaway, tell him it’s not his fault, but this is going to need to be taken to the board.”

      The two doctors left the room, leaving the nurse standing by the door—a clipboard hanging loosely by her side. She looked lost and utterly bewildered.

      “I saw them bring him in,” she said quietly, speaking to no one. She was completely oblivious to Chloe’s presence.

      The nurse looked down, checked her chart and then resumed staring into space. A moment passed, and her beeper went off, jolting her into action. She left the room hurriedly, and Chloe was left alone.

      She flung the door to the operating room open, rushing over to his bedside.

      Then she, too, stopped suddenly, bewildered.

      Where the sheets had been arranged to expose a section of Wesley’s back, and where she had quite clearly seen the surgeon cut and suck and dig into him with terrifying abruptness, she now saw nothing—just smooth, unblemished skin.

      “What in god’s name–” she whispered, her hand hovering over his body—almost too terrified to touch it.

      Wesley groaned.

      Chloe rushed over to the head of the bed. Wesley rolled, turning upright. His hair was in disarray over his face, his bright, iridescent blue eyes staring up at her, all the more vibrant in the surgical lighting of the room.

      “Chloe?”

      “It’s me.” She gently pushed back the hair away from his face, her palm gently resting against his forehead.

      He smiled briefly, that lazy, gentle smile that made her heart flutter with nerves and lust and a million other feelings that raced through her body.

      Then he yawned, stretched, and Chloe could hear the bones in his body realigning with a crack.

      “Wesley—what the hell’s going on? I thought you were…”

      “Shit.”

      He looked around the room, past Chloe. It finally dawned on him that he was in a hospital. He sat up, his eyes darted downward, taking in the surgical gown, the bed, then he looked over at the equipment—the surgical tools, knives and the heart rate, pulse and respiration machines he was hooked up to.

      “There are going to be questions,” he muttered.

      “What’s going on? Were you actually hurt? Knocked out? I heard the doctors. They said something about your spine being detached. Did they get it wrong?!” Chloe tried to keep the alarm out of her voice, Wesley was clearly fine, but she couldn’t understand what had just happened.

      “We need to get out of here, then I’ll tell you everything, but, help me, first?”

      Chloe nodded.

      “I need some clothes–”

      Before he could finish the sentence, another doctor entered the room. Chloe hadn’t seen this one before. He looked older than the others. The badge on the coat and his suite beneath made him appear more senior.

      “You’re up.” He observed slowly, his face a blank look of astonishment.

      “Yeah, I’m good to go doc.”

      “I need to check you. Again. I think we may have made some error’s in our original diagnosis…” he trailed off, staring at Wesley like he was a ghost.

      “It happens,” Wesley replied with a good-natured shrug.

      “Not in my department. It never happens…not like this.” He walked over to Wesley, stethoscope out, and placed it against his chest. Without any preamble, he placed his hand on Wesley’s back, running it along his spine.

      “Stand up, please.”

      Wesley did as he was told, moving off the bed with apparent ease. The doctor staggered back.

      The doctor’s hands clasped his chart to his chest, staring at Wesley with an intensity that Chloe herself was experiencing. Looking at Wesley, after seeing the accident on television, after seeing him being operated on…she could hardly believe that he was standing there, so healthy, so strong.

      “We must have made…a mistake,” the doctor said again. He sounded like he didn’t really believe his own diagnosis, but faced with Wesley—what else could he think?

      “Can I go, doc?” Wesley asked. “I’m pretty sure we won the game. I don’t want my teammates celebrating without me. You a football fan?” Wesley asked the doctor.

      “Y-yes, I suppose I am.”

      “I’ll hook you up with season tickets if you get me out of here pronto.”

      The doctor nodded dumbly.

      Before anyone could say another word, two men entered the room—one was a large, white haired man wearing a three-piece suite, and the other was a portly, smaller man dressed in an orange t-shirt and large jacket, both sporting the Chicago Bear’s insignia. Chloe took the latter to be the Chicago Bear’s coach.

      “What the hell is happening here?” The suited man roared in a thick Irish accent. Then, “Jesus Reed—thank God you’re alright! They kept us in the waiting room. Wouldn’t let us up!”

      He clasped Wesley in a huge bear-hug, while the coach stood back, his face so white it looked like all the blood had been drained from it.

      “It’s a false alarm!” Wesley said cheerfully. “I think I just got knocked out. Number fifteen packs a wicked punch. I landed pretty badly, but no harm done.”

      Slowly, the coach broke into a beatific smile.

      “I thought you were a goner, Reed. It’s a damn miracle! A goddamn miracle is what it is!”

      “Sweetheart, you a nurse?” The Irish man turned to Chloe, continuing before she could answer. “Will you go down to the waiting room? The whole team is down there. They’ve got his clothes. He needs to freshen up. We’ve got grown men crying down there. They need to know their star player is alive and well!”

      “She’s not a nurse,” Wesley interrupted abruptly. “This is Chloe.”

      “Hi,” Chloe added weakly, holding out her hand on impulse. She had no idea how she was supposed to be handling this situation. It felt like she’d stepped into some strange, alternate universe and had no idea what she was supposed to say or do next. Seeing Wesley for the first time in so long was enough to shake her to the core, but under these circumstances, it was all the more dislocating and strange.

      “Hello there,” said the Irish man, shaking her hand warmly.

      “I’ll get the stuff. Then you got to see the boys,” said the coach gruffly. He seemed suddenly overwhelmed by emotion.

      “Wesley,” Chloe turned to him. “I need to go–”

      “No, wait, please Chloe,” Wesley insisted instantly.

      “No. I’ve got to go. I have a long ride back. Go be with your teammates. But I want answers Wesley.” She opened her bag, and with shaking hands retrieved a pen and paper. She scrawled down her cell number, tearing the page off the notebook and holding it out to him.

      “Call me tomorrow. I have classes in the morning, but I’m free in the afternoon.”

      “Chloe.” Wesley replied with a voice that sounded tense and horse. Their eyes met, and Chloe didn’t understand the meaning behind his gaze. It looked like longing and regret—but he was the one that had abandoned her. Why now was he looking at her like he needed her? Like he wanted her to stay?

      “You’re well. You don’t need me here. I probably shouldn’t have come. But call tomorrow. I want to hear everything.” She emphasized the last line, wanting him to know that she wanted serious answers—not some brush off. There was something strange going on here, and the only thing she knew for certain was the Wesley was hiding something. He was doing a good job of it as far as his coach and the Irish man went, but she wasn’t as easily fooled. She wanted the truth.

      Wesley nodded.

      “Tomorrow.”
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Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Wesley waited on a bench in the park.

      He wore a baseball cap low on his forehead and was dressed non-descript grey sweatpants and a t-shirt. He’d been getting recognized more and more as he went out now and couldn’t bear the thought of his time with Chloe being interrupted by fans.

      Wesley was already aware that he was playing with fire.

      He had walked away from Chloe once, and it had nearly broken him. He didn’t know if he had the strength to do it again.

      But she deserved answers.

      He had taken the coward’s way out before—leaving in darkness, not saying goodbye. In his own self-loathing and hatred, he hadn’t thought about the effect it might have on Chloe. Not really. He thought she’d forget about him over the first summer—miss him a little, but not too much. That her life would become so full, the memories they shared would fade away for her—as he hoped they would fade away for him. It hadn’t happened, not for him anyway.

      He hadn’t thought about what would happen, or how Chloe might feel, when she discovered he’d been living a three-hour drive away from her college. How she might feel when she watched an NFL game—seeing him, knowing that he hadn’t bothered to call, to let her know how he was.

      In the name of love for her, he had inadvertently done some shitty, hurtful things. All of which were unforgivable. All of which he knew she would forgive. And that was dangerous.

      When he came awake on the hospital bed with her worried face peering down at his, he had known that he’d underestimated Chloe’s capacity for love, for forgiveness, for caring. He should have known better. She may never love him the way he loved her, but she loved him all the same—like a brother, he thought disgustedly, or an old friend. He sometimes wished he could convince his heart to go back to the old days when his love for her was platonic, easy, free.

      But he couldn’t. He’d tried—but he couldn’t.

      He wanted her too much. Wanted her skin against his, her lips to fasten to his, to feel her fingers trail across his skin—to feel alive. He wanted to worship her, with every breath in his body—wanted her to be the person he came home to at the end of the day, to be the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes in the morning. There would never be enough of her in his life. There would never be enough knowing her, enough talking to her, never enough time with her.

      He scented her before he saw her.

      She had entered the park, smelling like spring, the first bit of honeysuckle in hazy afternoon sunshine. She put the dead smell of winter and the cold, crisp air to shame. Instantly, Wesley’s gut clenched. His bear tugged, the buzzing of electricity running through his veins—deeper and more potent than any man-made adrenaline. Wesley adjusted his cap, trying to pull himself together.

      She walked down the main footpath, wrapped up in a thick fur-hooded parka. Her hair tumbled down in waves, contrasting with her pale skin, her lips a creamy, soft pink that had always amused him when he was younger. He had teased her constantly about wearing lipstick, or raiding Heather’s cosmetics—till one day she had lost her temper, grabbed his thumb and wiped it brutally across her lips. Nothing had come away. Ashamed of himself, Wesley had realized that her lips were entirely natural. Chloe didn’t need artifice. She’d never tried to impress anyone—let alone him. He had become fascinated by those lips. Watched them changed ever so slightly through the seasons, darkening in summer, growing paler and more pinkish in the winter.

      Chloe saw him, waving her hand awkwardly in greeting.

      Wesley stood up to greet her.

      They embraced, Wesley wrapping his arms around her and pulling her in toward the warmth of his chest. Her head rested against him, and Wesley buried his face in her hair—breathing in the smell of shampoo and all the smells he’d long tried to forget. He didn’t want to let her go. He could feel her heartbeat, hear her breathing—everything about her calling him home.

      Chloe was the first to move away. Wesley followed her lead, releasing her from his grip and stepping backward.

      “Hey,” he said, awkwardly.

      “Should we sit?” Chloe offered, gesturing to the bench.

      He realized she wouldn’t quite meet his eyes, looking down or away when he tried to catch her gaze.

      “Sure.”

      They sat down, both giving the other so much breathing space it almost ended up looking like they were virtual strangers who had happened to choose the same bench.

      “Looks like you’ve made a total recovery, then,” said Chloe. “A complete, miraculous recovery. When a whole stadium of people thought you were close to dead. Or, at least, you were never going to play football again.”

      “Yeah.” Wesley cleared his throat. “About that–”

      “I think I know what you’re going to say.”

      “You do?”

      “I’m not a complete idiot,” Chloe laughed humorlessly. “I thought about it all last night. Who else do I know that can make a recovery like that? I’ve only seen it once. When Uncle Derek had the motorcycle accident—ran off the road to the house. Busted his leg straight into that tractor. I swear I saw the bone sticking out—but dad didn’t look that concerned. I remember him leaning over Uncle Derek’s body, yanking his leg back into place—then lifting him into the house and handing him a shot of whisky. I was young, but even I knew that wasn’t the way most people dealt with accidents. A few hours later, Uncle Derek was walking around the kitchen. It made sense years later—after I realized what Dad and Uncle Derek were.” Chloe paused, taking a deep breath.

      “Are you a shifter too, Wesley?”

      Wesley nodded stiffly. He felt unaccountably guilt-riddled. He should have told her straight, rather than have to go around digging into old memories to piece the clues together. Once again, Wesley felt as though he’d failed her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’m so sorry. I wanted to. So many times—but I kept dragging it out, and then it was too late. I regret it.”

      Even to Wesley’s own ears the excuse sounded lame. Chloe was silent. He looked over at her. A single, solitary tear slid down her cheek. She hastily wiped it away. It broke his heart.

      “I’m so sorry.” He whispered. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “I don’t understand.” Chloe took a shaky breath. “Is that why you left? Because you were a shifter? It just doesn’t add up—wouldn’t you want to be with Uncle Derek and Dad?”

      Wesley looked helplessly at his hands. He couldn’t tell her the truth, could he? He shoved the thought aside, brutally. It wouldn’t help anything. Nothing was going to change. The reasons he left would always remain. Chloe deserved better. She deserved a future.

      “I thought I needed to get out on my own. I’d relied on your dad for too long. He’d done too much for me—”

      “That’s such bullshit,” Chloe spat out. “You’re lying to me again. Stop lying. I can take anything but that! I want the real reason you left without saying goodbye! You just left me—all of us—without saying a word. Did you for a second imagine how I might feel? Did you even care a little?”

      Chloe’s cheeks had grown bright crimson, her eyes now directly meeting his—sparkling with fury.

      “Does it matter? It’s done now. I fucked up. I don’t expect you to forgive me. And of course I cared. You’ll never know how much—like you’ll never know how sorry I am, or how much I hate myself for hurting you.”

      “Then why?” Chloe’s tears were flowing freely now.

      She wasn’t even bothering trying to hide them from him anymore. All Wesley wanted to do was wrap her in his arms and take her far, far away from the city park, far away from football, from everything—far from Jackson, even—to a place where just the two of them could exist, without interference from the outside world. A place where he wouldn’t be selfishly ruining her life—or causing her pain.

      Wesley swallowed. Perhaps the truth was the best thing, or close enough. At least then she would understand that his leaving was never about him not caring. The thought of leaving her now, and having Chloe walk away thinking that he was ambivalent towards her—that he’d just been selfish, that she’d meant nothing to him—was intolerable.

      “You had such a big life ahead of you,” he began, the words feeling like they breaking his jaw as he spewed them out into the open. Words he’d kept to himself for so long. “I didn’t want to get in the way. I didn’t want to hold you back. You had the world at your feet—and you looked at me like…like…like I was your world. And I wasn’t. I couldn’t be. It wouldn’t have been enough. Not for you. You were a young woman on the verge of taking on the world. I was meant to love you like a brother, and then—then I shifted, and I couldn’t love you that way anymore. I think I was maybe kidding myself even before then.”

      Wesley felt sick. Just hearing the words made him want to rip out his own tongue, to disappear into the ground and never reappear.

      “You thought you’d hold me back, by what, by loving me?” Chloe snapped.

      Wesley removed his cap, running his hands through his hair in frustration, wishing he had the ability or was eloquent enough to say what he meant. It was all coming out wrong—wrong and hurtful.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I was trying to protect you–”

      “From what, exactly?”

      “From me!”

      “By completely abandoning me?” Chloe spluttered in disbelief. “How is that protecting me? Do you have any idea how bad that hurt? I grew up crazy about you, Wesley. I loved you before I even knew what it meant—my whole world revolved around you–”

      “That’s what I mean! What did you think was going to happen? You’d marry some small town farm-boy hick like me? I don’t have an education. I had nothing. What the hell did I have to offer you? Fuck Chloe, you deserve everything. You’re incredible! You’re so smart, and talented, and kind—Jesus. You think I’d let you fall for someone like me? Some dumb, cowardly asshole who wasn’t brave enough to stick around and be crucified when he had to watch you move on?”

      “What the hell is so wrong with you, Wesley? You’re a shifter—so what? So’s my dad, my uncle—or is it the lack of education, or money, or what? Make your mind up! It’s just offensive that you think I care about any of that stuff! Do you really think so little of me?”

      “No! Fuck—I just wanted something better for you.”

      Chloe leaned back on the bench. She looked exhausted and baffled, the fight going out of her just as quickly as it had arrived. As it always had, since she was little.

      “You don’t think I’m the best judge of what I deserve, and what I want?” She asked quietly.

      “Not at sixteen, you weren’t. Not even now. There’s so much waiting for you.”

      “And you weren’t even willing to try?”

      Wesley laughed bitterly.

      “You think I’d let you go once I had you? I left trying to save us both.”

      Chloe stood up. She wiped her tears, turning to face him.

      “I loved you so much. You broke my heart. Crushed and ruined—I missed you so much I ached. I’ve never felt so lonely in all my life. I spent a year going to sleep praying that you would be back when I woke up. I would rush downstairs, every damn morning, and every morning I would have that hope destroyed.

      Maybe you did it to save me. Maybe you did it to save yourself—I don’t really know. I don’t know if I even care anymore.”

      Wesley’s blood drained from his face. He felt sick to his stomach, a cold, sick dread spreading across his body. He was losing her. For good. Urgently, he tried to remind himself that this is what was necessary—that this was the best thing. Let her hate him, if it meant that she would be free of him. But it didn’t feel like the right thing. It felt physically wrong. His body reacted with a dull ache, an emptiness that he’d never before experienced—almost like the link to Chloe, the link he carried around with him in his heart, even when he was thousands of miles away—was breaking.

      He sat, frozen on the park bench.

      He looked up at her, wanting to catch a final glimpse of Chloe’s face till it was lost to him forever.

      “I will always love you Chloe Holt. At least know that—not perfectly, I know that. But it’s been always. It will be always.”

      Wesley watched her eyes soften for a fraction of a second, before she turned away. He watched her march against the cold in the opposite direction, her head bowed and dejected.

      He rose unsteadily to his feet. The emptiness gnawed at his insides, the emptiness of a shifter who knows his mate has finally hardened her heart against him.
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Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe crossed the campus on the way to the coffee shop. The sky was bright and cold, her reliable parka wrapped tightly around her. Everyone was expecting snow later today, and Chloe thought she could smell it in the air.

      She hardly noticed her fellow students as they scurried around her from one building to another, huddling together in packs for warmth. Chloe felt like she was on autopilot, knowing that she needed to get to her classes, to get coffee, to act like a functional human being, but she was overcome by a bone-deep numbness that seemed to put up a glass pane between her and the rest of the world.

      She tried not to think of Wesley.

      So far, she had failed. Miserably.

      To Chloe’s mind, not a lot of what Wesley had said was true. The idea that he wasn’t good for her, that he couldn’t offer her a good life, was nonsense. It just didn’t stand up to any logic. For starters, he was an NFL player—as far as Chicago was concerned, their quarterback was fast becoming some kind of demi-god. She was hurt by the fact that he thought she was so superficial she would choose things like money or living in a nice house—or whatever it was Wesley didn’t think he could provide for her—over love.

      But the thing that hurt the most, was that if he really had loved her, he hadn’t even stuck around to try to make it work. He had just given up on her.

      She couldn’t dwell on that too much.

      The very idea of Wesley loving her in itself was baffling. She wasn’t sure if she believed him. How could she? It would mean that all her childhood fantasies, all the things she’d barely dared to hope, would have at one point been an actual possibility—and Wesley had taken that away from them.

      And that thought—that thought was just too much to wrap her mind around.

      She also thought about the way she’d left it with Wesley. Saying she didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t true. Not by a long shot. Her heart had leaped the moment she’d caught sight of him in the park. His tall, muscular body made butterflies rampage inside her. His beautiful, piercing eyes were like fire to her—burning up her blood, turning her body to weak mush. Hearing his voice in the hospital, for the first time in so long, had made her heart ache.

      Chloe shook the thoughts away. She had already spent years trying to move on from Wesley. She didn’t need another set-back.

      The coffee shop was blissfully warm. She made her way to the counter, relieved that it wasn’t very full at this time of the morning.

      Eli grinned broadly as she approached.

      “How’s my favorite customer?” He asked.

      “Good,” Chloe lied easily. “How are things with you?”

      “Well, I heard a rumor that made me pretty happy.” He winked at her, then turned around to start preparing her coffee.

      “What rumor?” Chloe asked over the grinding of the coffee beans.

      “That a certain someone turned down the infamous Todd Butler…and his highness isn’t happy about it. I don’t think anyone has turned down the star quarterback before.”

      Eli grinned at her. His eyebrows raised in expectation of her reaction.

      Chloe blushed.

      “It wasn’t personal. I’m just not ready to date yet. That’s all.”

      “Focusing on your studies instead?” Eli asked.

      “Exactly. And I’m sure Todd has a million women lining up around the block to take my place,” Chloe smiled.

      Eli shrugged, looking thoughtful.

      “Not many like you though, Chloe.”

      “Well thanks,” Chloe replied awkwardly.

      “So it’s really not about Todd? It’s about not dating in general?” Eli asked, handing her the coffee.

      “It really is.”

      “In that case, how would you feel about accompanying a friend to dinner tonight? Nothing fancy, just casual—really chill. Just as friends, no strings attached.”

      Chloe hesitated. She wasn’t sure she was in the mood for going out, but she also knew that she wasn’t much in the mood for moping around her dorm either. There had been enough of that the first time around with Wesley.

      “Okay, sure. Let’s go and have fun,” Chloe agreed. “Plus, I trust your eating recommendations.”

      Eli jokingly looked up to the heavens with his hands clasped together.

      “Exactly the answer I was looking for—and dinner with a girl I know isn’t just going to order salad and then eat off my plate!”

      Chloe laughed out loud, pleased to have her decision confirmed as the right one—it would be fun going out with Eli, and maybe just what the doctor ordered.
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      “So, where are we going?” Chloe asked Eli as they left the campus, driving in Eli’s beat up Ford Fiesta.

      “Not far—it’s just off Newport Road.”

      “Cool, I didn’t think there was much around there,” Chloe replied, surprised. She’d never been to that area—it was where the freeway started, and as far as she was aware, it was made up of vacant land, woods, and residential housing.

      “It’s new—a cute place, got the best BBQ in the area. Trust me.”

      “I do, don’t worry.”

      Eli fiddled with the dial on the radio, his hands shaking slightly. Chloe wondered if he was nervous. She hoped Eli truly wanted to just be friends—and then smiled to herself, he was probably just hopped up on caffeine.

      “Cold tonight, right?” Eli commented.

      “Freezing, but I like it.”

      As the approached the main road, Eli sped up dramatically.

      “Whoa, you like to drive fast,” said Chloe nervously. He was winding in and out of cars quite dangerously.

      “Sorry,” Eli muttered. “It’s just that the place gets busy around dinner time, really quickly. I don’t want us to miss out on a table.”

      “Sure, but let’s not get into an accident—I think the roads are kind of slippery.”

      Chloe had felt the tires losing their grip of the pavement. Thankfully, Eli slowed down instantly, and they cruised along in silence for a while. Chloe looked over at him in the light of the streetlights. She could see faint beads of sweat appearing on his forehead, even in this intense cold.

      “Eli, are you okay?” She asked softly.

      He grinned broadly.

      “Yeah! Yeah, I’m good. Just hope you like the place, you know?”

      “I’m sure I will,” replied Chloe carefully. “But you know—I’m really here for the company, although I’m sure the food will be great. You just seem a little anxious.”

      “I get stressed driving,” Eli replied shortly.

      Chloe fell back into silence. She was really confused. Eli seemed like he’d suddenly had a lobotomy. Where was the cheerful, carefree guy that she had been getting to know? This Eli was a total stranger. She started to think that this was not a good idea. She realized that she was in a car with an almost perfect stranger heading to a section of town that she really didn’t know well. Her self-preservation kicked in, and she felt the hairs on her neck rise.

      You’re being paranoid, she told herself angrily—but that didn’t seem to register with her body, which was starting to tense up. She reached for her bag on the floor of the vehicle, pulling out her phone. She unlocked it, going straight to her text messages.

      “Who are you texting?” Eli asked quickly.

      “Mia. My friend, she’s just wondering where I am.”

      Chloe quickly texted Mia, telling her that she was with Eli and on the way to the Newport area. She also turned on the “find Friends” app, notifying Mia. Better safe than sorry.

      She saw Eli watching her out of the corner of her eye.

      “She’s pretty protective,” Chloe said.

      Eli grunted. He was now completely ignoring her, focusing on the road.

      “Eli, I’m really sorry to do this, but do you mind if we turn back? I’m not feeling so great–”

      “We’re almost there,” he replied. He tried to smile, but it looked gruesome in the night light, and didn’t reach his eyes. He took a turning, screeching the car around a bend.

      They pulled off onto a side-road. There were a few lights ahead, but the street was deserted, with no homes, only scrubland.

      “Eli, where the hell are we?” Chloe could hear her own voice shaking, and she tried to pull herself together—this was no time to let fear overtake her. She needed to pull herself together.

      Eli cut the engine.

      “Eli—I want to go back home—please, just take me home–”

      “I’m so sorry Chloe, I really am,” he whispered.

      He stared stonily ahead, both hands placed firmly on the wheel of the stationary car.

      “I don’t fucking believe you–” Chloe didn’t know what was going on, but she didn’t wait to find out. Grabbing her bag, she dragged it from the floor of the car and opened the door.

      She stumbled out, gasping in the frosty cold air. Adrenaline and fear were now fully pumping around her body, urging her to run. She looked around, panicked—not knowing what direction she should be heading in.

      Without thinking, she started to run toward the streetlights in the distance.

      Eli switched on the headlights.

      Chloe felt the light flood behind her, spotlighting her like a hare caught in the road.

      She ran off to the side of the road, increasing her pace, trying to get out of the light. As she ran, she fumbled inside her bag, bringing out her cell phone. Heart in her throat, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps she unlocked it. Her fingers, sweaty and trembling tried to dial nine-one-one.

      Suddenly, lights shone up ahead.

      It was another car’s headlights.

      Chloe realized she’d been wrong—there were probably was residential houses ahead, she just hadn’t been able to see them in the dark. She ignored the phone, focusing on reaching the car lights ahead.

      She raised her hand, waving widely.

      “HELP, PLEASE—STOP!”

      The car started to move, driving toward her.

      Chloe heaved a sigh of relief, praying that there was a family inside, or a mother–

      The car stopped in front of her.

      Chloe was so desperate she almost collapsed on the hood.

      She shielded her eyes from the glare of the headlights, trying to see who the driver was. She heard them fumbling with the door, and quickly turned around to see if Eli was close.

      His car was where he had left it, still with the headlights on.

      The door released and Chloe looked to see who it was.

      “Can you help me! Please –”

      She cut her pleading.

      The driver exiting the car was Todd Butler.
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Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe backed away from the car.

      She felt sick. Horrifically, desperately sick.

      It was a trap. She had been hunted down like an animal, caught between the two of them. But why? What the hell was going on?

      In her fear, she wondered if they were just trying to scare her—or if something unthinkable was going to happen, if they truly wanted to hurt her.

      “Hey Chloe. Nice to see you again. You look adorable as always.”

      Todd slammed the car door behind him.

      Chloe reached for her phone again. She dialed the emergency number again, but in two quick strides Todd was right in front of her. He yanked the phone out of her hand and smashed it brutally on the ground, crunching it like chicken bones beneath the heel of his boot.

      “I don’t want you spoiling the moment, Chloe,” Todd said silkily. “That wouldn’t be any fun, would it?”

      Chloe turned and ran.

      She headed off the road, jumping over the small metal divider that separated it from a mass of trees and grassland. She ran blindly, terrified that she would fall over on a clump of weeds or tree stump. She had no idea what was out here—if she was heading pointlessly toward water, or just going deeper and deeper into the woods. In her hysteria, she couldn’t get her brain in gear properly—couldn’t remember how this area looked on a map.

      As she ran through undergrowth, she could hear Todd laughing. He was matching her pace easily, and Chloe knew with horrific certainty he was toying with her. He could outrun her easily.

      The only hope she had was finding somewhere to hide.

      Almost as soon as the thought came to her, Todd flicked on a flashlight, highlighting the trees and nothingness that surrounded her.

      “You can’t hide, Chloe,” he laughed. “We’re going to have fun together. You don’t get to say no to Todd Butler.”

      Chloe dashed off to the right, out of the light trail of the flashlight.

      It was no good.

      Todd’s flashlight followed her easily.

      “Don’t you want to have a good time with me, Chloe? I know you like me—you wanted to kiss me. I could tell. You should know better than to play with people’s emotions. You shouldn’t lead men on. Think you’re so much better, but you’re just a dirty tramp like the rest of them.”

      Chloe wanted to wretch at the words leaving Todd’s mouth.

      She couldn’t believe so many people had read him so wrong. How any of them could have been fooled by his good looks and false charm. They just covered up the monster beneath.

      “What the hell are you doing Todd?!” She screamed back at him. “All I did was say no to a date. There are millions of other women you can date!”

      She heard more laughter coming from Todd. It sounded bitter and harsh, like a smack in the face.

      “I prefer the ones I can chase,” he snarled. “Tiffany was too easy. You were a challenge—that wholesome Wyoming farm girl innocent act. I’m going to be the one to break that. You’ll never forget the name Todd Butler.”

      Wyoming.

      The name of her home state sent a searing pain across her chest. It made think of her family—how her dad and uncle would rip Todd’s head off in a country minute. The thought was quickly replaced by the bitter realization that up against a guy the size of Todd, she was helpless to protect herself.

      Chloe suddenly zig-zagged, speeding up as much as she could, and launched herself behind a tree.

      “Give it up,” Todd sang eerily. “You’re not going to be able to hide. For a smart girl, you’re pretty damn dumb, Chloe Holt.”

      She winced at Todd’s words. But she wasn’t totally helpless.

      Chloe reached inside her bag, digging around at the bottom—silently praying that she hadn’t removed it last time she did a purse clean-out. To her relief, her fingers closed around the cold cylinder. It was the pepper spray her dad had given her at the start of the school year. Something she had laughed at, at the time. She’d thought her dad was paranoid. She had been a fool.

      “There you are!” Todd jumped in front of her, his face split into a wide, sinister grin that made Chloe’s heart stop.

      Without hesitating, she held up the pepper spray, hitting Todd square in the face with its contents.

      He cried out, stumbling backwards with an almighty shout.

      “YOU FUCKING BITCH!”

      Chloe dashed forward, passing him quickly.

      It was the only chance she had.

      Chloe ran. She ignored the fear of tripping or stumbling. She just had to pray that a higher power would guide her true and straight till she could get to a place of safety. Her lungs were bursting, she could no longer feel the pain in her legs. She just had to keep moving them, dashing through the darkness as fast as she could.

      Chloe let out a strangled sob.

      It was no good.

      She could hear Todd thrashing through the undergrowth after her. He was faster, stronger, driven by a hatred and cruelty that Chloe had never come across in her life before, ever.

      Terrified, Chloe kept moving. The horrible truth of what Todd was likely after was dawning on her. Her brain shut down at the thought. It was repulsive, utterly mind-numbingly repugnant. She couldn’t allow it to happen.

      “You’ve fucking asked for this!” She could hear Todd yelling obscenities, swearing and calling her crude names as he caught up with her.

      Suddenly, and without warning, Todd fell silent.

      A brutal, earth-shakingly loud roar cut through the night air. It echoed for a long time, becoming a sound that cut off any noise in the undergrowth. A noise that would have made anyone’s blood run cold in icy terror.

      But not Chloe’s.

      She knew that sound well. She totally knew it. It wasn’t the same pitch, of course, and contained a ferocity that she’d never heard before—but the creature it belonged to was unmistakable to her.

      It was a bear. A grizzly.

      Chloe gasped, letting out a body-shuddering sob of relief. There weren’t any grizzlies natural to this part of the country. It meant only one thing. A shifter.

      The roar echoed again.

      Todd appeared in front of her, his flashlight darting around the forest, seeking out the creature.

      “W-what the hell was that?” He looked absolutely petrified.

      There was a crashing to their left, and a huge, dark form appeared—raised upward on its hind legs, its six-inch claws outstretched like daggers. Todd’s hand trembled as he raised the flashlight upward. The light glinted off razor-sharp teeth.

      Before Todd could say a word, the bear dashed forward, swiping Todd’s arm and knocking the flashlight to the ground.

      Chloe backed up against the nearest tree.

      Todd was writhing and screaming on the ground. Chloe could smell blood. The bear took another swipe, slicing across Todd’s chest. It ripped the Wolverines jacket, and shredded the skin beneath.

      “HELP! HELP! HELP ME!” Todd cried out, his eyes darting toward Chloe in pleading.

      She sure as hell didn’t want to help. At that moment she wanted Todd dead. He would be getting what he deserved. The bear would be doing what Chloe herself wanted to do to him but was unable.

      The bear released another almighty roar, it’s fearsome jaw drooling in anticipation of its kill.

      Chloe hesitated, but then wearily she stepped forward—standing between the bear and Todd’s helpless body.

      “Stop,” she said calmly. “That’s enough.” She glanced back down at Todd. “For tonight at least.”

      The bear dropped onto all fours instantly as though Chloe’s command was its law. It stood silently, waiting for her bidding.

      “Help me! I need an ambulance!” Todd wailed pitifully.

      Chloe retrieved the flashlight, her hand trembling as she shone it on Todd. She saw immediately that the wounds were maybe a half-inch deep, but all across his chest, the arm wound more severe. He would need medical attention, stitches for sure, but she felt no urgency.

      “Take me home?” She said to the bear.

      The bear leaned forward, crouching down low. As gently as she could, Chloe climbed up on the soft, silky fur of its back, collapsing against the warmth and comfort in exhaustion.

      As she breathed in the scent of the bear, she knew for sure. It was Wesley. She had no idea how he’d managed to know where she was, or how he’d sensed she was in danger, and it didn’t matter. She was just overwhelmingly grateful that he had.

      She let herself be carried through the fields, lolling into a drowsy state by the slow pace of the bear, and the steady rhythm of its heartbeat, and the sudden drop from the adrenaline high.

      In hardly any time at all, they reached the road.

      The bear stopped by Todd’s car. The headlights were still on. Eli’s car was nowhere to be seen. Clearly, he’d done his bit by luring her here. Chloe wondered how much persuasion it had taken on Todd’s part to get him to agree to it. Eli had seemed like such a nice guy. It hurt and infuriated her, that he’d been so duplicitous—and that she hadn’t had a clue until it was too late.

      She slid off Wesley’s back.

      He moved away, giving himself some space.

      Chloe watched in amazement as he started to shift back into human form. She’d never seen it happen before. Her dad had never let her watch, or Uncle Derek. Shifters always made the transition in private. She knew that. The only person who her dad would allow to be present when he shifted was her mom, Heather.

      It looked painful and strange. The bear’s body contorting and shrinking in on itself at the speed of running water—but at the same time, there was something magical and awe-inspiring about the process, as if she was watching something being reborn.

      In a matter of moments, Wesley stood before her, completely naked.

      Chloe swallowed. Taking in the broad, solid muscle lit up in the headlights, her stomach tightened. She felt a tingling between her legs, the butterflies flickering in her abdomen.

      Wesley placed his hands between his legs, cupping his manhood behind them. Chloe blushed, and averted her eyes.

      “Are you hurt?” Wesley asked tightly.

      Chloe shook her head.

      “I’m taking you home.”

      Chloe hadn’t noticed his expression before, and now realized that it was set in a grim fury. She’d never seen such a look of anger on his face.

      “Thank you so much Wesley. I’m sorry—I can’t believe this happened…I don’t know what to say.” Chloe suddenly felt ashamed. He probably thought she was a stupid child, going out in the middle of nowhere with a stranger.

      “Don’t you dare apologize,” Wesley snapped. “None of this is your fault. I could fucking kill that dickhead. I swear to God.”

      “Better that you didn’t. I’ll tell the police everything. He’ll get his justice.”

      “A jail cell is too good for him,” Wesley spat in disgust.

      “As long as he doesn’t get to do this to another woman, that’s all that matters. I’m fine—thanks to you.”

      Wesley muttered obscenities under his breath, yanking the door open to Todd’s car. He took the keys out of the ignition and popped the trunk. A moment later, he returned wearing a pair of sweatpants that were too small and tight for him. They must have belonged to Todd.

      “Let’s get moving.”

      Chloe nodded, making her way to the car. She sat in the passenger seat hating the smell of the upholstery, hating everything about Todd’s flashy ‘toy’.

      “Feel free to total this car when you’re done with it,” Chloe stated grimly.

      “Don’t you worry about that—it’s going in the Huron River.”

      Wesley revved the engine, speeding away from Newport Road.
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Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe unlocked the outer door to her building and Wesley followed her inside, taking in the beautiful arches and intricate carving of the old building. He was glad she lived in a place like this—clean, warm, and supposedly safe.

      He checked the door as it closed behind them, gratified to see that the building might have been old, but the door was sturdy, and there were two CCTV cameras in the lobby, pointing down at the entrance.

      Chloe led the way up a large staircase and stopped at the first-floor landing.

      She led him through another door, which opened up into a long corridor with the individual apartments on either side. They walked almost the entire length of the hallway in silence, until Chloe stopped outside her door.

      “This is me,” she whispered.

      She unlocked the door, opening it wide for Wesley to step inside.

      He did so, noticing how much this room reflected Chloe as a person. There were posters and books he remembered her having back in Jackson Hole. The place was also immaculately tidy, just like her room at home. But it felt comfortable and cozy.

      “It’s nice,” he said quietly.

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you want something to drink?” Chloe asked, moving toward the small kitchenette area that contained a sink, a kettle and colorful mugs hanging from hooks in the wall.

      “I’m okay, thanks.”

      He felt awkward, strangely out of place, even though her place seemed so familiar and home-like to him.

      “I guess I should call an ambulance,” Chloe added as she set the tea kettle on the small two burner stove.

      “No need. I heard him calling on his cell when we reached the car.”

      Chloe paused for a moment, and then nodded.

      “Of course, I forgot about that super-sonic hearing.”

      “If I was a bat, yeah.” Wesley tried to joke. Chloe pulled a face, rolling her eyes.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. He was trying to distract himself, just to stop from marching out of the room and hunting down that piece of shit—but dumb-ass humor wasn’t helpful right now.

      Chloe made an herbal tea, the scent of chamomile filling the room.

      “I should call the cops.” She added, making a move in the direction of her purse, before pausing and realizing that her phone had been destroyed.

      “Tomorrow,” Wesley insisted. The last thing she needed was to be put through the rigorous questioning of police tonight. “You need to rest, get some sleep.”

      When he saw her hesitate, he added, “I’ll watch over you. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Chloe moved toward the bedroom and Wesley followed, watching her sink down on the mattress. Wesley hesitated, then perched on the edge of an armchair that sat in the corner. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, but just didn’t know how—or how welcome it would be. She’d just been through an intensely traumatic experience. The last thing he wanted to do was make that worse in any way.

      “Sit with me, please.” Chloe said quietly.

      Wesley nodded, moving across the room. He sat down next to her, their arms brushing. He became aware that he was still bare-chested. The sweat pants he’d found rummaging through Todd’s gym bag in the trunk barely stretched to accommodate his thighs, but the couple of t-shirts that were in there were way too small to even attempt to slip into.

      “I can see if I have a t-shirt, if you’re cold?” Chloe asked doubtfully.

      Wesley shook his head with a half-smile. It was unlikely that Chloe would own anything that was going to fit his frame.

      “Why don’t you have a shower?” He suggested instead. “Then get into bed. I won’t leave unless you want me to.” He gestured to the chair. “I’ll spend the night right there.”

      “Please,” Chloe agreed.

      She stood up from the bed, and headed to the small bathroom that was across the hall from the bedroom.

      “I won’t be long.”

      “I’ll be right here.” Wesley said.

      Chloe shut the door, and Wesley was left alone.

      The moment she left, he felt his strength flee. He placed his head in his hands, wanting to yell with rage. His body started to shake and tremble. He couldn’t escape the thought of what might have happened if he’d been too late. Or not come at all. What if he’d left for Chicago the night before like Coach Fulchic had asked him to? He wanted to vomit.

      There was no greater shame, no greater degradation than that of a shifter who had allowed his mate to meet with danger. Especially at the hands of another male. Wesley shook with anger, hating himself for his weakness—hating what Chloe had gone through.

      When he’d felt Chloe’s fear and terror, he’d been a couple miles away in a hotel room that he’d booked for the night. Thank god he hadn’t stayed at the Detroit Marriott where the rest of the team was holed up, and had instead chosen to spend the last few nights nearer to where he knew Chloe was living. He could only imagine what would have happened if he were an hour away.

      The closer he’d gotten, he found he could taste it—he experienced everything Chloe was thinking and feeling as she did—the acid bile building up in her mouth, the pain in her legs as she ran, how her lungs were burning—and the horrible, ripping ache as she had thought of home, of how she had wished her dad was there to save her. That had torn at Wesley—ripped through his being and twisted his soul.

      Wesley was experiencing every excruciatingly painful repercussion that happened when a shifter abandoned his true mate.

      He had tried to outrun the feelings. Tried to expel them on the football field. All to no avail. None of it had worked. All he’d done was create pain and suffering—for Chloe, and for himself. His own pain he would have embraced and endured his entire life, but not Chloe’s.

      Wesley rose swiftly, stepping out into the kitchenette and splashing his face with cold water from the tap.

      The bite of the cold water brought him back to his senses. He moved back into the bedroom, back to the armchair. He would stay here tonight—and for as long as she needed him to feel safe.

      Chloe re-entered the room. She was wearing a camisole and shorts, with her wet hair tied back in a bun. Wesley’s heart stopped. He felt lust stirring in his groin, an instant, and obvious, hard-on pressing against the tightly stretched sweatpants. He turned away.

      Wesley cleared his throat.

      “You should get into bed. I’m going to be right here.” He willed himself to calm down.

      Chloe climbed in between the sheets. She looked beautiful but tired, soft shadows appearing beneath her eyes as she untied her hair and lay back against a pillow. The sight of her like this, vulnerable and sleepy, melted Wesley’s heart.

      “You can lie next to me. I mean, I want you to. Please?” Chloe said.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea–”

      “Wesley.”

      He couldn’t refuse her. He moved onto the bed, lying stiffly on top of the covers. They turned toward each other, barely a hand-span between them. The bedside lamp lit up Chloe’s hair, and the intensity of her green eyes.

      “You don’t wear your bear,” Wesley observed, noticing her bare neck.

      “My friend took it for safe keeping. She wanted me to get over you. To move on.”

      “A friend here?” He asked.

      Chloe nodded.

      Wesley closed his eyes for a second, her words like a weapon that cut at him. She had missed him. She had wanted him. And he hadn’t been there for her.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered brokenly.

      Chloe sighed quietly, sounding inescapably sad.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Her hand reached forward, moving a strand of Wesley’s hair away from his temple. Wesley had always kept his hair “hippy long” as Tanner Holt, Chloe’s dad referred to it—just to the nape of his neck. He’d wanted to cut it short, many times, but Chloe had always made such an angry fuss that he’d stopped doing it—and hadn’t wanted to after he left her.

      Chloe smiled.

      “I’ve always loved your hair.”

      “I was just thinking about that. Your temper tantrums when I tried to cut it.”

      Wesley smirked as Chloe’s cheeks grew pink.

      “Temper tantrums were a long time ago,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t think you realize that I’ve grown up—not really, do you?”

      “Believe me, I know you’ve grown up,” Wesley replied gruffly. His body was painfully aware of how Chloe had grown up. His desire flared and burned whenever he laid eyes on her—and had done so ever since she was sixteen.

      “That boy tonight.” Chloe started, then hesitated. Closing her eyes briefly, she continued. “He’s from a wealthy, well-established family. He has a 4.0 gpa. He’s a star football player. He would have had a great career ahead of him. He would have taken me anyplace I wanted to go. Huge house, nice car…everything you always thought you couldn’t give me. I just want you to know that.”

      Wesley fell silent.

      The gaping hole in his logic, the reasons he stayed away from Chloe, were becoming more and more painfully apparent.

      “I should have given you the choice,” he said honestly. “I didn’t think you were old enough to make it logically. I should never have taken that away from you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      “Do you think you can ever forgive me?” He asked quietly, looking into the deep pools of her eyes. Desperate to see a flicker of desire there—to see his own salvation.

      “Will you give me the choice now?”

      Wesley swallowed. His mouth suddenly dry as a desert.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want? Are you absolutely sure?”

      “Don’t patronize me, Wes. I’m not a child any longer, and I know what I want.”

      Wesley nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      “Then I want you, Wesley Reed.”

      He leaned forward, his body burning. He brushed his lips against hers, his fingers grazing her cheekbone. Chloe’s mouth parted, deepening the kiss and pulling him to her. He could feel his whole body drowning in her taste and delicious aroma, his tongue gently exploring her mouth as he grew so hard, he thought he might explode.

      He had only ever experienced a shadow of this intensity in his dreams of Chloe—touching her, holding her like this was visceral and almost painful.

      Wesley groaned, tearing his lips away from hers.

      “Wait–”

      “What’s wrong,” said Chloe, confused and breathless. He saw hurt flicker across her expression.

      “There’s nothing wrong,” he said quickly, “I just want—I want you to know everything first. You know I’m a shifter.” Wesley paused, unsure how to say the rest. “Which means that I have a mate. You do know what mates are to a shifter, right?”

      Chloe nodded slowly. Her pained look turning to terror.

      “Wesley, not now. I don’t want to hear this right now. Don’t break my heart again.” To his surprise she moved closer, clutching his body like she never wanted to let him go. She buried her head in his shoulder, as if she didn’t want to hear him.

      “It’s you, Chloe.” He rasped. “You have to know it’s you. How would anyone else compare?”

      She moved back to face him, her eyes filled with unshed tears.

      “I don’t really know what it means,” Wesley continued. “Hell, until five years ago, I didn’t even know what a shifter was. But when I found out, I knew you were mine right away. That’s why I had to leave. You were so young—how could I burden you with something like that? The way it was explained to me…it sounded so final and absolute and at the time, you hadn’t even gotten a chance to date, to experience other guys.”

      Chloe smiled gently.

      “Well, I know exactly what it means,” she replied. “It means you’re an idiot, Wesley Reed. It means we were born to be together. It means I don’t have to try out other guys, nor do I want to. There’s no point. Me and you are forever. And there’s nothing scary about that.”

      She kissed him again. Wesley felt the armor surrounding his heart break and fall away. There was nothing to fear. She had known all along what being his mate meant—far better than he did. He was an idiot.

      He deepened the kiss. He no longer needed to hold back. He rolled his body, throwing the covers away from her. He wanted to see her—all of her. She clung to him, her thighs rubbing against his erection. He moved his hand down, burying it beneath her sleep shorts and finding the slickness at the apex of her thighs. He gently stroked the softness there, feeling her grow wetter and wetter beneath his touch. He reached his fingers upward, losing his mind, wanting to be buried deep inside her.

      Chloe rocked against his fingers, softly breathless and mewing. She cried out softly, and Wesley mouth covered her lips, swallowing up her moans of pleasure.

      He ripped the shorts away, then hurriedly pulled up her camisole. He took a sharp intake of breath as her breasts tumbled out, her nipples the same dark pink as her lips—swollen and taut. He covered them with his mouth sucking gently as she groaned, wrapping her fingers in his hair. She was perfect. More perfect than he’d imagined all those lonely nights when the only thing he could think of was her.

      He couldn’t wait any longer.

      He shoved down the tracksuit pants, kicking them to the end of the bed with his feet. Chloe’s hands ran down his body, her panting becoming louder as she gazed on his erection.

      “We don’t have to go any further, if you don’t want to,” he murmured.

      “I do want to,” Chloe replied breathlessly. She reached out her hand, tentatively stroking his manhood. Wesley felt its muscles flicker and jump at her touch. As Chloe’s grasp grew tighter, Wesley thought he was going to explode. His scrotum tightened as Chloe shifted herself closer to him, guiding him between her thighs.

      “You’re going to have to help me from here,” she murmured. “I’ve never done this before.”

      Wesley nodded, trying to pretend he wasn’t exploding with pride—so grateful to be her first, and so honored that she trusted him.

      He leaned up on his shoulders, gently pushing himself inside her. She was soaking wet, and Wesley had to take a few calming breaths in order not to just ejaculate there and then. With painstaking slowness, he pushed deeper, feeling her muscles tighten around him.

      “Tell me if it hurts, and I’ll stop,” he breathed.

      Chloe shook her head, “No stopping.” Kissing him deeply, she widened her legs, urging him on with her hips.

      Wesley tried to keep his pace as slow and gentle as possible. His breathing became ragged and sharp, his muscles flexing and tightening at the effort of maintaining control.

      “More,” panted Chloe, “please.”

      He pushed into her more deeply, worried that he was hurting her, but instead she flexed her hips, meeting him—wanting him to enter her.

      “You’re not going to hurt me—I promise.”

      Wesley thrust once, then again. When no cry of pain came, and only soft moans of pleasure, he continued to move inside her, deeper and deeper, grunting in pleasure as the friction sent electricity buzzing through his body. He pulled her down further on the bed, lifting her hips, pushing himself deeper inside. He couldn’t hold back any longer. He growled, knowing he was about to come. He moved faster, Chloe’s pants becoming louder until she cried out in pleasure, her body shivering, her nails scraping down his arms. He exploded inside her, feeling her gently sucking everything he had to give. His whole body jerked, shaking from the release.

      Wesley collapsed, laying down beside Chloe and drawing her against his chest. He had never known such peace or contentment.

      He heard Chloe emit and equally contented sigh.

      “Can we do that again, please?” She asked.

      He nodded, “For the rest of our lives.
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe, Tanner, Heather, Derek and Audrey stood in the crowd at the Super Bowl, screaming and applauding the Chicago Bears win against the New York Giants. Alongside them were Chloe’s friends, Mia and Harper, cheering just as loudly as Chloe’s family. Next to them stood O’Neill and his wife, Sophia. The couple had become important to Chloe—once O’Neill accepted the fact that Wesley would have a girlfriend during the season—no if, ands or buts. Chloe had a lot to thank Sophia for in that regard.

      Chloe broke away from her family and friends, running onto the field. As soon as he saw her, Wesley motioned to his teammates to put him down—he was being lifted up in the air by the linebackers, who were feeling the weight of Wesley’s mass of muscle.

      He grasped her tightly, pulling her toward him and kissing her deeply, to the amusement of all the fans and team-mates that were chanting his name.

      “I love you, Chloe Reed.”

      “I love you too, Wesley Reed,” she laughed in response. They had been married the week before and were still getting used to sharing the same surname.

      Chloe couldn’t believe how quickly her life had changed in the past month. She was deliriously happy with Wesley—a sense that her life had always meant to be this way, that he was always supposed to be by her side, no matter what.

      They lived in Wesley’s Chicago penthouse, for now, but were debating moving into the same building as Derek and Audrey. Beyond that, they had no major plans. Chloe knew that whatever happened, as long as they were together, life would just be one long, wonderful adventure that the two of them would get to experience together.

      Tanner and Heather joined them on the field. Wesley broke away to hug them both. There were tears in her dad’s eyes. Despite Wesley’s fears, Tanner had welcomed Wesley as a son-in-law. He’d claimed he’d always known that Chloe was Wesley’s mate—but Chloe and Heather had a sneaky suspicion that wasn’t quite true. He had given a beautiful speech at the wedding, and a particular part had stood out to Chloe:

      “My daughter doesn’t need protecting—she’s as ferocious as a bear. But I’m glad that Wesley’s going to be with her through all the ups and downs of life, and it gladdens my heart that I’ll always know she’s being properly looked after—that there’s no more honorable or worthy man than Wesley.”

      She had clasped Wesley’s hand under the table when her father had said that, giving it a tight squeeze. Neither her father, nor Heather, would ever know what happened that terrible night. She never wanted to tell them. Both Todd and Eli received nothing but a slap on the wrist. Todd got six months’ probation for attempted assault. It wasn’t enough—for either of them. But Wesley had apparently paid a visit to both of them—something about a pet grizzly—and scared the bejeezus out of them both.

      Mia and Harper had been horrified when they found out. Mia had instantly dumped Torres, just for associating with Todd—but that hadn’t held her back for long. Wesley had introduced her to Jamie Harrison, the right guard on the team. Mia had been delighted to date him—and to finally get the double dates she’d always wanted.

      “I have something to tell my wife,” Wesley growled in her ear, pulling her closer and squeezing her around the waist.

      “Then don’t be distracting,” Chloe scolded with a laugh. “What is it?”

      “Our honeymoon.”

      “What about a honeymoon—are we even having one?” She questioned. They hadn’t actually ever talked about a honeymoon amidst all the jittery nerves and hoopla of the Super Bowl preparation. It seemed enough of a gift just to be getting married.

      “How does a week in the Maldives sound, followed by a tour of Paris, Rome, and then Iceland?”

      “What?” Chloe asked, trying to work out if he was joking or not.

      “I’ve booked the tickets, so I hope it sounds good?” Wesley asked, looking sheepish.

      “Good? That sounds incredible,” Chloe replied in awe.

      “Our lives start now,” he murmured. “We’ve got catching up to do. I missed out on too many years of you, and I want to take advantage of every second we’ve got together.”

      “I’m fine with that,” Chloe grinned, thinking what an understatement ‘fine’ was. She clasped the silver bear hanging against her collarbone, quietly thanking God for having her ‘rock’ back in her life.

      The next moment she was laughing into Wesley’s chest, as she heard O’Neill in hysterics at the news that Wesley would soon be leaving for an extended honeymoon.
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      My living room had become an informal meeting place for some of the ladies—my new friends—here in Helen’s Corner. The girls were discussing effective advertising for the upcoming fall season, hoping to lure more tourists to town.

      My personal opinion would not have been helpful, so I kept it to myself. Personally, I didn’t want tourists. They were stressful and I didn’t like so many strangers traipsing around. I, however, didn’t have a business to run. The women around me did, and they depended on the tourists to keep them open and running. Which was why I didn’t chime in. My vote would have been to put up roadblocks and maybe even barricades and quarantines to keep newcomers out of the little town of Helen’s Corner, a.k.a. Hell’s Crazy Corner, the place that had recently become home for my daughter and me.

      Muddy Hilton, friend, owner of Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast, and my employer, had the floor. It was easy for her to attract the attention of whatever room she entered. In addition to her bold and take-charge personality, her vibrant red hair and peaches-and-cream complexion turned heads. “I liked the year that we all dressed up as witches. I wore those thigh-high boots with the pointed toes and I didn’t have to shave my legs all season.”

      Sonnie Chaplan shook her head. “No, it’s not politically correct. I have a friend in Austin who’s Wiccan, and she says that it’s offensive to dress that way because witches look like normal people, not old hags with pointy hats and warts on their noses.”

      “Well, now I’m offended. What do old hags look like?” Muddy’s mom, Grace Ellen, piped up. Grace Ellen owned a flea market called Another Woman’s Treasure and looked nowhere near her age. At sixty, she could’ve passed for forty.

      “Nothing at all like you, Mom.” Muddy rolled her eyes and held up her hands. “Okay, witches are out. I’m one more rejection away from suggesting we do a month in our bra and panties. Anything to get people in here. Last year, I barely made enough to keep the doors open.”

      Sonnie sighed and stared out my open front windows and across the road at her little flower shop. It’s Sonnie Out Flowers hadn’t fared any better, or so I’d heard. “Maybe they won’t mind. The Wiccans, I mean. In the name of sisterhood and all that, maybe it wouldn’t be too offensive.”

      Charlie—Charlotte only if you were her mother—Monroe stood up and pointed at Muddy. “Maybe you’re onto something with the bra and panties.”

      “Says the woman who owns the underwear shop,” Grace Ellen laughed.

      “That’s lingerie,” Charlie corrected, “not underwear.”

      “Well, in any case, I can’t afford to get anymore pretty bloomers from you than I already have, Charlie.” Grace Ellen’s words were pointed, but she smiled with a certain graciousness.

      “Ahh, but look at my latest,” Charlie grinned and pulled up her T-shirt, revealing a beautiful lace-detailed bra that hugged her generous bust line perfectly. None of us was the least bit ruffled by her display. She was always flashing us her boobs to show off her new designs. “I just finished this one for myself.”

      “Oooh…Can you make me one in pink?” Sonnie pulled up her own shirt and showed off another of Charlie’s impressive designs. “I’m wearing this one out. It’s just so pretty. Even though no one can see it, I feel beautiful just knowing it’s there beneath my clothing.”

      I scanned my living room and, like some sort of soft-porn pajama party, all the women were showing off their Charlie Monroe Specialty Designs—CMSD—as the black-and-white sign over her store proudly displayed. Her shop did well all year ‘round because the women of Helen’s Corner couldn’t stay away from it.

      When Muddy realized my bosom was still completely covered, she made a face at me and nodded toward my shirt. “Well? What are you wearing, Carter?”

      Hanes. From before they were chic. I smoothed my hands down my shirt and shrugged. “Carter’s Secret.”

      “Well, it’s not Charlie’s Specialty Designs.” Charlie wagged her finger at me. “No matter how many times I beg, you still haven’t let me fit you for one of my creations.”

      “And no matter how many times I say I don’t need fancy undies, you still won’t listen.” I patted my chest and shrugged. “No one’s going to be seeing these babies for a very long time.” If ever.

      Denny Wade, named after the restaurant chain because her momma, who was always in between one addiction or another, was in the midst of food cravings when she gave birth to her daughter, barged through my front door with all the finesse of a bull in ballet shoes. I watched as a framed picture of my brother and daughter started to fall.

      Muddy reached out and caught it, showing off her shifter reflexes. “And Denny has arrived.”

      “Sorry. Sorry about the picture. Sorry. Oof.” Denny dropped onto my favorite chair, which was half-covered in a faux fur throw and had a matching ottoman. She looked around the room and blew out a big breath. “Sorry, do you happen to have any dessert, Carter? I need something sweet. Or rich. Or just something with lots of butter.”

      I stood up and smiled at her, thankful to have the attention off of my five-year-old Hanes bra. “You’re just in time. I’ve got strawberry bourbon cupcakes with maple drizzle and fresh lemon zest, but only if you tell us what’s got you so frazzled.”

      Charlie raised an eyebrow. “I’m not done with you, Carter.”

      Denny was already off on her story, though, so I was able to escape to the kitchen. It was the only room in the house that was completely put together. The rest still had moving boxes that I hadn’t yet unpacked, despite the fact that Jellybean and I had been in Helen’s Corner for a couple of months already. I had two dozen cupcakes that I’d finished icing only an hour or so before. The women always managed to know and “stop by” whenever I was trying out new recipes. I guess that was to be expected in a town of predominantly female shifters. Their heightened sense of smell was one thing, but when it came to sweets, a she-shifter could sniff ‘em out for miles.

      “Hey, do you—” Muddy stopped when she saw me and frowned. “I’m sorry, Carter. You’re missing Jellybean, huh?”

      She’d caught me staring at my daughter’s latest artistic creation hanging on the fridge. It was a colorful crayon drawing of her Uncle Cannon and his mate, Uncle Matt, standing next to Jellybean and me. My arm was around an indistinguishable, swirly blur of color that looked a bit like a rainbow tornado.

      Since Cannon had found his mate, she was obsessed with the idea of me being with someone. If I didn’t miss her so much, I’d almost be glad for the break from her subtle and not-so-subtle hints. She was visiting her uncles, Matt and Cannon, at their home in Burden, Texas, for a few weeks. I touched the blur and sighed a sigh of single mom’s guilt. My daughter wanted a dad.

      I snatched my hand away from that damned blur and tried to shake off the bad feeling I got every time I thought of bringing another man into our life. “Yeah, I am. She’s only been gone for a couple of days and I’m already going a little stir crazy.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep you busy, then.” She grabbed a stack of napkins and waved them. “Come on. Stuffing your face with one of these cupcakes will make you feel better. Plus, she’ll be home before you know it.”

      I nodded. It was true. I needed the time she was gone to try to get our home in order. There was never any time to unpack when she was home. She required full time supervision. She had too much of me and Cannon in her. She was wild and brave and everything good in the world somehow, despite what we’d gone through.

      I grabbed the cupcake stands and smiled. “Let’s go hear what Denny’s been up to.”
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      An engagement trip? What the fuck was an engagement trip? I never knew there was such a thing until I was informed that I had to clear time in my schedule for an engagement trip to a strange little town out in the middle of nowhere. A place called Helen’s Corner. We’d just pulled up outside the B&B on Main Street. The sign out front read Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast.

      I admit, I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d signed up for when I’d agreed to marry Chelsie, but I certainly had no idea it would include a trip to one of the most remote towns in the American Southwest.

      I had important work to do, and all I wanted was to be back at the office in New York to tackle it. I was juggling a huge merger with Dames, Inc., and I wanted to be in the office to handle it myself. If anything went wrong, we could lose the chance at getting Patterson Furniture into a major market in North America. The merger meant the opportunity to turn my million-dollar company into a billion-dollar company. The whole engagement trip was an annoyance.

      But, being engaged to the daughter of the man who called the shots at Dames, Inc., Arthur Dames himself, meant that I did what I had to do to make sure she was happy. If she wanted to visit Helen’s Corner, then Helen’s Corner it was.

      Chelsie peered at me over the roof of the car and snapped a picture with her phone. She looked at it and then made a face. “Bay-bee, would you smile? You look so cranky. I don’t want to post this to my Instagram with your miserable sour-puss face.”

      I tried to look like I wasn’t ready to slam my head in the car door, but judging by her frown, I wasn’t succeeding. I opened the trunk and removed our bags. “I’m not miserable. I just have a lot of work to get done before dinner tonight.”

      She looked up from her phone and sighed. “Work, work, work. It’s all you do, Alec.”

      “I know. I tried to warn you of that before we started this trip. With the merger, there’s a lot that needs to be taken care of. Things are stressful right now.”

      “Well, planning a wedding is stressful, too. You don’t see me ignoring you, though, do you?” She tossed her hair over her shoulder and looked back down at her phone. I found myself wishing she’d ignore me a little more.

      I supposed that stemmed from the fact that I wasn’t used to having someone else in my life. Something I’d have to work on. Relationships were hard work, or so I’d heard. I’d never been in a real relationship before. Nothing that lasted more than a few months, anyway. Until Chelsie.

      I’d have to make a concerted effort on this trip to act interested in the things that were important to her like… I wasn’t quite sure what was important to her other than shopping, parties, and social media.

      Well, there it was. Something to work on over the next few days. Finding out her interests.

      “Come on, Alec. I’ve got to figure out where the girls took their pictures. We’re going to need to up our game to outdo Madison and Edward. Theirs were stunning.” Her demands always irked me a little bit, but Chelsie was Chelsie. She was headstrong, a quality I generally admired. People said the same about me.

      As I followed her through the front door of the quaint bed and breakfast, she was still talking, something about her sorority sisters and their photos, but there was a scent in the air that was incredible. My mouth watered. I tipped my head back and inhaled deeply. Delicious. Even with my shifter senses, I couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from. It seemed to just float in the air.

      “What’s that smell?” Even my wolf stirred, agitated we couldn’t figure in which direction to go to chase it. Huh. He never stirred.

      “Jeez, Alec, subtle much? It’s just an old house.” Chelsie stopped at the front desk, her hand already slapping the bell to announce our presence.

      “Not that. It smells sweet. Like cupcakes and… I don’t know, something else.” It was like sweet vanilla cupcakes with buttercream icing. My wolf loved it. He was practically tail-wagging like a pup.

      A tall woman with bright red hair walked in, all smiles. “I couldn’t help overhearing you. It is cupcakes. My friend Carter does all the baking for us, and she’s uh-may-zing. I don’t know what she made earlier, but lucky for us, the smell always lingers. I can’t say the same for the cupcakes, though. Those are gone like that.” She snapped her fingers.

      Chelsie flashed her best fake smile and moved in closer to the woman, looking like she was ready to make a new best friend. Chelsie was slick. In fact, I could probably learn a thing or two from her to aid in my business dealings. It was barely detectable that her smile wasn’t genuine. I’d posed for enough ridiculous Instagram photos with her lately to know, but it was unlikely others could tell.

      “Do you work here?” Chelsie cooed. “We’re on our engagement trip and need to check in.”

      “I’m Muddy, owner of Muddy’s Corner Bed and Breakfast. You’re the future Mr. and Mrs. Patterson, I presume?”

      I almost winced. Why did the sound of that make me squirm? I guess it was because I’d been a bachelor for so long. I never thought I’d hear a Mrs. attached to my name. One more thing I needed to get used to.

      Long-term commitments had never been my thing. My life revolved around business 24/7. There’d never been a shortage of women around to satisfy my sexual needs, but I went for the “no hassles, no headaches” types. I was a busy man. My idea of long term was having breakfast together in the morning. Until Chelsie, of course.

      “Alec Patterson. Nice to meet you.” She shook my hand with a firm grip and went around behind the desk, where she produced a set of keys. “Nice to meet the both of you. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us. I prepared your room myself this morning.”

      Chelsie kept up her fake smile and took the keys. Muddy gestured to the stairs and held out a welcoming arm. “I’ll show you to your room now, if you’d like.”

      I nodded and stepped forward with our bags. “That’d be great.”

      The smell grew weaker the higher in the house we ascended, and I found myself being pulled to go back downstairs instead of heading up to our room. “That smell really gets to you, doesn’t it?”

      Muddy glanced back at me with a commiserating look. “I know, it really does. I sometimes find myself sneaking off to see if there are any left when I should be working. Carter is magic in the kitchen. I was lucky enough to scoop her up the minute she moved to Helen’s Corner. She’ll be here, making more sweets in the morning for breakfast.”

      Shivers snaked down my spine and I clenched my hands around the handles of the bags I was holding to keep from shifting. I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. What the hell? I hadn’t lost control of a shift since I was a pup.

      “Everything okay?”

      Chelsie looked back at me and frowned. When her eyes went to the handle of her luggage, she shrieked. “Alec! You crushed the handle! That was my favorite piece!”

      She’s lucky I hadn’t crushed the whole damned bag. My wolf was crazed. Up and pacing, clawing, ready to throw his head back and howl to the heavens. At what, I didn’t know. Since moving to the city and working nonstop on the tenth floor of a high-rise, he’d been relatively silent. I scheduled regular times at a wildlife preserve to let him out to run, but even then, he’d not been overly excited for a long time. All of a sudden, he was freaking out about something, and I had no idea what or why.

      “Mr. Patterson? Are you okay?” Muddy looked at my hands and then back up to my face like she knew exactly what I was going through. And she might, since she was a shifter, too.

      I shook my head and tried to ignore my wolf. “Sorry. I just had a moment there. I’m fine.”

      “You’re fine, but look at my bag. I can’t believe you damaged it, Bay-bee.”

      I again found myself wondering what the fuck an engagement trip was and why it was necessary. Instead of saying it aloud, I dutifully acted like I thought a husband-to-be was supposed to act. “I’ll buy you another one, dear.”

      Muddy interrupted whatever demands Chelsie was about to make when she directed us to a hallway on the right and motioned to Chelsie to unlock the door of our room. “Why don’t you two go ahead and get sorted. You can look around if you’d like, too. There are three more couples staying here right now, but they’re out and about at the moment. You’ll find several great places to eat in town. You can’t go wrong picking any one of them.”

      My body didn’t want to move forward into the room. My wolf fought, scratched, and clawed to get back downstairs. “Is there someplace I can use as an office? I just need a desk or a table. I’ve got some work to do.”

      Chelsie sighed dramatically, but Muddy just smiled and held her game face. “There’s a common area downstairs. The dining room would probably work since there are a few different tables in there. It’s free until seven in the morning when we start serving breakfast, and even then, we’ll just serve you around your work, if need be.”

      Downstairs, with that maddeningly overpowering scent. I glanced at Chelsie, who was already aiming her phone at the room as she pushed through the door, taking a video of her reaction to it. Downstairs, it was.

      **If you’ve enjoyed this sneak peek, you can download the full book on Amazon. **
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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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      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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      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

      

      Rancher Bears Complete Box Set

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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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