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      You might not know…this book (and the entire series) is a little different than my usual contemporary romances.

      But sometimes you have to try something a little different, and that was the case for me when it came to writing ‘the bears’.

      I had so much fun with this series at a time in my life when that’s what I needed—fun. So much fun in fact that I needed to revisit Grizzly Ridge with four more sexy stories!!

      I hope you have as much fun reading these new stories!

      
        
        AND…don’t forget to join my mailing list where you’ll be the first to hear about new stories, sales and promotions and giveaways!

        You can join me here —>	 

        https://elenaaitken.com/newsletter/ 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a hot, sunny day in the Bahamas, the kind of day where you want to play hooky, sink your toes in the sand, grab a good book, and let the sun warm your face while you forget about the world.

      Exactly the kind of day that Natalia Jackson had come to the Bahamas to enjoy. But she’d already spent too long avoiding reality and it was time to go back. After all, she’d promised her family she’d be there for the holidays, especially her cousin Kira, who was heavily pregnant with twins and barely able to move anymore. And with Thanksgiving almost upon them, Nat was running out of excuses to stay away.

      She paid her cab driver and with her small suitcase in hand, gave one last look to the beautiful blue sky above, before she made her way inside the airport. Her flight was scheduled to leave in a little less than an hour. Just enough time to check in, buy a magazine, and board. Natalia had mastered the art of spending the least amount of time as she possibly could in the airport. For someone who liked to travel as much as she did, she hated the actual act of traveling.

      But it was a small price to pay to move from place to place as freely as she did. It had been just over three years since she’d started up her online marketing business, and started making enough money that she could pack up everything she owned in a carry-on-sized suitcase and travel while running her business from her laptop.

      She was living the dream.

      Almost.

      Her eyes landed on a couple at the bar. Honeymooners, probably. They couldn’t take their hands off each other and had that new kind of love that made everyone around them jealous.

      She shouldn’t stare, but she couldn’t seem to look away. And then there it was, the familiar feeling of loneliness that crept in during the long nights while she laid awake night after night in different hotel rooms in different cities around the world. She traveled to experience new things, see the world, and find…what?

      If anyone bothered to ask, her answer was always the same: “Life’s short. I want to live it to the fullest and see everything I can see. There’s a lot of world out there.”

      It was all true, too. But there was one thing she wasn’t saying. As much as she loved her life and wouldn’t trade it, more and more every day, she couldn’t help but think about what it would be like to find someone to share it with her.

      Just like her cousins and brother back home in Jackson Valley and Grizzly Ridge. They’d all seemed to find their fated mates, the highest form of connection for a bear shifter. A love like no other. A connection so strong you simply couldn’t breathe without the other person.

      The idea of a mate, let alone a fated one, used to make Nat laugh. At the same time, it secretly scared the hell out of her. After all, why would you want to be so dependent on someone else that you needed them to simply function? It seemed insane.

      And also amazing.

      But she didn’t need to think about that now. Her phone chirped with a text message.

      Are you really coming home?

      She smiled at Kira’s text. They’d been coming more and more frequently since Kira had been put on bed rest after a terrible scare with her pregnancy. Instead of texting her back, Nat pressed the button to call her.

      “Are you really coming back?” Kira answered on the first ring.

      Nat laughed. “I am. And hello to you, too.”

      “Seriously, you’re at the airport?”

      “I am.”

      “Oh, thank God! You know the doctors put me on bed rest, right? I’m barely allowed to move!”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “It is not!” Nat could almost see her spirited cousin rolling her eyes on the other end of the phone. She knew bed rest would be driving Kira crazy. “But it’s for the best,” Kira added, in a resigned voice. “I don’t want anything to happen to these little peanuts.”

      “Of course you don’t. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I can’t imagine how scary that was for you.”

      It had been only just over a week since Kira had collapsed at their family home at Grizzly Ridge. From what her brother told her, it had been very scary for everyone when Kira was rushed to the hospital down the mountain. Shifter pregnancies were hard. And Kira was pregnant with twins. Bi-shifter twins. She was a grizzly. Her mate was a wolf. There was no precedence for how that would turn out. And so far, it had created a very difficult pregnancy that was wearing on Kira by the day.

      “I’m coming home. I promise I’ll sit with you and tell you stories and—”

      “Stop it.” Kira laughed. “No one wants to waste their life sitting next to my bedside. Besides, they got me a doctor-approved wheelchair. As long as I basically don’t do anything strenuous so I can keep these babies in to cook a little while longer, I’m good.”

      “Well, I’m still coming home,” Nat said. “I promised.”

      “Good, because we’ve been very busy lining up suitable mates for you.”

      Nat rolled her eyes. She knew her brother Ryker and her cousins all wanted her to experience the kind of love they had. Which was part of the reason she’d been getting the almost constant barrage of emails and texts asking her when she was going to settle down. Or worse, the promise of the setups that had started coming in the last few weeks.

      Normally, Natalia loved visiting with her family, but the last time she’d been at Grizzly Ridge for her cousin Axel’s wedding—where, ironically, her own brother Ryker had found his mate—her family had really seemed to kick it into high gear with their mission to help her find the one.

      She’d agreed to return for Thanksgiving, but the last thing she wanted was to meet any of the “He’s perfect for you!” guys her family and friends had been lining up for her to meet when she got there.

      “No setups.” She groaned, but Nat wasn’t stupid. There would be no getting out of it.

      “Oh no, you’re going to love—”

      “Hey,” she interrupted her cousin. “I really have to go. They’re calling my flight.” It was a lie, and maybe they both knew it, but she really didn’t want to have that particular conversation right then. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      Before Kira could answer, Nat disconnected the call, exhaled sharply, and shook her head. There was no help for it. Her family meant well. Besides, it wasn’t the right time to think about it because she really did have a plane to catch. But first, a bottle of water and a gossip magazine to lose herself in for the next few hours before she faced her family and all the love they shared that more and more she wished was hers.

      Damn it.

      Really, she needed to stop thinking about love or partners, or bloody mates.

      Nat browsed the wall of magazines and her eyes instinctively landed on the gossip magazines she generally gravitated toward. Splashed on every cover were wedding pictures of Hollywood’s latest it couple. She shook her head and looked right past them.

      Maybe a business mag instead?

      Natalia moved over to the next shelf and grabbed the first one she saw that didn’t have a couple on it. She wasn’t even going to try to pretend that the gorgeous man on the cover, with his ice-blue eyes, wasn’t the reason she held Business Time in her hands.

      She paid for her purchases and found a quiet corner near her gate to wait for her flight to be called.

      “Thirty Under Thirty” was the lead, and it didn’t take Natalia long to find the story, and the corresponding picture of the sexy man on the cover.

      Cyrus Steele.

      Damn.

      He was listed as the fourth most successful American under thirty, the son of a business magnate in Alaska who’d just inherited billions of dollars of his father’s money.

      Trust fund baby.

      The article listed a number of philanthropic activities he was involved in, so at least he wasn’t a completely spoiled brat.

      Natalia felt bad the minute she let the thought cross her mind. He was probably a nice guy. Just because he had family money didn’t mean that he was a bad guy. She flipped back to the cover of the magazine and stared into his eyes. He really was handsome.

      No.

      More than handsome.

      Sexy in a yes, please I’ll have some of that right now kind of way. It had been a long time since Nat had been attracted to someone, but this man…oh, she’d definitely end her dry spell for him. She laughed out loud at herself and the ridiculous way she was thinking about a man she’d never met. Especially when she hadn’t even finished the article that had been written about him.

      Natalia turned back to the piece and read a little further. He was from Alaska, and according to the journalist, Cyrus was a bit of a reluctant billionaire and preferred to spend his time as far out of the limelight as possible, in the back woods of Alaska, where he enjoyed rock climbing, back country camping, fishing, and hunting.

      A mountain man.

      The article mentioned a number of the charities, funds, and initiatives he was involved in. She scanned a little more until she got to a comment about how Cyrus Steele was one of America’s most sought-after bachelors and now, more than anything, he hated the attention. Nat shrugged. An interesting twist.

      Poor little rich boy.

      She shook her head and closed the magazine before she read it all. She still had a few hours to kill on the flight ahead. Which, according to the overhead announcement, was just about to start boarding.

      Nat gathered up her things and was just about to get in line to board when she saw him for the first time.

      He was tall. Very tall. The magazine article had not mentioned that. Nor had it mentioned how incredibly massive his muscular shoulders were, or how his very presence filled the space, making it much smaller than it was. She couldn’t look anywhere but at him as he walked toward her.

      Well, not toward her but in her direction.

      He wore worn jeans, a T-shirt, and a baseball cap pulled low. Sunglasses hid his eyes, but there was no doubt that it was Cyrus Steele, and he was trying desperately to keep a low profile. A few moments later, when Natalia watched a small group of women run up to him, all but throwing themselves at him in their flimsy sundresses, she was absolutely certain of it.

      Cyrus Steele, the fourth wealthiest “Thirty Under Thirty” and one of America’s most eligible bachelors, was there in the airport with her, and he needed rescuing.
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      He didn’t have to fly commercial. He had enough money in his pocket at that very moment to charter a private plane to take him back to the States, and then he wouldn’t have to deal with being recognized or having women—and sometimes men—throw themselves at him shamelessly. He wouldn’t have to worry about trying to fly under the radar, as if he ever could actually accomplish that with his six-foot-seven frame.

      But he wouldn’t.

      Cyrus Steele would never spend money unnecessarily or extravagantly on himself as long as he could use that money to help those less fortunate. Which meant unless he absolutely couldn’t help it, he would never charter a plane for himself when there was another option.

      Even if it meant fending off the continual intrusion of the press who seemed hell-bent on ruining his life by publishing every single thing they could about him. Even if it had nothing to do with the good he was trying to do in the world. Hell, especially if it had nothing to do with the work he was doing. The press seemed much more interested in his personal life—of which he had none—than anything else.

      It made him crazy how nobody actually cared about the real issues. Who gave a shit whether he was dating anyone or whether he liked cream in his coffee?

      “Cyrus?” A female voice giggled, intruding on his thoughts. A moment later, it was joined by at least three more voices.

      “Mr. Steele?”

      “Are you Cyrus Steele?”

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      “There’s no way it’s him!”

      “It’s totally him.”

      Cyrus took a deep breath and shook his head. His business manager and close friend, Phillip Malone, would love this. He kept telling Cyrus the attention would die down and he should enjoy it while he could. But Cyrus wasn’t having it.

      Before he could speak, one of the women—who looked a little too young, too sunburned, and too party animal for his taste—spoke again.

      “Take off your sunglasses,” she demanded. “Cyrus Steele has those amazing eyes.”

      One of the other women swooned next to him and he shook his head again. There was no way he was taking off his glasses.

      Dammit.

      He never should have agreed to the interview for Business Time. But he’d never considered for a minute that they’d put him and his eyes on the cover or turn him into some kind of celebrity.

      “Sorry, ladies.” He tried to keep his voice friendly. “I’m afraid you have the wrong man.”

      He wasn’t a good liar, despite the secrets he had to keep about who he really was: an alpha Kodiak bear shifter from Alaska and head of his clan. Not exactly the kind of news that would be received well by the outside world. Which was why he needed to keep his glasses on. The truth was always written all over his face and could be seen clearly in his eyes.

      “No way.”

      “You’re him.”

      “Why are you in the Bahamas? Are you here alone?”

      Cyrus tried to take a step backward, but they had him cornered. He glanced around, but there was no one there to save him. His trip to Nassau had been a solo venture to check out a new company that had set up a new installation of solar panels on the far end of the island. Their mission was to use solar power to desalinate the sea water and provide fresh drinking water to some of the less fortunate communities. It was a technology that could prove to be very powerful and useful all over the world, and one Cyrus was deeply interested in.

      “Come on,” one of the women pleaded as she started to reach for his hat. “Can we take a selfie with you?”

      “Sorry, ladies, I think you have the wrong man.” The intoxicating scent of salt, sand, and sea air with just the slightest hint of lime hit him hard enough that he had to take a staggering step backward. A new, dark-haired woman—tall, with all kinds of curves in all the right places—pushed easily through the throng of women and slid her arm through his.

      “My husband here is just a simple farmer from Ohio.” She laughed and pulled herself closer to him.

      Cyrus glanced down at her, because although she was tall, he still had at least half a foot on her. She looked up at him, her deep green eyes sparkling with mischief, and all of his questions were answered. She was saving him. And dammed if he didn’t need to be saved.

      “That’s right.” He shrugged. “Just a farmer. Sorry to disappoint.”

      He vaguely realized how ridiculous he sounded, even to his own ears, but the women didn’t seem to notice, especially because his dark-haired savior continued talking, smoothly covering up his fumbling. “Bobby and I are high school sweethearts, aren’t we, honey?” She didn’t wait for him to respond before she continued spinning her story. “We’re here on our honeymoon and you’ll have to excuse us.” She steered him away from the women, who sighed with disappointment. “I just don’t want to share him for even one more second because I just can’t seem to keep my hands off him.”

      The strange woman spun around in his arm, stood on her tiptoes, and, before Cyrus understood what was happening, kissed him. The moment her lips touched his, everything fell away.

      The group of annoying women, the magazine article, the airport, the fame he didn’t want any part of, the business he didn’t want to run, the death of his father…everything.

      Shock waves raced through him and deep inside, his bear roared to life. And the only thing that mattered…was her.
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      What the actual—

      Natalia couldn’t even finish the thought because kissing this man took every single bit of her attention and homed it in very tightly on him.

      Damn.

      No. It was more than damn.

      It was—

      Over.

      The second his lips left hers, she wanted them back with a ferocity that scared the hell out of her, particularly because in that moment, Natalia was pretty sure she’d do anything for another taste of him. And she did mean anything.

      She opened her eyes but didn’t move away from his embrace. He still had those dark sunglasses on, but she didn’t need to see his eyes to feel them on her. He looked straight into her soul and she was more than happy to let him in.

      After a moment, she blinked and noticed for the first time that the women who’d been flocking around Cyrus a moment ago, the ones she’d made the split-second decision to save him from, were gone. It was just the two of them in the middle of the concourse, as if there were no one else in the world.

      Her bear practically purred deep inside her, content to be right there without a care in the world. Like making her flight.

      Her flight!

      Natalia spun around and looked at the gate where, only minutes earlier, the flight to Montana had just started to board. Or had it been longer than that? How much time had passed while she’d been standing there with Cyrus Steele? Kissing Cyrus Steele.

      “Thank you,” he said after a moment.

      She couldn’t help but notice that he still made no move to remove his arm from around her. And she was definitely not in a hurry for it to go anywhere, either.

      “For the kiss? Or for saving you from a pack of rabid fans?”

      His lips twitched up in the sexiest smile she’d ever seen. A panty-dropping smile. Damn. No wonder this man was on everyone’s hot list. He was fire.

      “Both. And I don’t even know my wife’s name.”

      “Natalia.” It seemed stupid to offer her hand when they’d already kissed. They were a little beyond handshakes. “Natalia Jackson.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Natalia. Cyrus Steele, but I get the feeling you already knew that.”

      She shrugged. People started to move around them as a newly arrived plane began to disembark. “We should get out of the way.” Natalia took her new husband’s hand and led him to the side as an announcement called over the loudspeaker.

      “Now seating section two on flight AA3543 to Bozeman, Montana.”

      Reflexively, Natalia glanced back at her gate.

      “Your flight?”

      She nodded. There was no point lying. “Where are you headed?” It suddenly seemed very important to know and the thought of him walking away from her, never to be seen again, seemed unthinkable.

      “New York.”

      “Why do I get the impression you’re not excited about that?”

      “I’d rather be in the mountains than a city.” He tipped his head.

      And in that moment, he looked so sad and vulnerable that, for the first time, Natalia actually felt sorry for him. He may be a poor little rich boy but he sure didn’t seem very happy about it.

      “Come with me.” The words came out of her mouth before she could think about what she was actually saying or, more importantly, what they would really mean.

      “To Montana?”

      She nodded, an idea taking shape. “To my cousin’s place. Grizzly Ridge.”

      “Grizzlies.” He grinned. “I knew it.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “Kodiak.”

      She wasn’t surprised he was a shifter; she could sense it. And his scent. He smelled of mountains and snow despite the fact that he’d obviously just spent some time in the tropical sun. Only shifters had such strong scents. But it did take her off guard that he was a Kodiak. She’d never met one before. And she told him so.

      “Well, I’m glad to be your first. What’s Grizzly Ridge?”

      He slipped the dark glasses from his face, and her breath literally caught in her throat. His eyes were absolutely magnetic. The photo on the cover of the magazine that was now tucked in her bag simply didn’t do them justice. They were the color of a glacier. So blue that if she hadn’t seen them for herself, she wouldn’t even believe that color could exist. Beyond the color, mischief sparkled in his gaze, and he winked at her.

      “An eco-lodge in the Montana mountains. My cousins own it and run it and it’s absolutely gorgeous. It’s become very popular, but sometimes they don’t take any guests so we can have a family celebration.”

      “Like for Thanksgiving?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you’re inviting me?”

      “Well, you kind of owe me.”

      His eyes widened with surprise and laughter. “I owe you?”

      “For saving your ass back there.”

      He nodded. There was no way he could deny that. “So, for payback, you want me to come to Thanksgiving dinner?”

      Her smile was sly, her idea fully formulated. It was perfect. She’d get to spend more time with Cyrus and it would get her family off her back about all of the setups they had for her. “Not exactly.”

      He tilted his head and leaned in to her as one of the women from earlier walked by. He was so close she could feel his breath on her neck. So close that she felt his gasp of surprise when she told him what it was exactly that she did want.

      “I need you to be my boyfriend.”
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      “You need me to be what?”

      He lowered his voice almost at once, but not in time to avoid a few heads turning their way.

      “Look, it’s nothing,” she said. But they both knew it wasn’t nothing. Cyrus didn’t know what it was, but there was definitely something between them. “My family is all over me about finding a mate and maybe if they think I’m happy with you, they’ll back off.”

      There was a lot Cyrus wanted to say in reaction to that. He was pretty sure no one would have to think she was happy with him. She would be. That was for sure. “You don’t want a mate?” The question felt suddenly very important. “So you just want to throw them off the track?” It wasn’t uncommon for female bear shifters to not want to take a mate for a variety of reasons. Often, clans—particularly grizzly clans—would dictate mates for the female shifters in an effort to keep the bloodline pure and to ensure future generations of shifters. He wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that was Natalia’s story.

      “No.” She shook her head, surprising him yet again. The woman was absolutely full of surprises. “It’s not that. I do want a mate.” Her words filled him with an entirely unexpected happiness. “Someday,” she added. “What I don’t want is to be set up with a whole series of my cousins’ friends who they think will be absolutely perfect.” She used her fingers to make air quotes. “And that’s why I need you.”

      “Now boarding all remaining guests for flight AA3543 to Bozeman, Montana.”

      Natalia looked over his shoulder toward the gate. “I’m running out of time.” Her eyes met his and, for a moment, he was lost. “Are you coming or not?”

      He had to be in New York in two days for meetings. Always, meetings. If he let her get on that flight, he might never see her again. And that seemed suddenly far more unbearable than sitting for hours in a skyscraper, wearing an uncomfortable suit, nodding and smiling at a room full of people who just wanted to kiss his ass.

      “Okay.” He grinned so widely that his cheeks ached from the effort.

      How long had it been since he’d smiled so much?

      Weeks? Months? Years maybe. And in the span of only a few minutes, he’d smiled more than he had in recent memory.

      “You’ll come?” She bounced a little and the innocent action caused Cyrus’s bear to roar a little in his chest. She wore leggings and a button-up, slightly oversized blouse, with her dark hair in a twist on the top of her head. She was dressed for traveling, but she was absolutely the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen, and when she smiled like that…breathtaking.

      “I’ll come.” He nodded.

      “Can we get you a ticket in time?”

      He loved that she didn’t even ask about New York, as if she’d sensed that he didn’t want to go there in the first place and once again she was rescuing him. Which she most definitely was.

      “I’m not worried about that.” He took her hand in his and together they moved quickly first to the gate, where a very brief conversation with a very star-struck flight attendant informed him that the flight was, in fact, not full. Cyrus winked at her and asked her very nicely to hold the flight for a few minutes while he sorted out a ticket, a request she gladly agreed to in exchange for an autograph.

      Less than ten minutes later, Cyrus had purchased a first-class ticket in the seat next to Natalia’s. The fact that she was flying first class and traveling alone was one he found very interesting, just like most things about this woman he’d just met.

      “You can make anything happen, can’t you?” Natalia laughed as they toasted with their complimentary champagne once they were seated.

      “I could say the same about you,” he replied after taking a sip of the bubbly. “After all, you’re the one who got me on this plane.”

      “True.” She tipped her glass at him. “I guess I am pretty incredible.”

      “I’ll toast to that!”
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      It never failed. Every single time Natalia drove through the Montana mountains on her way home, an overwhelming sense of peace came over her.

      Even now, with her instincts going crazy, and every nerve in her body on high alert with the most incredibly sexy, ridiculously wealthy and—as the last few hours on the plane had taught her—hilarious and interesting man sitting next to her, being back in the mountains, only a few moments away from her home, had still managed to work some magic.

      She did have one quick moment where she wondered whether she was being completely crazy asking Cyrus to be her boyfriend for the weekend, but it was only the briefest of moments. And then, as quickly as it had come, the moment of doubt was gone. Being with Cyrus was natural and easy—and never mind the insane connection between them. That was something she was absolutely going to have to explore a little deeper.

      The idea of exploring anything a little bit deeper with Cyrus had Natalia momentarily distracted as she navigated the rental Jeep down the dirt road.

      “That sign said Grizzly Ridge.” Cyrus pointed out the window as she drove directly past the exit that would take her up to the ridge. “I thought you said you knew where you were going?” He laughed and winked in her direction as she pulled the vehicle to the side of the road so she could turn around. Natalia had insisted that she drive because he was technically her guest and of course because she knew where she was going.

      “I can’t help it if I’m a little distracted.”

      She might as well be honest with him. Because as much as she enjoyed his company and found it easy, it was also incredibly hard. Because they’d only shared one kiss, a kiss that hadn’t even been real, and she could not stop thinking about it. To say she was distracted was an understatement.

      His hand slipped across the seat between them and rested on top of hers. Like everything so far with this man, his touch was both electric and calming at the same time.

      “Do I distract you?”

      She twisted in her seat so she faced him. “Probably about as much as I’m distracting you.”

      His laugh was quick and hearty. “You got me there.”

      She turned his hand in hers and squeezed. “Are you ready for this?”

      “For sitting in a Jeep in the middle of nowhere?” He nodded seriously. “Yes.”

      Nat couldn’t help but laugh and shake her head. “You are pretty trusting.”

      Cyrus made a production of looking around. They really were in the middle of nowhere. “I am,” he said. “And I’m also ready for this. I don’t think it’s going to be a very hard job at all to pretend to be your boyfriend.”

      Her heart stuttered in her chest and she felt as if she were in junior high again and a cute boy had looked in her direction.

      “You haven’t met my family.” Nat shook her head. “And their mates. They’re all…” She trailed off, unsure how to accurately describe the Jackson clan. “Well, they care a lot.”

      She expected him to laugh again, but instead he just squeezed her hand and looked in her eyes. “That’s a good thing,” he said seriously. “A very good thing. Don’t worry. It’ll be a good weekend.”

      She licked her lips and nodded. There was a flash of something in Cyrus’s eyes, but she swallowed back the urge to mention it. As much as she wanted his lips on hers and his hands all over her, she needed to take one thing at a time.

      First, Grizzly Ridge.

      “Assuming you remember how to get there, that is,” Cyrus added with another wink.

      “Smart ass.”

      “You have no idea.”

      Natalia shook her head, slipped her hand away from his, and spun the car around to take the proper turn off to the ridge. “Here we go.”

      A few minutes later, they pulled into a parking spot in front of the large log-framed main building, dubbed the Den. Grizzly Ridge consisted of a clustering of log buildings and cabins, with the biggest main building being the Den. It had the kitchen, main dining room, large living room, and a handful of guest rooms. It was where most of the gatherings took place. Across the yard was the adventure center where all the snowshoes, cross-country skis, mountain bikes, and other toys were kept. Throughout the property were more and more little private cabins. Aside from having some guest cabins to rent, almost all of Nat’s cousins, and now her brother Ryker, had their own personal cabins scattered among the trees.

      She had to admit, maybe one day when she was done traveling, settling down in a place like Grizzly Ridge would be pretty appealing. She’d never been there in the winter before, and now that they were approaching the end of November, there was a thick coating of snow on everything, lending an even more magical quality to the ridge, just like her childhood home in Jackson Valley.

      They’d barely had a chance to get out of the car and gather their things when the heavy wooden doors of the Den flew open and a handful of people ran out to the porch.

      “You’re here!”

      “She’s here!”

      “I told you she’d come.”

      Nat couldn’t help but laugh, especially when the next thing she heard was one of the women say, “Who’s that with her?”

      Next to her, Cyrus didn’t look at all fazed as he grabbed the bags from the back and asked, “Ready, my love?”
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      It was too easy to pretend to be Natalia’s boyfriend.

      Not that Cyrus expected it to be difficult in any way. Why would it be? She was stunning, smart, fun, sexy, and every single time she looked at him with those sultry eyes, it took all the willpower he could muster not to take her up against the wall.

      No, it would definitely not be difficult to be her boyfriend. Or, more specifically, to pretend to be her boyfriend.

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her in close to him as the barrage of questions continued.

      “We didn’t know that Nat was seeing someone.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Is it serious?”

      They both handled the questions easily, as they’d rehearsed some of the details on the flight. Nat was pretty sure her family would want to know everything and thought they’d come up with a plausible story. Mostly they’d tried to keep it simple and stick as close to the truth as possible.

      “It’s still new.”

      “At the airport in the Bahamas.”

      “We’re still getting to know each other.”

      “We’re waiting to see where it goes.”

      The last answer wasn’t one that they’d rehearsed, but Cyrus wasn’t willing to commit either way. After all, they’d only known each other less than twenty-four hours, so if you went by time, it wasn’t serious. But if your level of measurement was the way his bear was trying to break free and take her up to one of the guest rooms, where he could throw her onto the bed and get to know her exactly the way he wanted to, then yes—it was serious. Very serious.

      “Cyrus, let me grab you a beer and show you around the ridge.” The man he’d been introduced to as Axel, the alpha of the ridge, waved him over to the bar at the far side of the room where a cluster of men stood.

      They’d already done the massive round of introductions, and Cyrus was almost sure that as good as he was with names, he was going to screw one or two of them up before the end of the weekend. One of the women, Nina, had recognized him right away, which led to a new, but not unexpected, round of questions. And although no one was asking for autographs, he recognized the star-struck look in a few of the women.

      As nice as everyone was, the idea of escaping for a few moments, especially with a cold beer in hand, was appealing.

      “Thanks.” He tipped the bottle toward Axel and took a sip of the cold liquid. “I needed this.”

      Axel laughed and led him out to the porch. “I thought as much. Meeting a group of clan members like this all at once can’t be much fun. And with Nat, well, she’s our little cousin, which means she’s like a little sister to me.”

      With almost any other man, there would have been an implied threat in Axel’s words. And although there was no mistaking the seriousness of the man’s tone, in no way did Cyrus feel anything but acceptance from him.

      “I get it.” Cyrus nodded and lifted his beer. “And I appreciate your protectiveness. I think if I had sisters, I’d feel exactly the same way.”

      Axel tapped bottles with him and they drank deeply before he said, “Now, it might be a different story when you meet Ryker later. He’s her actual brother.” He laughed, but Cyrus couldn’t be sure whether he was serious or not.

      Instead of asking, he figured it wouldn’t be long before he’d find out for himself, so he went with Axel on the tour of the ridge and the outbuildings. Thirty minutes later, the tour finished, they leaned against the benches in the adventure center and cracked a new bottle of beer. Axel’s brothers Luke and Kade, and their sister’s mate, Nash—who he was surprised to find out was a wolf shifter—joined them as well.

      “You’ve got a great place up here,” Cyrus said honestly. “It reminds me of home in a lot of ways.”

      “Home is Kodiak Island in Alaska?” The youngest brother, Kade, shrugged. “I read your article.”

      “Fair enough.” Cyrus shook his head but he had a smile on his face as he drank his beer. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. But yes, Kodiak Island. It’s beautiful and quiet and…kind of like it is up here.”

      The men nodded. “Well, we’re happy to have you here,” Luke said. “Any friend of Nat’s is welcomed anytime.”

      “Friends?” A voice from the door grabbed his attention and Cyrus turned to see a very large alpha grizzly shifter in the doorway. “Is that what you are? Friends?”

      Cyrus put his beer down and crossed the space. The man was big, but Cyrus had a few inches on him, just as he had with all the men at Grizzly Ridge. Kodiaks were the largest bears in the world, and as an alpha, he definitely couldn’t be described as small. “You must be Ryker.” He stuck his hand out and waited for Nat’s brother to shake it.

      It took a beat, but Ryker took his hand and shook it before his face split into a wide grin. “Welcome.”

      He smiled, but Cyrus was no fool. As friendly as Ryker seemed at the moment, he was still a big brother bear. He knew he’d have to watch his step.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Ryker said once he’d taken a step back. “What’s the deal with you and Nat?”

      He didn’t even hesitate. “I like her a lot.” There was nothing but truth to his answer. He did like Nat. A lot.

      “Are you serious?” Ryker crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. “What are your intentions?”

      “Whoa, Dad.” Luke laughed and slapped his cousin’s back. “Give the guy a break. He just got here.”

      “Don’t tell me you weren’t the same way with Kira.”

      “Hey.” Cyrus took a step between them. “I get it. If I had a sister, I’d be exactly the same way. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Either way,” Kade said. “You’re still our guest. Let’s get back to the Den before the women send a search party after us.”

      Cyrus wasn’t going to argue with that, especially if it meant spending more time with Nat. He’d only been apart from her for less than an hour and already he could feel his bear deep inside yearning for more.

      A lot more.

      Which meant only one thing—he was in trouble.
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      Dinner was a loud, busy, chaotic affair and Nat loved every minute of it. She loved to travel, and even liked to be alone while she traveled, but there was nothing quite like coming home to a house full of people who loved you to make your heart sing.

      Platters of food had been passed around, with everyone talking over one another and at least six different conversations going on at the same time. It was impossible to keep up with everything, but Nat focused on her cousin Kira, who’d joined them at the table in her wheelchair.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Nat said for at least the third time. “And the babies. I can’t even imagine how scary it was.”

      Only a few weeks earlier, Kira, pregnant with twins, had fallen and started bleeding. It had ended up being superficial bleeding, but still the doctor was worried, and Kira’s blood pressure had gone up. The doctors, worried because multiple pregnancies could be hard enough without the added stress of having shifter babies, had ordered her to bed rest. As Kira had already explained to Nat, the doctor had conceded to allowing her to join the family for dinners as long as she stayed in her wheelchair. Kira wasn’t pleased about it, but it was better than spending all her time alone in bed.

      “It was terrifying,” Kira admitted. “I’m so lucky that Doctor Bennett is familiar with us. She’s dealt with enough shifter babies to know we’re different.” That was an understatement and they both laughed. “Especially since my situation is…” She rubbed her hands on her belly. “Very different.”

      That was the truth. Kira had mated with Nash, a wolf from Yellowstone, which meant that when it came to their offspring, there were a lot of unknowns. Would they be wolf shifters or bear? Or bi-shifters? Not that any of it mattered at the moment. The only thing that mattered was getting Kira to a safe delivery date, which meant at least one more month. The twins would still be early, but the doctor would be happy with that. And judging by how tired Kira looked, she’d be more than happy with that as well. The pregnancy was really taking a toll on her cousin.

      “I’m so glad you’re here now, Nat.” Kira took her hand and squeezed. “And I’m even more happy to see you with Cyrus Steele. I mean, hello. He’s a total hottie and—”

      “I know.” Nat laughed. “He’s Cyrus Steele.” She waved her hand dismissively and winked. “Or so I’ve been told.”

      “He’s a huge deal, Nat.”

      Was he? Nat shrugged. It wasn’t his financial status or his family position or the fact that he was on the cover of a national magazine that Nat thought was a big deal. It was the fact that when he was near—and even when he wasn’t—he made her heart race, her palms sweat, and her stomach flip in a way that had never happened before. And when they’d kissed—damn. That was a big deal. A very big, very huge deal.

      “He’s Cyrus.” She looked down at her plate, but Kira wasn’t about to be fooled.

      “Whatever.” She smacked her cousin’s arm lightly. “You can’t fool me. You are so into him. And he can’t keep his eyes off you.”

      Nat’s head snapped up. “What? Really?”

      Kira laughed. “The heat between the two of you is insane. I am so happy you found your mate, Nat. It’s so amazing to—”

      “Excuse me.” Abruptly, Nat grabbed her plate and pushed back from the table. “I should help clear.” Some of the others had started to gather their plates and take them to the kitchen, but that wasn’t what made Natalia get up so rudely from the table. Kira had mentioned the “M” word. And that was just ludicrous. After all, it was one thing to pretend that she was dating Cyrus, but mates? That was insane. Wasn’t it?

      She glanced back at her cousin, who didn’t bother to hide her hurt. Guilt rushed through her and Nat quickly bent down to pull her into a hug. “I’m sorry, Kira. I was just…it’s just…I’m sorry,” she finished lamely. It wasn’t as if she could admit to her favorite cousin that she was lying to everyone.
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      The Jacksons were nice. Really nice. They welcomed him without any reservation—except for the brief hard time Ryker had given him—and even better, despite the fact that most of them knew who Cyrus was, and who his family was, they didn’t make a big deal about it.

      In fact, apart from being home on Kodiak Island, Cyrus couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so accepted and comfortable.

      But despite that, all Cyrus really wanted to do was take Natalia, throw her over his shoulder, and find the nearest guest room, where he could toss her on the bed and really get to know her. And judging by the looks she’d been giving him across the table all night, he was pretty sure she’d be up for a little bit of play time, too.

      When Nat jumped up from the table and started to clear dishes, he was about to follow her in to the kitchen so he could finally get her alone long enough to make his move, when the front door of the Den opened and in stepped a cop.

      Cy tensed, every muscle in his body prepped and coiled for a response. Not that he had a bad history with the police. It wasn’t them that was the problem. It was the fact that they usually brought bad news.

      There’s been an accident.

      Your father…he…

      “Gabe!” The woman he remembered as Zoe jumped up from the table, along with the little boy whose name he couldn’t remember, and they rushed over to give the police officer a hug. “Come meet Cyrus. He’s Natalia’s mat—boyfriend.” She looked to Cyrus in question; he only shrugged in response and pushed back from the table.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Cyrus said, the same way he’d been saying it all night. “And just when I think I’ve met everyone. This clan is...” He waved his arm to encompass the room. “A big group,” he finished with a laugh.

      “That it is,” Axel said from the table. “And growing all the time.” He bounced his baby girl in his arms.

      Cyrus looked back to Gabe, whose smile had turned into a frown.

      “You’re Cyrus Steele,” he said without any question. “That would explain it.”

      Cy crossed his arms defensively and eyed the cop. “I am. But I don’t see what that would explain.”

      “It would explain the reporters in town sniffing around, asking questions.”

      One simple word and Cyrus’s bear was ready to rip someone to shreds. It was a violent reaction to be sure, and one he was definitely not proud of. But the last few months since his father had died, leaving him the head of a massive fortune and unwittingly turning him into an unlikely celebrity, the word reporter had become synonymous with trouble.
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      Mate.

      The word kept circling in Natalia’s head. Even once she got to the kitchen and started to busy herself with dishes and catching up with Harper, Chloe, and Ella—her cousins’ mates—about everything that had been going on at the ridge since she’d last been there for Harper and Axel’s wedding, she couldn’t shake the reverberation of the word in her brain.

      Was Cyrus her mate?

      That was ridiculous. He was a Kodiak. She was a grizzly. They’d only just met. He was a mega celebrity. None of those things matched up.

      “So, were you ever going to tell me about him?” Ryker’s voice startled her out of her thoughts.

      She spun around from the sink where she’d been washing and rewashing the same bowl for the last few minutes. “About Cyrus?”

      “I wasn’t talking about the president of the United States.” He crossed his arms and stood like a wall in front of her.

      Nat almost laughed at the big brotherliness of the action, and in any other circumstance she would have, but she was too distracted. “I just told you,” she said. “I told everyone.” She turned to look around the kitchen, but they were alone. She hadn’t even noticed everyone leaving them.

      “You know what I mean, Nat.” Ryker’s face relaxed a little, and some of the tension was replaced by what Nat would have described as disappointment if she didn’t know her big brother so well. “I wish you would have told me.”

      Maybe it was disappointment.

      Guilt flashed through her because Nat would absolutely have told Ryker about Cyrus in any other circumstance.

      Like, if it were real.

      She wiped her hands on a towel and squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry,” she said genuinely. “I really am. I didn’t mean to make you feel unimportant.”

      “I know.” He smiled. “And I also know I’m being super sensitive.”

      She laughed. “Yes, you are. But that’s okay.”

      “I think it’s just because of everything that you helped me out with when it came to Nina.”

      Nina was Ryker’s mate and she’d helped him realize that even though she was a human and not at all what he normally would have thought of as acceptable as far as mates went, you couldn’t fight instinct and he owed it to himself to be with the one he loved.

      Instinct.

      Was that what it was with Cyrus?

      Nat could have laughed at herself. There was no way she could compare what Nina and Ryker shared with whatever was going on with her and Cyrus.

      “I promise that you’ll be the first to know if anything else important or exciting is going on. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      She let her brother wrap her up in his big arms and hug her tight and was just about to make her excuses to get out of there and go find the man who was causing so much excitement among her family, when a loud crash sounded outside the window.

      “What the hell?”

      “What was that?”

      Natalia spun around just as a flash of movement moved past the kitchen window.

      “Stay back.” Ryker’s arm shot out in an effort to keep Nat from moving, but he was too late; she was already headed for the door to the living room. Before she could get there, though, it flew open and Cyrus stood in the doorway. His eyes wildly searched the room until they landed on her.

      “Natalia.” He reached out for her, and automatically she went to him and let him crush her tight against his chest.

      There was no danger. Or at least, she didn’t really think there was any danger. After all, they were in the mountains. It was probably a raccoon or something getting into things. But it felt like more. And obviously Cyrus thought so, too.

      “Get away from the windows, both of you.” Gabe came into the kitchen behind Cyrus and automatically they both sank to the floor behind the kitchen counter.

      “What’s going on?”

      “They know I’m here.”

      “Who?”

      “Reporters.”

      One word, and Natalia knew what it meant. The end of her weekend with Cyrus.

      “You guys can’t stay here,” Luke said from somewhere she couldn’t see.

      “Not if you don’t want to be hounded,” Gabe agreed. “I can keep them off the property legally, but—”

      “That would be admitting I’m here,” Cyrus cut him off. “And right now they can’t prove it. They haven’t seen me.”

      “And we’re certainly not going to tell them,” Ella said in her thick Spanish accent. “You two, rápido.”

      Her entire family and all the people she cared about had gathered around her to protect her. Her heart swelled both with love and with guilt for her deception to them. But there’d be plenty of time for guilt later.

      “The hunting cabin,” Zoe said. “They should go there. It’s remote and you guys just fixed it up. It’s perfect.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Nat looked up to see Gabe touching Zoe’s cheek tenderly. She hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know Zoe. But she did know that she was Chloe’s sister who’d only just recently found her mate Gabe and his son, Ashton. And even more recently had been kidnapped and taken to the very same remote hunting cabin they were now discussing.

      “I’m sure.” Zoe smiled and looked down at Natalia. “Besides, it’s time for some new memories in that place.” She winked and despite the circumstances, Nat couldn’t help but laugh.

      “It’s settled,” Luke said. “I’ll take them up there and Axel and the others will keep watch outside and make sure no one managed to get up here. If anybody asks, we’ve never even heard of Cyrus Steele.”
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      If Cyrus hadn’t been so on alert and pissed off about the potential for reporters—who, by his experience, had been pushy, intrusive, and at times, downright dangerous—he might have actually had a minute to think about what it meant to be shuttled off in Luke’s truck to a private cabin at the back of the Grizzly Ridge property.

      Because what it meant was a one-room cabin. All alone. With Natalia.

      He shut down the image of Natalia, lying naked on a blanket in front of a roaring fire, before his cock had a chance to twitch completely to life, and focused on the task at hand, which was making sure the perimeter of the cabin was clear.

      “You take the right side,” Luke ordered. “I’ll go around the left. Nat, you—”

      “Get inside where you’re safe.” The command popped out of his mouth before Cyrus could stop it and he couldn’t be sure who was more surprised—himself or Natalia.

      She opened her mouth to object, but glanced at Luke and finally nodded. “I’ll get a fire started.”

      A twitch of desire sparked low in his gut. She was feisty. He liked it. He liked a lot of things about her.

      Focus.

      He turned away and quickly stripped himself of his clothes. Leaving them discarded in a pile on the porch, Cyrus took two running steps and let his body morph into his animal. His muscles stretched and pulled and a feeling akin to relief ripped through him. It had been too long since he’d let his bear free. There just wasn’t the privacy in the Bahamas and he couldn’t even imagine the chaos it would have caused if anyone had seen him. With a roar, he took off running and quickly circled the cabin, working his way out in a widening perimeter.

      It only took him a few moments, but the area was clear. He sniffed the air, and there was no sign of anyone, let alone an annoying human reporter anywhere near the hunting cabin.

      He easily slipped back into his human form and strode naked and confident around the corner of the little log house to the porch where he’d left his clothes.

      Natalia and Luke both stood exactly where he’d left them, looking bemused.

      “I didn’t say anything about shifting.” Luke lifted an eyebrow and laughed.

      Nat’s lips twitched up in a sly smile as she spent a moment checking out his naked body. His skin felt as though it were on fire under her gaze, and Cy quickly reached for his jeans and tugged them on before his body could betray how much he liked the way she was looking at him.

      “I needed a little release.”

      “I bet you did.” Both men looked at her and laughed. “I’m going to start that fire now.” She turned and disappeared into the cabin.

      “Anything else I need to know?” Cy asked Luke. He was eager for the man to head out so they could be alone.

      “Not much. There’s spotty service up here, so your phone might not work, but I gave Nat a radio in case of an emergency. Of course, we’ll let you know as soon as Gabe’s dealt with the reporters. Hopefully it should only be overnight.” Cyrus couldn’t help but hope it was longer, but he didn’t say so. “Harper packed you enough food to last a month.” Perfect. “And you just might need it,” Luke continued. “More snow is coming. I’m not sure what we’re going to get, but the forecast never seems to account for the altitude up here. Be safe.”

      “Thanks, man.” Cyrus slapped him on the back. “I appreciate this, really. I don’t want to subject Natalia to that kind of attention, not yet when it’s still—” He caught himself before he gave away just how new their relationship really was. “Well, I guess not ever. It’s definitely not always easy.”

      “I bet it’s not.”

      There was no trace of sarcasm in the other man’s voice, a fact that Cyrus appreciated very much. Most people he met laughed at him if he ever mentioned how much he hated the media attention and teased him about just how hard it must be to be as rich as he was. They didn’t get it.

      Maybe the Jacksons did.
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      The cabin was small, but cozy. The Jacksons had recently spent some time fixing it up and outfitting it with new bedding and accessories as a potential retreat for guests at the ridge who really wanted to get away from it all. It was almost thirty minutes away from the main buildings, and with no electricity, it was a pretty rustic experience for sure.

      Definitely not what Natalia had in mind when she’d agreed to go home for Thanksgiving, but then again, nothing in the last twenty-four hours had gone according to plan. Why start now?

      She glanced out the window at Cyrus and Luke as she put the supplies Harper had sent with them on the counter. She didn’t even bother to pretend not to notice his hard chest and sculpted shoulders as he pulled his shirt back over his head. Just the way she hadn’t bothered to hide her admiration for the rest of his naked body when he’d finished his run around the property.

      Damn.

      Cyrus Steele was more than just a pretty face and a massive bank account, that was for sure.

      Outside, the men exchanged a few words before Luke returned to his truck and drove off. When Cyrus turned around, he looked directly at her through the window and grinned. Natalia couldn’t help but laugh and shake her head. She was still laughing a little to herself a moment later when he came through the door of the cabin.

      “Did you like what you saw?”

      His question had her laughter dying on her lips, replaced instead by a flare of desire that raced through her and straight to her core, where it exploded. Natalia turned slowly and leaned back against the rough wooden counter.

      “I did.” Never one to be shy, she thrust her chest out in a way that she knew would strain the buttons on her blouse as she let her gaze travel the length of him. Reflexively, she bit her bottom lip.

      Cyrus walked slowly across the small space toward her. “I thought you were going to start a fire.” He nodded in the direction of the fireplace that was laid and ready with kindling.

      “I think you already took care of that.”

      He took another step until they were only inches apart. “Is that right?” He reached up and with a quick move, unclasped the clip that held her hair up in the bun she always wore when she traveled. Her long black hair fell around her shoulders in soft waves. “I’ve been wanting to do that all day.”

      Nat’s breaths came faster, her chest heaving with the desire racing through her. From the moment she’d laid eyes on him in the airport—had it really only been that morning?—she’d wanted this. To be close to him, to kiss him again, to have him. But it was more than want. It was need.

      She needed him. With a ferocity that came from deep inside her and was like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

      Cyrus threaded his fingers through her hair, letting the silky smooth strands slip through his fingers, before he cupped her cheek and pulled her close. “But that’s not the only thing I’ve been wanting to do all day.”

      His lips crushed hers, kissing her with a heat that she returned.

      The kiss at the airport had been hot, but this…this was an explosion, and it was never going to be enough.

      Nat’s hands slipped under his shirt so she could feel each hard ripple of muscles beneath her fingers. Cyrus groaned with her touch and tugged her hair to the side to expose her neck, where he began kissing and sucking.

      A rush of heat and moisture pooled between her legs and her knees buckled with the attention.

      “You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on,” he whispered between kisses and with a growl, lifted her easily by the hips and placed her on the counter. “I need you, Natalia.” He nipped at her neck.

      “Yes.” She tugged at his shirt, off and over his head.

      Without the fire roaring in the hearth, the cabin was cold but Nat didn’t feel the cold with Cyrus’s body pressed to hers. She was pretty sure as long as he kept his mouth on her, and his hands on her body, she’d never be cold.
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      He needed her. He’d needed her from the moment he’d laid eyes on her and that need had only grown with every single second that had passed.

      “Cyrus, I—”

      He cut her off with another kiss and moved to the buttons of her blouse, but his fingers fumbled. Frustrated, he tore the fabric away, exposing a red lacy bra. Red.

      She moaned and dropped her head back, giving him just the access he needed to those luscious tits, and he didn’t hesitate. Cyrus buried his face between her ample cleavage and inhaled her sweet scent.

      This woman….she was everything. Gorgeous, funny, smart, unbelievably sexy. All the things.

      But there was only one thing that his bear cared about and that was the undeniable reality that she was his.

      He pushed the red lace down and lifted each heavy, full breast out into the open. Her nipples pebbled with the cold and his cock twitched in his jeans. He was already so unbelievably hard, it was almost painful.

      But he could wait.

      He took one nipple into his mouth, suckling and nipping just enough to make her squirm beneath him. With his free hand, he cupped her other breast and rolled the peak of her nipple between his fingers.

      Natalia’s legs locked around his waist and she thrust herself forward against him. Through her thin leggings, Cyrus could feel the wetness of her desire for him, and instantly an image of what it would be like to sink his thick, hard cock deep inside her almost made him come on the spot.

      Instead, he pinched her nipple to make her cry out before pushing back from the counter.

      He took one step back. Just enough to look at her with her breasts bared, her head thrown back, and her breath coming in heaving pants. Her legs still spread for him, she was a vision of wanton desire and the sexiest fucking thing he’d ever set eyes on.

      Slowly, she lifted her head and looked at him with heavily lidded eyes.

      “I could take you right here, right now.” He barely recognized his own voice, so thick with need. “Or, I could throw you on that mattress and take my time with you.”

      The tip of her pink tongue slipped out and slowly, teasingly licked her upper lip.

      “Why limit yourself with such choices?” she said after a long moment. Her plump lips turned up in the naughtiest of grins and the decision was instantly made.

      First, he’d take her hard and fast, quenching the need in both of them. And then, while their bodies still vibrated with the aftershocks of their lovemaking, he’d lay her out on the bed and get to know every inch of her delectable curves.

      Cyrus was no longer in charge. His bear rose to the surface and let out a low growl as he took a step toward her, unbelting his jeans and shoving them to the ground in an instant. He didn’t miss the look in her eyes when she took him in. He’d let her have a look earlier, but this was different. He was hot and hard with his desire for her, and she knew it.

      “Damn.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” He tugged at her leggings and pulled them down off her ankles before he discarded them on the floor. Half naked, with her legs spread, her sex wet and ready for him, she looked every bit a sex goddess. “Come here,” he growled as he scooped her up by the ass and lifted her easily. His cock throbbed as it pressed up against her belly.

      Natalia responded by pulling his mouth to hers and tangled her tongue with his. He groaned into her mouth, and despite the fact that the bed was only a few feet away, Cy knew he’d never make it there. Instead, he turned and, as gently as he could while passion coursed through him, pushed her up against the wall.

      He could feel her grin through the kiss and knew he was on the right track, which was a very good thing because there was no way he wanted to stop. In fact, he knew he wouldn’t be able to slow down. “I need you right…now.” The words were a growl as he lifted her just a little before slipping her down right on to his hot cock. She gasped as he entered her and Cyrus forced himself to hold still, but only long enough for her to grow used to him. The moment her fingers dug into his shoulders, he started to move again.

      Their coupling was hard and fast.

      “Cyrus…you’re…oh my…”

      “I know the feeling, love.”

      Holding himself back with her was an exercise in extreme focus, but he was up to the challenge.

      With every thrust into her, Nat moaned, and her muscles clenched around him, squeezing him tighter, until he wasn’t sure he could hold back much longer.

      “Nat, you’re killing me,” he groaned into her ear. “I need to—”

      He didn’t bother finishing the statement because around him, Natalia’s body started to quiver and tighten as her orgasm began to crash through her. Cyrus held his head back, just enough to watch her face as pleasure shattered her. Only when he felt her body relax a little did he increase his pace and take his own release.
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      At some point in the night, it had started to snow. Not that Natalia and Cyrus cared. After he’d taken her up against the wall, Cyrus had carried her effortlessly to the bed, where they’d laid cuddling and stroking each other until he was once more ready to go again.

      The sheer strength and stamina of the man took Natalia completely off guard. But she liked it. She’d spent her entire life raised among grizzlies, who were the strongest men she knew. Until now. Cyrus Steele was in an entirely different league. She wasn’t a small woman by any means, but he lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather pillow. He made her feel safe and protected in the way that only a big, strong man could. But, at the same time, he empowered her and gave her even more strength than she had. Never in her life had Natalia felt stronger and sexier than she had that night.

      “You are something else.” She traced a finger down his thick arms while she lay propped up on one elbow, facing him. Her body still vibrated from her last orgasm, but instead of feeling wrung out and exhausted, she was invigorated with an energy level she hadn’t felt in years.

      “I could say the same thing about you.” His grin was lazy and sexier than sin. “Love, you are…” He reached out and gripped her hip to pull her closer to him. “Too far away from me.” He ended the sentence with a kiss on her neck.

      His touch sent immediate shock waves through her body.

      After that first kiss in the airport, Natalia wasn’t sure she’d ever experience something as hot. But then there was the kiss in the cabin, followed by the extremely hot sex. And then…well, needless to say, she’d been wrong. And she was quite happy for Cyrus to continue to prove her wrong again and again.

      But first, judging by the loud protesting of her stomach, she needed something to eat.

      Cyrus laughed. “Okay, I get the point. Let’s see what those cousins of yours packed for food.” He rolled over to the edge of the bed and stood so Nat had a full, completely delicious view of his hard, naked body.

      The sight had her licking her lips with a hunger of a different kind. He was sculpted and hard in all the right places and from what Natalia could see, they were all the right places.

      She watched as he made his way across the small room, stopping first to stoke the fire he’d started earlier in the night.

      One of many.

      “How does cheese and crackers sound?” Cyrus pulled out a selection of items, found a plate, and created a little charcuterie plate before bringing it back to the bed, where Nat had sat up and pulled the covers up to cover herself.

      “Looks delicious.”

      He slid into bed beside her, and glanced at the sheet covering her chest. “Are you shy all of a sudden?”

      She laughed and blushed a little because suddenly now that they were finally just sitting and talking, she actually was a little shy.

      “You are.” It was his turn to laugh. “Natalia…” Cyrus took a finger and gently pulled the sheet down to reveal her ample breasts, both of which each sported one or two little love bites from where Cyrus became intimately acquainted with them. “You’re absolutely the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen.” He leaned forward to press a kiss to her lips. “And I’ve already seen all of you.”

      “True.” She took a piece of cheese from the plate and left the sheet where it was.

      They ate their snack in silence for a moment before Nat looked at him and shook her head in wonder. “Is this crazy?”

      “What exactly?”

      “You know what.”

      He winked at her and her stomach flipped.

      “How is it that we’re like…” She gestured between them. “You know…like this. I mean, we just met.” She reached for her phone to check the time. It was three in the morning. “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours. How is that even possible?” She tossed her phone back down. “I feel like I’ve known you forever. This is just…”

      “Fate.”

      Nat laughed and flipped her hair back, but when she looked back at him, Cyrus wasn’t laughing.

      “I’m serious. What are the odds that we were both in the Bahamas and in that airport at that exact time and that you—”

      “Kissed you?”

      “Yes.” He took her hand and held it until she looked him in the eye. “It was more than that, and you know it.”

      She did know it. From the moment she’d met Cyrus Steele—hell, maybe from the moment she’d seen his photo on the cover of the magazine—she’d known it. There was something there. Something that wasn’t normal. Something that was…fated?

      “Do you believe in fated mates?”

      He nodded. “I do. Absolutely. On Kodiak Island, it’s pretty rare, but I’ve seen it.”

      “Your parents?”

      His gaze dropped and shadows crossed his face. “No.” He shook his head. “I never knew my mom. It was just my dad and me growing up.” She could see the pain on his face when he mentioned his dad, but before she could ask him more, he turned the questioning to her. “Do you? Believe in fated mates, I mean?”

      She didn’t even have to think about it. She’d seen it too many times recently to believe anything but. “Of course.”

      “Do you believe that about us?”

      Again, she didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
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      Somehow, Cyrus had expected Natalia to be reluctant to the idea that they were fated. After all, there was the whole we’ve only known each other a day thing. But she didn’t even hesitate with her answer and if he’d had any doubts—which he didn’t, having lost those around the third time they’d made love—they would have been gone in that moment.

      “So you agree?” he asked. “We’re fated?” He took her face in his hand and she leaned into it, closing her eyes for the briefest moment before opening them again and smiling.

      “Without a doubt.”

      He kissed her then, slowly and sensuously. His body reacted instantly and even he was impressed with how this woman could spark so much desire in him. But there’d be time for more of that later. Soon. But later.

      “So what do we do about it?”

      She laughed and tossed her long hair back over one creamy white shoulder. Damn, she was beautiful. “Well,” she said slowly. “I think we should probably start with getting to know a few things about each other. Don’t you? I mean, if we’re fated mates and all of that, I should know exactly what I’m getting into, don’t you think?”

      Cyrus sat back with a grin. “And what is it you want to know that Business Time hasn’t already told you?”

      He could be annoyed by the magazine and hate the publicity that it had brought him, but at the same time, it had brought him Natalia.

      Natalia sat up in bed and crossed her legs. “I want to know everything.”

      He grinned. “I’m an open book. Shall we start with my childhood?”

      He would tell her anything she wanted to know, and more. The truth was, there wasn’t a lot of very exciting things to tell. At least not until the last ten months since his father had died, leaving him in charge of everything.

      Up until the time he became an orphan—could you say that when you were an adult?—his life was boring. Great, but boring.

      He spent his time on Kodiak Island, and would’ve been quite content to spend every day of the rest of his life there. But fate had other plans.

      Cyrus talked for a few minutes about his childhood, and what it had been like growing up in the wilds of Alaska, where he spent his days hunting, fishing, and camping, and basically living outside as much as he possibly could.

      “It sounds a lot like our childhood here in Montana.”

      He nodded. “I imagine it was. But you had all these cousins and brothers to play with.”

      “You didn’t?”

      He didn’t want her to feel sorry for him; he never felt as though he’d missed out. Not at all. He just didn’t know any different. Although, seeing Natalia with her brother and the obvious bond between them, let alone the huge extended family of the Jacksons, he’d be lying if he said he didn’t feel a flicker of envy.

      “No, it was always just me.” He shrugged. “Single child and no cousins. Not really. I mean, I know my dad had a sister, but she went down to the Lower Forty-eight before I was born. And, truthfully, no one knows where she went.”

      “Really?” Nat sat up. “Did she run away with a mate? Or before she was mated? That was a pretty common theme in our clan. At least, it used to be.”

      “Honestly, I don’t really know. Dad wouldn’t talk about her much.” He looked down at the sheets and picked at a thread.

      Cyrus always thought it would get easier to talk about his dad, but he was still waiting for that day.

      “You miss him.” She pressed her hand to the top of his.

      “I do.” He nodded and looked up. “He was a great man, a strong leader. But fair. And an excellent father. It was always just the two of us and now…” He let the thought trail off.

      “You’re not alone.” Her voice was soft, but strong. “Not anymore.”

      When he looked in her eyes, he believed her fully and completely. For the first time since his father passed, with Natalia in his arms, he felt at home.

      They gazed at each other for a few moments before he smiled and kissed her softly. “Your turn,” he said. “Tell me everything.”

      She spent the next hour telling him about her business and how it afforded her to travel. She loved it, but was starting to feel restless with it. Her childhood, her two brothers, Ryker—whom he’d met—and Liam, who didn’t believe in their lifestyle. “He’s just like my grandfather, against any mating unless it’s pure. Grizzly to grizzly. My aunt, Tonia, was cast out completely. She returned to the clan when her mate was dying and Grandfather gave her a choice. She give up her mate and they all returned, or the children could stay.”

      “That’s terrible!” And not at all like his own family.

      Nat nodded. “It was. But she didn’t have any other choice. She left Axel, Luke, and the twins with the clan and went to be with her mate. They haven’t seen her since.”

      “Wow.” Cyrus shook his head, not fully able to wrap his head around how terrible it would be to have to make such a choice.

      “And your family?”

      “Well…” She wiggled her eyebrows and laughed. “Turns out there were a few skeletons in my perfect grandfather’s closet, too. My mother was actually the result of an unsuitable mate.” She made air quotes with her fingers. “And it wasn’t until my father died when we were really little that she showed up at his front door with the three of us.”

      “No way.”

      “Truth.” She shrugged. “But to his credit, he took us all in, gave us his name and here we are. I know he’s a hard man, and he has some really old school ideas about how things should be done, but…I love him. He’s my grandpa.”

      “I get that.” Cyrus traced a finger down her arm and finally slipped his hand in hers. “You shouldn’t have to feel badly about that.”

      “I don’t.” She smiled, but it didn’t fully reach her beautiful eyes. “Except I kind of do. A few years ago, Kira ran off with a man who she’d absolutely believed was her fated mate. Grandfather cast out Axel, Luke, and Kade when they failed to bring her back to the clan. He believes that mates should be chosen and suitable, and he was willing to give up his grandkids because of that belief. And for a while, Liam, Ryker, and I drank his Kool-Aid and believed it too. It didn’t take Ryker long to change his tune after he met Nina, but Liam made it pretty clear that he doesn’t agree with inter-species mating. And humans? Forget it. He’s not happy. To say the least.”

      “That’s a lot to take in.” Cyrus stretched his arms over his head and noticed vaguely that the sun was starting to come up. They’d spent the whole night talking and making love.

      And he still wasn’t ready for the day to be over.

      “So, basically, your grandfather wouldn’t be happy to know that there’s a big Kodiak in bed with you, ready to take you as his mate?”

      “You are?” She tipped her head. “Right here? Right now?”

      “I can’t think of a better time or place.”

      She laughed and flipped her hair back, causing her luscious tits to bounce and his dick to once again thicken in need.
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      “The answer is no, he wouldn’t be happy at all. But…” She dropped her head for a moment, unsure of how to continue. It wouldn’t have been very long ago that Natalia would never have gone against her grandfather’s wishes. And as much as she still loved him despite the way he’d treated her cousins, her feelings for Cyrus were real. Very real.

      “The bonds of a clan are strong.”

      She looked up and into his piercing blue eyes. “The bonds of a mate are strong.”

      Was she really thinking of doing this? Considering mating him when she barely even knew him?

      Yes.

      Hell yes.

      Her bear roared inside her with the answer of her heart. Time didn’t matter. Not when it was fated, as it so obviously was. She was doing a whole lot more than considering mating him.

      “You’re only supposed to be a pretend boyfriend.”

      Cyrus tossed his head back in a laugh. “So much for that plan.”

      Plan.

      The word struck her.

      “What is the plan?” She sat back with the question. “I mean, you have a whole life. And I get you’re hiding from it right now, but—”

      “I can’t hide forever.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And my family,” she said. “I still feel a sense of duty.”

      He reached forward and stroked a strand of hair back from her face. “Those are all details,” he said. “We’ll work it out.”

      And she believed him. They would work it out. They had to. Because she might not know what the future held, or even what the next twenty-four hours held, but she did know that there was no way she could turn her back on these feelings she’d only just started to feel.

      She got it now. She understood. Finding a mate, a fated mate, changed everything.

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      He tilted his head in question.

      “About right here, right now?”

      The smile that took over his handsome face melted her heart and hit something deep inside her.

      “Every. Last. Word.”

      “Good.” Natalia pushed the sheets aside and crawled across the bed to him. “Thank God.” She kissed his neck and cupped his cheek. “Because I don’t want to wait until the day after we met.” She laughed from a mixture of excitement, lack of sleep, and mostly, from complete happiness. “This will be a better story to tell our kids one day.”

      With an ease and strength she still couldn’t completely believe, Cyrus picked her up and easily flipped her so she was on her back and he hovered over her. Thrills of desire shot through her, directly to her core. She’d lost count of how many times they’d made love, but this was going to be different. Her body and her heart knew it.

      “I hate to be the one to tell you this,” Cyrus said, his voice husky with a need of his own. “But it’s already tomorrow.”

      She shook her head. “Not until we sleep. That’s my rule.”

      He chuckled and kissed at her bottom lip, sucking it gently into his mouth. “I like your rules but you need to know something about me.” He kissed her again all too briefly, leaving her panting with need beneath him. “I’m an alpha Kodiak.” With one hand, he swept her arms up, over her head, and pinned them there. Her breasts lifted and she didn’t miss the way he looked at her, taking all of her in. “And because I’m an alpha, I have a need for control.” As he spoke, he moved over her, lowering his body so they were only barely touching. Natalia’s entire body vibrated with the need to have him inside her. “Do you understand?”

      Did she ever!

      She’d always been a strong woman, independent and never afraid to take what she needed when she needed it, but this…having an incredibly sexy man who wanted her the way he did, and her bear all but clawing to get out…it was next-level hot. “I do.” She barely recognized her voice.

      With her acceptance, she felt him press against her wet core.

      He looked into her eyes, the unspoken question there.

      Do you want this the way I do?

      In response, Natalia lifted her hips to meet him, but Cyrus, true to his word about needing to be in control, beat her to it. He entered her hard and fast. He filled her so completely that it took her breath away. She wanted to close her eyes, to absorb every sensation, but something in Cyrus’s gaze kept hers locked open. She stared directly into his eyes as he moved inside her. With one hand still pinning her arms solidly to the bed, he used his other to cup and squeeze her breast. His fingers flicked the hard nub of her nipple, creating a flood of sensations throughout her. She couldn’t focus on one thing, everything came at her so fast. Pleasure overwhelmed her and her orgasm began to build deep inside her almost at once.

      “No.” Cyrus’s voice stopped her as she was about to close her eyes and give in to her climax. “Not yet. Look at me.”

      She did as she was told, but there was no way she could hold off. Her body was about to explode.

      “Cyrus…I…”

      “I need to make you mine.”

      “Yes.”

      Something sparked in his eyes, and he quickened his pace; his thrusts inside her came stronger and harder than before. Her orgasm was imminent. There was no way she could hold back, but somehow the look in his eyes stopped her from letting go completely.

      He released her arms, but she hardly noticed; she was too focused on holding back the sensations that wanted to tear through her body. Cyrus slipped his arms under her and lifted her, just a little off the mattress, without breaking his relentless pounding into her. Finally, he blinked and told her, “Come for me, baby.”

      Natalia’s body responded instantly. The orgasm broke free from the dam only barely holding it back, and at the exact moment her body exploded, Cyrus lowered his head to the swell of her breast and bit down. The pain of his bite mingled with the pleasure crashing through her body in waves, and she screamed out.

      The moment went on forever, and her cries of ecstasy only seemed to fuel Cyrus, whose mouth was locked to her breast as he took his own release inside her. Finally, he lifted his head and roared out as he came hard.

      Vaguely, Natalia registered a dull, throbbing pain where he’d bit her. Mated her.

      Cyrus took his time laying her back down on the bed, where Natalia practically melted into the bedding. Her body was wrung out, completely spent in a full body exhaustion like she’d never before experienced. He moved around her, pulling the blankets up over her before lying down next to her and pulling her gently onto his chest.

      “I…that…”

      “Ssh.” Cyrus kissed the top of her head. “Don’t try to talk. I’ve got you,” he whispered in her ear as she slowly drifted off into a deep sleep. “I’ll always have you.”
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      Cyrus was torn.

      He didn’t want the night to end, because although it had been a ridiculously long day, he’d never had a better one. But on the other hand, he knew that the start of a new day was the start of the rest of his life.

      With Natalia.

      Which was how he managed to convince himself to close his eyes and fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      When he woke up the next morning, he knew he’d made the right decision by allowing himself to fall asleep because waking up with Natalia—his mate—in his arms, was by far, the highlight of his life.

      She slept soundly, her lips turned up in a small smile. The knowledge that he’d played a part in putting that smile there made his own grin take over his face. He stroked her hair back from her face and the motion caused her to stir. But instead of waking up, she snuggled closer, pressing her naked breasts against him.

      Resigned to staying exactly where he was, at least for a few more minutes, Cyrus settled back into the pillow and started slowly caressing her soft skin. He’d done a pretty damn good job the night before at getting to know every inch of her, but there was still so much he needed to learn.

      Like, was she ticklish anywhere?

      Did she like massages or back scratches? Or both?

      He already knew about the heart-shaped beauty mark she had on the underside of her left breast. Were there more he hadn’t discovered yet?

      There was still so much to know. But he wasn’t worried. They may have moved quickly, but in the shifter world, when it came to fated mates, time didn’t matter the same way it mattered for regular people. At least it didn’t matter for Kodiaks. Maybe it was different for grizzlies? He had no idea. There had to be some differences.

      He remembered the way she’d cried out when he’d mated her. Was that different? He’d never heard of a mate being hurt by a bite. But he was stronger than her. Bigger and maybe his bite had—

      “Hey.” Nat moved against him. Her eyes fluttered open and looked directly up at him. “You’re awake?”

      “I am.” Cyrus leaned down and pressed a light kiss to her forehead. “Did you sleep well?”

      She’d fallen asleep almost immediately after they’d mated. Another thing that had alarmed Cyrus. He was sure it was because he was a stronger alpha, that the mating act had taken too much out of her. But still, he hadn’t expected the aftereffects to be so dramatic.

      “I did.” She nodded. “I don’t even remember falling asleep.”

      He shifted in the bed so she could sit up a little. When Natalia lifted herself, his eyes went at once to her breast and the angry, red bite mark he’d left there. She followed his gaze and let out a little gasp when she saw it. Her fingers fluttered over the mark, but didn’t quite touch it.

      “You do remember that, don’t you?” Cyrus moved so he, too, was sitting.

      Nat nodded. “I do.” She looked up at him. “I definitely do. It was…”

      “Too much?” He swallowed hard. Dammit. He knew he’d hurt her. “I’m sorry. I should have warned you. Or taken more—”

      “No.” She pressed a hand to his chest. “It wasn’t too much. I mean, yes, it was…it was intense in a way I didn’t really expect.” She shook her head and smiled softly. “But it was definitely not too much. It was perfect.”

      Her answer sent relief racing through him. “I didn’t even think,” he said. “Kodiaks, we’re…a little bit…well, we’re a little more when it comes to mating. When it comes to everything, actually. Maybe I should have warned you.”

      “Not at all.” She reached out for him.

      Before Cyrus kissed her, he bent his head and left a trail of soft, tender kisses on her mark. “It will heal.”

      “I know.”

      He kissed her, and pressed her backward into the pillow again. The taste of her had him hard and ready in an instant, but somehow he managed to control himself and use restraint. His mate needed nourishment. She needed to rest. He hadn’t been kidding when he told her that Kodiaks were a little more when it came to mating. With great reluctance, he pulled himself up and off his mate.

      “You need breakfast.”

      “I need you.”

      Cyrus laughed. “You have me, sweetheart. But right now, you need food. And I could use a coffee.” He hopped out of bed into the cold room. He made quick work of stoking the fire before going to the windows and pulling back the thin cloth curtains to let the outside world in. He let out a low whistle at what he saw outside before turning to face the bed. “Looks like we might miss turkey dinner. There’s a lot of snow out there.”

      She pretended to pout, but then laughed. “I’ll miss all the turkey dinners in the world if I can stay snowed in up here with you. How bad is it out there?”

      “A couple feet at least.” He left the window and turned his attention to the box of supplies in search of coffee or some other suitable caffeine source. “Enough that we can stay cozied up in this cabin for a few days, that’s for sure.”

      He set his attention to fixing breakfast and tried not to think about what would be waiting for him when they did finally get out of the cabin. Because as much as he would like to, Cyrus knew they couldn’t stay snowed in forever. They’d touched on it the night before, but hadn’t really come to any conclusions.

      What would they do when they weren’t living in a bubble in the Montana mountains? Whether he liked it or not, Cyrus had a multi-billion dollar company to run, and more charitable organizations than he could currently count. His family had made their fortune in gold mining decades ago, and through careful investments had amassed a fortune. One that Cyrus intended to put to good use. His father had a few causes that were close to his heart, but as far as Cyrus was concerned, he had more money than he’d ever know what to do with, and the only thing he knew to do with it was give it away.

      He loved what he did. Helping people filled a spot deep inside him that had been empty for too long. Especially in the weeks after his father’s death. But it was a lot of work, and he needed to get back to it eventually. Especially because Phillip would be expecting him in New York.

      Cyrus pulled the kettle off the burner of the ancient stove and filled the French press he’d found. He glanced over at his new mate, who was stretching and languishing in bed, the covers kicked back, leaving her naked and exposed and looking oh so delicious. But he quickly looked away again.

      He’d figure out how to manage both parts of his life. He had to, because there was no way he could live without either.
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      “Den to Cabin.” The radio crackled to life, startling Natalia awake. After a morning full of a hearty breakfast followed by an even heartier lovemaking session, she’d dozed off again. With the fire crackling in the hearth, the cabin was beyond cozy and the very last thing Nat wanted to hear was her brother’s voice over the radio. She pulled the covers over her head and cuddled in closer to her mate.

      Her mate.

      It sounded so good, even when she wasn’t saying it aloud, and her bear agreed. Never in her life had her bear been so content within her. Almost as if she were purring inside. She would be quite happy to stay in that little cabin forever, especially if it meant she could feel just like this.

      “Cabin. Cabin. Come in.”

      Still, Nat ignored the radio that sat across the room on the counter. Beside her, Cyrus groaned and rolled over, pulling her close. She cuddled in and pretended that she couldn’t hear the now almost continual crackling of the radio.

      “Nat. Nat. Come in.”

      She groaned.

      “Is everything okay up there, Nat?”

      Beneath her, Cyrus vibrated with a chuckle as she once more groaned.

      “Natalia. Come in. Natalia!”

      She shook her head against his chest.

      “You better answer them before they send a search party up here.”

      Reluctantly, she lifted her head and looked into his bright-blue eyes. “You have a point. I really don’t want them up here.”

      Before they could send out a search party, Nat slipped out of bed. Naked, she padded across the room and picked up the radio.

      “Cabin to Den. This is Nat,” she said into the radio.

      “Nat! Thank God. Are you okay up there?”

      “Perfectly fine.” Across the room in the bed, Cyrus made faces in her direction and blew her kisses. She laughed and shook her head.

      “I was worried,” Ryker said through the radio. “The cabin is old. You never should have—”

      “We’re fine.” She cut him off. “What’s up, Ryker?” She wanted to nip the conversation in the bud so she could get back to bed, and her mate, as quickly as possible.

      “Axel has the plow going. He’s on his way up there.”

      Nat’s heart sank. “Already?”

      “It’s Thanksgiving, Nat.”

      “But the reporters…”

      “Gone. Gabe took care of them. Said something to put them off the track. You guys are clear.”

      Nat pressed the button of the radio but released it again, unsure how to respond. It was a good thing, she supposed. But it sure didn’t feel like a good thing. She looked to Cyrus, who’d stopped making silly faces and was watching her closely. He smiled and she knew it was a smile meant to reassure her. But even so, Natalia couldn’t help but feel that everything was about to change. Again.
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      The Jackson family was expanding. In all the ways, it seemed. Besides having more mates around the table than ever before, Harper and Axel’s baby, Lily, sat between them in a highchair. And with Kira and Ella’s bellies both heavy with babies who were due in less than two months, there would need to be more chairs still put around the table.

      The air was thick with the delicious scent of roasted turkey and gravy. Kade, Chloe, and Zoe had taken control of the cooking this year, with Ella “helping” from the sidelines. Almost nine months pregnant, she couldn’t be on her feet very long. Besides, despite the spacious kitchen, it turned out that a pregnant woman, even one as petite as Ella, took up a lot of space.

      After Axel “rescued” them from the cabin and brought them back to the Den, there hadn’t been much time to spend alone with Cyrus. Natalia had been thrust into the preparations for dinner: setting the huge dining table, fixing centerpieces, and basically helping wherever she could. Cyrus had disappeared into Axel’s office at one point to return some phone calls, but Natalia hadn’t seen much of him since then.

      She was surrounded by family and it felt amazing, but there was also a lingering sense of worry that followed her like a cloud all afternoon. It was probably nothing, she continually tried to convince herself. She was just tired. After all, she’d hardly slept the night before. And after everything that had happened, of course she wasn’t feeling quite herself.

      Her fingers fluttered up to her chest where the mating mark was.

      She was mated.

      The mark still ached, and even burned a little. It was much more intense than she’d ever expected. Much more so than any of her cousins or friends had ever made it out to be. But also, it had been the most intense pleasure of her life. Just remembering the moment they’d mated made her bear growl deep inside her with need for him.

      Cyrus said the difference in the mating was because he was a Kodiak. She’d never known a Kodiak before, let alone anyone who’d mated one. But it made sense. He was a huge man. Her man. Of course it was going to be intense because now they were bonded together. Forever.

      “Hey. Earth to Nat.” A hand flashed across her face, and Natalia jumped back, a cloth napkin in her hand. “Do you need help with that?”

      Natalia blinked hard and turned to see Nina, her brother’s mate, next to her. She felt a flash of guilt. Not only because she’d been daydreaming while she was supposed to be setting the table, but also because when it came to Nina, she always felt a little bit guilty. She hadn’t been overly welcoming of the woman when she’d first met her. Not because she didn’t like her, but because she was not a shifter. A human. And as far as their family was concerned—at least as far as they used to be concerned—that wasn’t allowed.

      Ryker had strongly felt that way, too. Until he’d met Nina, of course. They’d been fated from the beginning and as soon as he’d accepted that, he’d given in completely to his love for her by mating her without her knowledge. A fact that hadn’t pleased Natalia at all because it hadn’t been fair to Nina. Entering into a relationship with a shifter—especially when you didn’t know—was completely against code. And she’d told her brother so. It had been part of the reason Ryker walked away from Nina, leaving them both devastated.

      Of course, that separation hadn’t lasted long and Ryker had come back searching for her as soon as he’d come to his senses.

      Regardless, Natalia couldn’t help but feel a little bad for the part she’d played in keeping them apart, even if it had only been temporary. A mate was a mate. And the bond couldn’t be broken. Not without a whole lot of unnecessary heartache.

      “It’s so good to see you, Nina.” She dropped her napkin and pulled her sister-in-law into a tight hug. “I really mean it.”

      Nina laughed and brushed her dark hair back over her shoulder. “I know, Nat. I really do. And it’s so good to see you, too. And your….boyfriend?”

      Nat blushed. There was no doubt that her cousins would be able to tell within moments that things had changed between her and Cyrus since they’d arrived the other day, but Nina didn’t have the same instincts and no doubt wouldn’t be able to sense anything.

      “Cyrus?” She grinned. “He’s my mate.”

      “What?” Nina didn’t bother to hide her surprise. “Your mate? Does Ryker know? He didn’t say anything. You didn’t say anything.”

      “It’s new.” She shrugged, but Nina wasn’t about to be put off.

      “Like, how new?”

      She grinned. “New, new.”

      There wasn’t a chance to get into further details because a moment later, Axel appeared, carrying an impossibly huge platter of turkey, followed by a train of the others all carrying dishes. “Dinner is served!”
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      Cyrus had never experienced anything quite like a Jackson family dinner. With no cousins and no siblings, his holidays had always been small, intimate affairs. Often just him and his father. He’d loved and cherished each and every one of those memories, but sitting at the Jacksons’ table, for the first time he could see the appeal of a large family.

      Maybe someday.

      He snuck a glance at Natalia, looking sexier than ever in a blue flowy blouse and tight black pants that showed off her curves to full effect. He would have preferred a low-cut blouse to be sure, because he knew he’d never get enough of her chest, but he was very aware of the bright-red mark he’d left on her cleavage. It sent a thrill directly to the core of him just thinking about it and exactly what it meant.

      She was his. And he was hers.

      “So, Cyrus, tell us about your business.”

      His attention was pulled once again from his mate, to the greater group. They’d been asking him questions all evening and mostly he’d been more than happy to answer them. But the last thing he wanted to talk about at the Thanksgiving table was business. Particularly because he’d just spent the last hour before he’d sat down dealing with a full inbox and more voice mails than he’d like to count. It was amazing how only twenty-four hours off the grid sparked an emergency in everyone. Especially Phillip, his business manager.

      “The family business used to be gold mining.” He put a bite of turkey in his mouth. “But in recent years we’ve branched out into a wider variety of businesses and also some more into charitable matters.” He winced at his use of the word we. It was still hard to get used to the idea that it was just him now, and not him and his father. “My passion project right now is bringing clean water to developing countries using solar panels.” Cyrus fell easily into talking about the subject he was wildly passionate about.

      “It must keep you pretty busy?” Ryker grabbed a roll from the basket in the middle of the table. “I read that you are the CEO of three businesses.” He raised his eyebrows but Cyrus couldn’t tell whether Nat’s brother was impressed or put off. “How do you have time for much else?”

      Ahh…

      It didn’t take a genius to see what he was doing, but Cyrus wasn’t going to take the bait.

      “It’s four businesses actually, all under Steele Industries, and I make time for the things that are important to me.” He slipped a hand on Nat’s thigh under the table. It was true. He absolutely would make time for Natalia because she was definitely important. It did bring up an crucial point, though. Phillip hadn’t been very happy that he’d blown off his meetings in New York. He’d rescheduled them, but it would mean that Cyrus couldn’t put them off for too much longer.

      “Ryker!” Nina turned in her chair and squeezed Ryker’s arm. “Stop grilling Natalia’s mate.”

      “What? Mate?”

      “Really?”

      “I knew it!”

      “Yes!”

      A chorus of voices went up around the table, along with the clatter of forks falling to plates and coughing as people choked on their drinks and food. Cyrus took a look at Nat, who only shrugged.

      “I guess there’s no point denying it,” she said.

      “Not when we can see it all over the two of you,” Chloe said from across the table. “Congratulations!”

      They all raised a glass in a toast to the newly mated couple and drank deeply. The smile on Natalia’s face lit her up so completely she was even more gorgeous, if that were even possible.

      “I still think it’s insane that no one thinks it’s crazy how fast things happen when it comes to mates,” Nina said.

      Natalia had filled him in on the story between Nina and her brother, Ryker. Nina was a human, but their fated connection had also happened hot and fast. And even though Ryker tried to fight it because she wasn’t a shifter, he was completely at the mercy of fate, and his human mate.

      “I like it,” Nina added quickly. “But it’s still kind of crazy.”

      “So, are you going to tell Grandfather?” It was Ryker who asked the question, but the entire table went silent waiting for Natalia’s response.

      Cyrus watched carefully as her face transformed from the radiant glow from only a moment earlier, to one of twisted concern.

      “Ryker,” Kira admonished from her seat at the far end. “Let’s not talk about this right now.”

      “No.” Natalia put her fork down and sat back a little. “It’s okay. I can’t ignore it forever.” She sat up straight and Cyrus filled with pride for his mate and her strength regarding a situation that had the potential to be unpleasant. “I will have to tell him,” she said. “Soon.”

      “It will have to be soon,” Ryker said. “We just got word.” His voice lowered. “Grandfather’s sick.”

      “Sick?”

      “He’s dying, Natalia.”
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      “Bring me that board over there, Natalia.” Gordon Jackson’s voice was rough, and a little bit angry, the way it always was when he was concentrating on something. “No,” he corrected her as she picked a board off the stack. “Not that one. The one next to it.” She moved over and looked up at him before committing to the piece. “That’s the one. Bring it here. Good girl.”

      She beamed as she took the wood across the shop to her grandfather. Natalia was thirteen and when her brothers were out running through the woods, fishing, and playing pranks on their cousins, and the other girls in the clan were sitting around gossiping and braiding one another’s hair, Natalia liked to spend her spare time in the wood shop with her grandfather.

      Over the years, she’d assisted him in making tables, shelves, and various other projects. But today was special because he was making her her very own chest. A hope chest, he called it. Some place to put special things. “A piece of furniture solid enough to see you through life,” he’d said, as if a hope chest were the key to adulthood. Not that Natalia cared. In fact, she wouldn’t have cared what they were making, but the fact that he’d offered to make something for her, with her—well, that was just beyond exciting to her young teenage heart.

      “Do you know how to measure a piece of wood, Natalia?” She shook her head as he instructed her to pick up the tape measure. “Hold it on the end like that. Good.” He nodded as she did as she was told. “Now stretch it out to the end. Take the pencil there and leave a mark at fifteen and a half. You have to count those little lines—see that bigger one there? Yes, that’s the one. That’s the half mark.”

      Natalia carefully made the mark. “There?”

      “Just like that. You’re a natural.”

      Her grandfather was never one to be free with compliments of any kind, but when she spent time with him in his shop, he became a different person. A softer person, as if he left all the gruffness outside as he stepped in the doors and he no longer needed to be the stern clan leader with hard rules, but could simply be her grandfather. Natalia’s brothers laughed at her for willingly wanting to spend time with him, but they didn’t understand. And they certainly didn’t see the side of him that she did.

      “You know, Natalia,” he said to her later as they were cleaning up. “You’re different than your brothers and your cousins.” That caught her attention because he so rarely talked to her about the others. “You have a sense of duty and family that they don’t have.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, but continued to tidy his workbench. “You’re strong, but not loud about it. There’s a real strength in that kind of silence.” It was then that he turned to her. His lips twitched into a slight smile. It was only a flicker, but it was there. “You’ll be a great leader one day.”
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      Natalia hadn’t thought about that day in years. He’d never said anything like that to her again. They’d worked to finish the chest over the coming weeks, sanding and staining it, cutting thin pieces of cedar to line it with until it was finished. Life took over and Natalia got busy with her classes and then, as she became a woman and embraced her shifter side, her trips to the workshop became less frequent, but they were always sweet memories that she cherished. And she’d never forgotten his words: You’ll be a great leader one day.

      She stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and repeated the words in her head.

      Would she be a great leader?

      “What will happen to the clan when your grandfather is gone?” Cyrus asked from the attached bedroom. After dinner, they’d retreated upstairs as soon as they could politely manage. She’d been hoping, of course, to spend some quality time in bed with her new mate, but she couldn’t stop thinking about her grandfather being sick and what exactly that meant. If he was dying…no. He was dying.

      “Nat?” Cyrus appeared at the bathroom door. He was shirtless and with one hand on the doorjamb as he leaned into the room, his sexy face screwed up in concern, he made her heart stutter. “You okay in here?”

      She nodded quickly. “I’m fine.”

      “You were taking awhile.” He stepped fully into the room until he stood behind her and wrapped his arms around her so he could pull her back against him. “Everything all good in here?”

      She met his eyes in the mirror and smiled at their reflection. She’d always kind of abstractly considered finding a mate one day and settling down, but now that he was here and they were together, even though it had only been a few days, she couldn’t imagine her life without him.

      “I was just thinking.”

      “About your grandfather?”

      The fact that he knew what was on her heart warmed her inside. “Yes.”

      “You need to see him.”

      She turned in his arms so she could look up at him. “I do.”

      “I know.”

      “But he’s so…everything is complicated and his ideas about…”

      “Hey.” Cyrus took a step back and lifted her chin with two fingers. He held her there so she couldn’t look away. “Obviously I don’t know everything about him. And I understand that his beliefs are different from your family’s and—”

      “And mine.” She raised her eyebrows. After all, now that she’d mated with Cyrus—a Kodiak—her grandfather might not look at her in the same way anymore. She might not be what was widely known as his favorite anymore. In fact, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t be. Then again, maybe he’d mellowed. Maybe he’d accept her choice in a mate? Maybe he’d… “But he’s still my grandfather.”

      “Exactly.” Cyrus took her by the hand and led her back out into the room. “If what your brother says is true and he’s not doing well, you need to see him. You’ll regret it every day if you don’t. My father and I weren’t at odds, and I’ll tell you, I still regret every moment that I didn’t spend with him at the end that I could have. Time is not something you get back, Nat.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. No doubt there’d be plenty of time for tears later. “Thank you for understanding,” she said after a moment. “I know this is kind of our…is honeymoon the right word?”

      Cyrus laughed and kissed her. Just as it always did, his kiss turned her into a quivering mass and she had to lean into him to keep from falling down. A move he responded to by scooping her up and placing her on the bed. Nat laughed. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to the easy way he could pick her up and move her around. She scooted back on the bed and pulled her night shirt up and over her head.

      “Now that’s what I like to see.” Cyrus growled, low and deep, before he shucked his own clothes and crawled up on the bed to join her.
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      Cyrus didn’t have to look at the clock to know it was late. Really late. But there was no way he could sleep. Even after finding some release in Natalia’s arms, he was still wound up. She, on the other hand, was cuddled up next to him, one arm draped over his chest as she slept deeply. He looked down at her and stroked the hair back from her beautiful face.

      His heart hurt for his mate because he knew without her having to say a word that she was hurting. The other Jacksons didn’t have any love lost for their grandfather, but Natalia was different. She cared and Cyrus knew what it was like to lose someone you cared about. She was going to have some hard days ahead. Especially considering her family didn’t see things the same way.

      After they’d made love, moments before she’d fallen asleep, she’d asked him whether he’d come with her to Jackson Valley to see her grandfather.

      Of course, the answer was yes. Without a hesitation, which was why he’d told her that without a doubt, he’d be by her side; however she needed him to show up, he’d be there. Absolutely.

      What he hadn’t told her was that he was needed in New York for meetings and then, later in the week, in Seattle. There were decisions to be made and votes to be taken and they couldn’t wait much longer. Phillip was already freaking out because he’d pushed everything back and made up stories about where Cyrus was—a detail he still hadn’t shared, not even with Phillip. Cyrus couldn’t put it off forever. He’d sworn to his business manager he’d be in New York for the meeting in two days.

      But if Natalia needed him, it couldn’t be a choice. There wasn’t a choice. It would be her. It had to be her.

      Surely the suppliers and project managers would all understand that he couldn’t be there? But he already knew the answer—they wouldn’t. He’d been working hard to secure the right materials and builders for the solar panel water project and they were under a tight deadline. If he wanted to get the panels installed before the dry season, which was when the villages would need them most, he had to move quickly. And because it was his project, almost all of the managers refused to deal with anyone but him. They wanted the reassurances that could only come from Cyrus Steele.

      Which was why he couldn’t sleep.

      How could he choose between supporting his mate when she needed him most and providing fresh water for thousands of people in Third World countries?

      With a sigh, he wiggled as gently as he could out from under Natalia’s arm and slipped from the bed. His bear was going crazy inside with his indecisiveness. He needed a release.

      Cyrus made his way downstairs into the now dark room. Everyone had long since gone to bed, so he didn’t worry about being spotted as he walked straight outside. He left his clothes in a chair on the porch and in two steps, leapt to the ground, shifting as he jumped.

      It felt good to stretch his muscles and by the time he hit the ground, he was already at full speed. Cyrus charged into the forest as fast as he could. A good run always cleared his head and helped him think straight. At least it used to.

      When was the last time he’d even had a chance to release his bear, let alone give it the chance to help him feel better about whatever it was that was troubling him?

      He knew the answer clearly. He’d been able to shift a few times, but it had been months since he had a really good run with his bear. Almost ten to be exact, a week before his father had died. They’d gone together. It had been his dad’s idea.

      “Son, you’re troubled,” he’d said. “Come.” It hadn’t been a question, and Cyrus didn’t fight it. He’d stood from his desk where he’d been trying, unsuccessfully, to go over the financial statements, and followed his dad through the office and out the back door. Wellington Steele had been a smart man, and not only when it came to business. As an alpha Kodiak, he’d recognized the importance of being able to shift and release stress as much as possible, which was why he’d built the headquarters for Steele Industries out of town, surrounded by wild forest. At a moment’s notice, they could escape into the woods, shift, and go for a mind-clearing run.

      Which was exactly what they’d done that day.

      Cyrus thought he’d been doing a good job hiding his unhappiness, but he should have known better. After a long, hard run through the woods, father and son had come out to a clearing that overlooked the valley below. Still in their bears, his father sat first, and Cyrus followed suit. For a few minutes they sat and stared out over the town and buildings below, many of which were owned by their family.

      “One day this will be yours.”

      Automatically, the way he always did, Cyrus shook his head.

      “It will,” his father said without speaking.

      He turned his massive head and looked at him. For the first time, Cyrus noticed the gray fur, the tired look in his dad’s eyes, and it struck him in a way it never had before. His father was getting old.

      “As you know,” his father continued, “you’ll have great responsibility. Lots of people depend on us. Our employees, their families, their children. It’s up to you to make sure Steele Industries continues to thrive. It’s a big responsibility, Cyrus. One you’ll need to rise to.”

      And there it was: the weight that was ever present settled a little deeper on Cyrus’s heart. He’d known since he was a little boy that one day Steele Industries would be his. And almost as soon as he’d known it, he’d also known he hadn’t wanted it. Not that he didn’t value what his father had created, or how hard he’d worked to turn family money into an undeniable dynasty. He did. Very much.

      But it wasn’t who Cyrus was. He wanted to travel, see the world, find a mate, and make a difference. All things he couldn’t do if he stayed on Kodiak Island.

      Still, Cyrus didn’t speak. He turned again to look out over the place he’d always called home. He loved the island, but it didn’t stop him from wanting more.

      “I’m sorry, son.” The change in his father’s voice caught him, and Cyrus turned to look at him. He could see the sadness reflected in his dad’s gray eyes. “I know you don’t want this.”

      Cyrus couldn’t have been more stunned if his father had told him he was selling it all. He opened his mouth to object, but closed it again. There was no point lying to him.

      “I’ve always known,” he continued. “And if there was any other way, I’d take it. I would have liked to give you a brother, a sister, someone who…” He trailed off and Cyrus dropped his head. He knew how hard it had been on his dad when Cyrus’s mother had died. She’d been irreplaceable. There was never going to be any siblings. “I’m sorry, Cyrus.”

      

      Cyrus still had trouble believing that had already been ten months ago.

      It was likely that his father had never been to Grizzly Ridge, or the Montana woods that Cyrus now ran through. But even so, he could feel his father next to him, matching him stride for stride as if he were running right alongside, the way they’d done so many times before. Cyrus felt the loss keenly. And it wasn’t just the man he’d always felt was invincible, but also the loss of his freedom and future as he stepped into the role that was expected of him.

      Cyrus ran until his muscles burned from the exertion. And when he was finished, he knew what he had to do.

      Business could wait. Family had to come first. Always.
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      Jackson Valley, and the home Natalia grew up in, was only a few hours’ drive down the highway, but it might as well have been a world away. It had been almost a year since Nat had been back to visit, choosing instead to keep moving from place to place. And as soon as they turned off the highway onto the gravel road that would lead her to her grandfather’s house, she remembered why.

      Jackson Valley felt suffocating. The air felt thicker, the mood more intense since her cousins had left. That was when everything changed. Her grandfather had withdrawn, becoming even more closed-off and more strict than before. He’d always led with an iron fist, but after he cast out half of his grandchildren, it only got worse.

      While Cyrus drove, Nat let herself get lost in the memories of her childhood, a happier time. She stared out the window and saw the clearing they used to play in, the tip of the lake peeking through the trees where they’d escape on hot summer days to swing from a rope into the glacial-cold waters. And then as they got closer, the lane for the house she’d grown up in with her brothers and her mother. It was set back from the main house. A small ranch style, it was only three bedrooms, but big enough for the four of them. Especially because as children they spent most of their time outside, or up at the main house with the others.

      “Just up that road is where I grew up.” She pointed it out for Cyrus’s sake, the way she thought she should, not because she thought he would care. But he did.

      “Do you want me to turn in?”

      She shook her head. “No one will be there. My mom and Liam moved up to the big house after Axel and the others were banished. It was just Ryker and me who stayed and after we left…well, I can’t imagine anyone is there.” She took another look out the window toward where she knew her childhood home was just beyond that stand of pines.

      “Okay.” Cyrus smiled and slid his hand over to her thigh. His reassuring squeeze gave her the strength she didn’t even know she needed. That was the thing about Cyrus. In only a few days of knowing him, of being mated to him, she felt stronger than ever before. As if she could face anything. She’d never once considered that she might need the strength of a mate, and it’s not that she needed it now. Just that it empowered her even more than before. It was like one of those power-ups in the old video games her brothers used to play.

      She laughed a little at her own analogy and when Cyrus gave her a questioning glance, she shook her head. “I was just thinking about how nice it is for you to be here doing this with me,” she said honestly. “I don’t know why, but I’m nervous. And I shouldn’t be. He’s my grandfather, and I love him.” She took a breath and blinked back the tears that had been growing more and more insistent as they got closer. “And he’s dying.” Cyrus squeezed her thigh again. “But it’s not that…it’s…” She looked across the seat to him and she offered him a small smile.

      “That you’re mated to a Kodiak,” he finished for her. “He’s not going to be happy and you don’t want to disappoint him.”

      She nodded and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “You won’t, Nat.” He sounded so confident and she wanted to believe him so badly, but he didn’t know Gordon Jackson the way she did. “He loves you,” Cyrus continued. “And love runs deeper than any old clan laws.”

      “I hope you’re right.” She exhaled a deep breath and pointed down the lane to the big log house where they were headed. “There it is,” she said, as if he hadn’t already seen it. “That’s my home.”
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      The room was dim, lit only by a single lamp on the nightstand. But that didn’t prevent Natalia from seeing her grandfather clearly the moment she set foot into this room. She’d managed to slip past mostly unnoticed by the handful of people, most of whom she recognized as Jackson clan members, but there were a few she’d never seen before. Not that she cared. She was there for one reason only: to see her grandfather.

      Natalia approached his bedside cautiously, not sure whether she wanted to wake him or not. She couldn’t shake the nerves she’d had ever since getting in the car earlier. Despite his reputation for toughness, Nat had always been mostly immune to his gruffness. She had no reason to be nervous. Not that she could tell her bear that. Inside, she was a nervous wreck.

      So much so that when Gordon cleared his throat with a raspy cough, Nat jumped back a few feet.

      “Natalia? Is that you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Grandpa. It’s me.”

      “Well, for goodness’ sake, what the hell are you doing over there, jumping around like a newborn deer? I’m not going to bite, you know?”

      She laughed a little and with her nerves settled slightly, she crossed the distance to his bedside.

      “It’s just cancer,” he said when she got closer. “And some heart failure,” he added. “I’m dying. But it’s not contagious. Come closer.”

      She did as she was told and he reached for her hand. She took his in hers and had to work to hide the shock from her face. He was so frail. So weak. Her big, strong grandfather was little more than skin and bones. “How did this…you…when…”

      “Stop stuttering, girl.”

      “How did this happen so fast? I just saw you.”

      “You haven’t been home for almost a year.”

      A pang of guilt hit her heart. It was true. Even when she’d gone to Axel and Harper’s wedding in September, she hadn’t made the short trip home. There was no excuse.

      “But you were fine then.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “The cancer’s been spreading for a while now. The ticker just couldn’t keep up anymore.” He used his free hand to pat his chest. “I’m glad you came,” he said after a minute. “You’ve always been my favorite.”

      Nat laughed, but when Gordon didn’t crack a smile, she said, “That’s not true. You’ve always loved all of us.”

      “Maybe.” He nodded. “But you’ve always been my favorite. That’s the truth.”

      She let his words settle in. She knew in her heart it was true and it always had been. Even though the boys got more attention because they were being groomed to take over the clan, Gordon Jackson always had a soft spot for his granddaughters. Especially Nat.

      “It’s good to see you, Grandpa. I wish you weren’t…I wish I’d…”

      “Don’t waste a wish on something so daft. I’m an old man. It was only a matter of time.”

      They stayed that way for a moment before he tugged a little on her hand. “Sit,” he said. “It’s past time we talked.”
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      It was important for Nat to see her grandfather without him. They would have a lot to talk about and neither of them wanted that conversation to be clouded by the fact that she’d chosen an unsuitable mate.

      Cyrus knew it weighed heavily on her. He also knew he played a big role in that. After all, he was the mate.

      Either way, he was happy to wait outside, away from the prying eyes of the Jackson clan. Not that there weren’t any outside. He raised his hand in what he hoped was a friendly wave as a pair of women walked past. No doubt they’d go directly inside and report to whomever they were reporting to that there was a strange man—who was definitely not a grizzly—in the yard.

      Cyrus shook it off and pulled his cell phone out. He’d been doing a good job ignoring the vibrating that was almost constant the entire drive to Jackson Valley, but he couldn’t ignore it forever. He took a breath, and ignoring all of the unheard messages, pressed the number to call Phillip.

      “What the hell?” Phillip answered on the first ring. “Where have you been, Cyrus? I can’t put these meetings off forever and you know as well as I do that if you don’t make an appearance, all of these contractors are going to walk.”

      “Hi to you, too.” He tried to keep his voice light.

      “Cyrus.”

      There was a warning tone to his business manager’s voice, and Cyrus knew he couldn’t push it too much further. No doubt Phillip was already strung as tight as he could go. The last thing he needed was the man to snap completely. He needed Phillip and they both knew it.

      “Sorry, Phillip.” He shook his head and looked at the ground. “I really am. I don’t…” He trailed off, unwilling to make an excuse. “I’m sorry,” he said again instead. “I dropped the ball and I left you to pick it up. I really am sorry.”

      There was a deep sigh on the other end of the line. “Tell me you’re on a plane.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You can’t tell me that, or you can’t get on a plane?”

      Cyrus looked to the long, low log house his mate had disappeared into. “Both,” he answered honestly. He couldn’t leave Natalia alone while her grandfather was dying. He just couldn’t. He needed to be there for her.

      “That’s not the answer I need, Cyrus. You need to be here or this entire project will fall apart. Never mind everything else.”

      Cyrus winced. He’d largely ignored the running of Steele Industries, leaving most of it—okay, all of it—to Phillip. The man really did deserve a raise. But the solar panel project had definitely taken priority. It meant too much; he couldn’t let it fall apart.

      “Look.” He shook his head. “Something has come up here and I—”

      “Where is here?” Phillip interrupted him. “You were in the Bahamas researching the panels. You were supposed to be on a plane to New York and no one has seen you since. Except…are you in Montana?”

      The question caught him off guard and Cyrus’s head shot up. “Montana?”

      “There was a rumor,” Phillip said. “It was on some of the gossip sites. You know I have an alert set on your name, but I ignored them because why on earth would you be in Montana?”

      Why indeed? Once again, Cyrus looked at the log building that currently held his mate. He’d hoped that Gabe had been able to send those nosy reporters on their way, but obviously it had been a slow news day and they were hungry for a gossipy story. Perfect. He’d been hoping to keep his relationship with Natalia a secret for a bit longer. At least when it came to the rest of the world.

      “Where are you, Cyrus?”

      This time when Phillip asked, Cyrus answered.

      “Montana.”

      He could almost see his friend all the way in New York roll his eyes, straighten his spine, and take a deep breath. No doubt the poor man’s blood pressure was skyrocketing.

      “Do I need to ask why?”

      “You don’t need to,” Cyrus answered. “But I’ll tell you anyway.” He couldn’t keep the smile out of his voice when he answered. “I met a woman.”

      “Of course you did.” For the first time since they’d started their conversation, Cyrus heard a tone of lightness in his friend’s voice. Maybe if it had been anyone else, Phillip would have reacted differently, but he knew better than anyone that Cyrus didn’t take relationships lightly. He didn’t date just for the sake of dating, and he most certainly had never blown off an important business meeting for a woman before. “She must be pretty special.”

      “She is.”

      “I can’t wait to meet her.” Phillip’s business tone returned. “When you fly to New York tomorrow.”

      Cyrus didn’t hesitate. “It’s not happening, Phillip. Not tomorrow,” he continued before the other man could have a stroke. “But soon. I promise. Natalia has a very important family issue to attend to for the next little while, but I promise we’ll be on a plane as soon as we can. In the meantime, how about we set up a videoconference meeting? I can answer everyone’s questions and put their fears at ease and then next week, I promise, I’ll be there.”

      He took another look at the building, and a curtain dropped back into place in one of the far windows, as if he were being watched. “You have my word,” Cyrus added and hoped like hell he hadn’t just lied again.
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      “I don’t understand.” Natalia shook her head again. She’d been trying to process what her grandfather was telling her, but none of it made any sense.

      “There’s nothing to understand, Natalia.” Gordon Jackson had propped himself up in his bed so he no longer looked quite as frail as he had when Natalia had arrived. In fact, talking to her had brought color back into his face, and Nat was certain it had more to do with the subject matter than with the fact that it was her he was talking to. “You’re not a stupid girl. I didn’t think this would be a matter that would require explanation.”

      But it did! And the fact that he didn’t understand that was more concerning than anything else.

      “You want me to be the alpha of the Jackson clan?” Just saying the words out loud felt strange. She was the youngest grandchild, never mind the fact that she was the daughter of Gordon’s bastard daughter. There was nothing about her or her situation that made her a suitable candidate to be the head of the clan. And her grandfather didn’t even know about her new mate yet. Nat’s head spun.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’ve thought long and hard about it, Natalia. I assure you that I didn’t come to this decision lightly, but you are the natural choice. You always have been.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Things are different now. You apologized to the boys.” It was true, sort of. Not that long ago, after almost causing Kade to lose Ella forever, Gordon had apologized. He’d come to the realization that his stubbornness had caused him to lose most of his family. But the Jackson brothers had never fully forgiven him, and obviously Gordon still had some lingering feelings about clan duty considering he’d sent Natalia’s own brothers to stop Axel and Harper’s wedding only a few months ago.

      “They’ll never forgive me,” he said. “And I don’t blame them.”

      “Do you forgive them?”

      “That’s not a fair question.”

      They sat for a moment, staring at each other. Finally, it was Nat who spoke.

      “What about Axel? He would—”

      “Never leave his ridge.”

      “Luke then. He’s the second oldest and—”

      “He’s not a leader.”

      Never mind the fact that he mated a brown bear.

      “Kade.” It had to be Kade. Out of all of her cousins, he’d liked Kade. They’d had a connection. “He’s a strong—”

      “He would have killed me,” he interrupted her. “Not that I blame him.” For the first time, her grandfather’s face softened, and he looked down at the blanket that covered his lap. “I betrayed him,” he said after a moment. “I threatened his mate. He should have killed me.”

      Nat flinched. When she’d heard the story of how their grandfather had almost killed Ella, it had hurt her heart to know he could do something like that. Especially after everything else they’d all been through.

      “But, you said you’d apologized,” she tried. “You aren’t that man anymore, right?” She looked deep into his eyes, wanting more than anything to see something she knew she could never see. For all the apologies her grandfather could make, he couldn’t change who he was at the core and he couldn’t turn back time. Even if he could, Nat knew that none of her cousins would want him to. Their life on Grizzly Ridge was as wonderful as it was because of the choices Gordon Jackson had made. No one would deny it.

      Or change it.

      “It has to be you, Natalia.” He nodded his head, as if that were the end of the discussion.

      But it was far from the end. How could she possibly take on such a responsibility?

      “Ryker?”

      Her grandfather scoffed. “I hear he mated a human.”

      She didn’t bother denying it.

      “I’m an old man,” Gordon said. “A very old man. And I’ve made mistakes along the way. Some of them I regret more than anything. But my duty has always been to my clan. I’m not going to pretend to understand the choices Ryker and your cousins made, but I’ve come to accept them because they are my grandchildren and I love them.” He held up a hand to stop her before she could speak. “I know they don’t believe that and I don’t blame them after everything I’ve done. I hope, in time, they’ll come to see it as the truth. My greatest regret is pushing all of you away.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I only wish I could make it up to everyone, but I fear I won’t live long enough to have their forgiveness.”

      Natalia’s heart ached for the man.

      “The Jackson clan is strong,” he continued. “And it will continue to remain strong with solid leadership. I’ve made my decision, Natalia. It must be you. There is no other choice. And before you mention Liam, don’t bother. That boy is not fit for leadership. Not right now.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. Liam had only very recently attacked Ryker. And ever since, had mostly kept to himself.

      Her mind reeled. Could she do it? Could she lead the clan? Did she want to? What would it mean? What about Cyrus?

      “Grandfather?” She stepped toward him and took his hand again. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
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      With the plans made for a video call to happen the next morning, Cyrus made his way up to the log house. He knew it was only a stopgap measure. He couldn’t hide from his responsibilities forever. He was going to have to deal with the meetings, Steele Industries, and the never-ending task list that was no doubt growing by the minute. He was running on borrowed time and he knew it. They would check on Natalia’s grandfather, make sure he was doing okay, and then they’d be able to go to New York.

      Natalia would probably really enjoy the city. All the shows and the amazing restaurants. As far as big cities went, New York was a pretty good one. Had Nat ever been before? He had no idea. Cyrus shook his head as he made his way up the steps to the large covered porch. There was still so much he didn’t know about his mate. But he looked forward to getting to know every single thing.

      He’d spotted some large rocking chairs on the porch earlier and had only just sat down in one of them when a voice startled him. Immediately, Cyrus jumped up and turned to see a woman standing in the door to the house, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders to ward off the cold air.

      “You must be here with Natalia.”

      She was a striking woman with long, dark hair streaked with silver, and rich green eyes that he’d seen before.

      “Yes,” the woman said. “You’re here with Natalia.” She stepped closer to Cyrus and as she moved, her lips flicked up into the smallest of smiles. “You’re her mate.”

      Had Nat said something? He had no way to know what had happened after Natalia disappeared inside her grandfather’s house, but something told him that she hadn’t led with the fact that she was mated to a Kodiak.

      “Don’t deny it,” the woman said. “I can sense it.” Her smile was full blown by now. “My name is Kristine.” She extended her hand. “I’m Nat’s mother.”

      “Cyrus.” He took her hand. Relief washed through him that this woman wasn’t going to attack him, or call in reinforcements because he wasn’t welcome, which could have just as easily happened. “Cyrus Steele.”

      “I know who you are.” Her smile really lit up her face, and despite the obvious age difference, the more he looked at her, the more Cyrus could see the family resemblance. “Doesn’t everyone know who you are?”

      He laughed. “I certainly hope not. But it is very nice to meet you.”

      “I assume she’s in with her grandfather. It’s good that she came.” She waved to the rocking chair he’d just jumped out of. “Now, sit. I want to hear all about my baby girl’s mate.”

      He did as he was told and relented to the interrogation from Natalia’s mother that mostly consisted of questions about how they met, and his childhood. “So,” he said as soon as Kristine finished peppering him with questions. “Do I pass the test?”

      “We’ll see.” She narrowed her eyes, but the sly smile on her lips gave her away. “I’ll reserve judgment until I see you together.”

      “Fair enough.” He nodded and gestured to the house behind them. “She’s still inside?”

      “They have a lot to talk about.” Kristine’s smile fell and she looked straight ahead. “My father is dying.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Kristine shrugged. “He’s old. The years haven’t been kind. It’s time.” She looked to Cyrus. “Are you worried that he won’t like you?”

      It was a bold question, but not entirely unexpected. Cyrus shook his head and answered honestly. “Yes and no. Natalia likes me—that’s what matters.” It wasn’t everything, though, and he knew that. Family was important in bear clans. Very important. He didn’t know them very well yet, but he’d already seen the toll the estrangement had taken on Nat’s cousins. “I want her to be happy,” he added. “And for Nat, I know that happiness includes family.”

      She smiled and nodded slightly. “You’re a smart man.”

      They sat in silence for a few moments before Cyrus asked, “Will he approve? Because I’m a Kodiak?”

      Kristine shook her head. “I don’t know.” It was an honest answer, but it did nothing to soothe the worry that had been growing since they’d arrived. “He’s changed a lot over the last few months. He’s not so…what’s the word? Rigid. I think age has the power to soften a man. But there’s only one way to find out for sure.” She nodded her head toward the door that was still closed.

      Cyrus looked at the solid wooden door and then back to Natalia’s mother.

      “Go on.”
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      “There’s nothing you can tell me that will change my mind, Natalia. I want you to take over as the head of the clan.”

      She shook her head and squeezed his hand tighter. “I don’t think that’s true.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I’ve found a mate.”

      Gordon closed his eyes and Nat waited. It felt like forever, but finally they opened again and looked straight at her. “I know.”

      “You know?”

      “I sensed it.” He blinked slowly. “But I sense something else, too. He’s—”

      “A Kodiak,” she said quickly. “From Kodiak Island. His name is Cyrus Steele and he’s—”

      “I know who he is.” Her grandfather raised a hand to silence her.

      “You know he’s not a grizzly? That I mated outside of my lineage? And—”

      “I told you,” he interrupted her again. “I’ve made mistakes. I may be stubborn and hardheaded, but no one will ever accuse me of not learning from my mistakes. You’ve mated with a Kodiak. A very strong clan, the Steele clan.”

      She tried to smile, but she couldn’t help but feel there was more he needed to say. “If you already knew, what else do you sense?”

      His lips twitched up into a sad smile. He opened his mouth, but closed it again. “It doesn’t matter.” He laid his other hand over their clasped hands and smiled at Natalia. “It doesn’t change how I feel. I want you to lead the clan. It can only be you.”

      A flood of emotions slammed through her, and Natalia thought her legs might give out on her. Things were happening too fast. He wasn’t angry with her. He wasn’t going to banish her. He’d admitted being wrong about…everything. It didn’t seem possible. Her cousins would never believe any of it. They’d want to come and… Cyrus. Natalia spun around, her hands still clasped with her grandfather’s, to see her mate in the door of the room.

      At once, every fiber in her body wanted to go to him. The pull to her mate was intense and overwhelming. Her hands slipped free and she crossed the room to take Cyrus in her arms. “Thank you.” As soon as she was in his arms and he in hers, her nerves settled and she became grounded. Nat pulled as much strength from her mate as she could, and it didn’t take long for her head to clear and her thoughts to slow.

      “Well?” Her grandfather’s voice, only a moment ago weak and soft, boomed with a familiar strength. “Are you going to introduce me or not?”

      Natalia smiled against Cyrus’s chest before slipping from his arms and leading him toward Gordon Jackson’s bedside. “Grandfather, this is Cyrus Steele. My mate.”

      They shook and went through the pleasantries, as much as they were when you were dealing with an old, dying, grizzly alpha greeting his granddaughter’s strong, young, alpha Kodiak mate.

      “I’m glad I got the opportunity to meet you, sir.”

      “Before I died, you mean?”

      “Yes,” Cyrus answered boldly. “You mean a great deal to Natalia and therefore to me. I lost my father only a few months ago. I know how hard it can be.” He reached for her hand and squeezed it reassuringly as unexpected tears sprang to her eyes.

      She would not cry. She couldn’t. Her grandfather would admonish her if he saw tears or even the slightest trace of weakness. Especially because she was meant to be leader of the clan.

      Was she? Would she accept?

      The first step would be letting Cyrus know. After all, there was still a lot the two of them needed to work out when it came to their lives. This was definitely one of those things. Before she could change her mind, Nat blurted it out. “Grandfather has asked me to be leader of the Jackson clan.”

      The second the words were out of her mouth, it felt real for the first time. She watched Cyrus’s face closely, but before he even had a chance to react, a strong voice boomed behind them.

      “What?”

      Liam.

      Natalia turned to see her brother. His frame filled the door. He looked bigger than he had a few months ago. Stronger. Angrier.

      “Liam.” She stepped toward him but he ignored her and walked straight past her, without even a flicker of acknowledgment.

      “Did I hear that right?” he demanded of his grandfather. “You want her to lead the clan?”

      Even dying in his bed, weaker and smaller than Nat had ever seen him, Gordon Jackson was a formidable presence. But still, his youngest grandson towered over him. “I do.”

      A vein in Liam’s neck bulged, and Nat’s instincts kicked in. Liam had always been a bit on the wild side, a bit unpredictable. But in the last few years, that unpredictability had become downright dangerous. She feared that if she hadn’t have been there, he might have killed Ryker the day of Axel and Harper’s wedding. She saw that same now familiar rage in his eyes when he looked down at his grandfather.

      “I am the only one of your grandchildren who has remained loyal,” Liam growled. “The only one suitable to run this clan.” His hands flexed and twitched into fists by his side as he spoke. “You’re making a mistake, old man. And it’s not one I’m going to stand for.”

      She stepped forward and grabbed her brother’s arm. “Liam, I—”

      He spun and growled at her, his teeth bared.

      Before Natalia could react, Cyrus was between them. He had one hand on her as he pushed her behind him, placing his body between her and her brother. “No one bares their teeth to my mate.” Cyrus’s voice was tight and barely controlled.

      Liam was a big man. At six three, with thick, broad shoulders and an attitude that was almost larger than his muscles, he was a presence to be reckoned with. But he looked downright tiny next to Cyrus, who stood over him, blue eyes boring into Liam’s. He was outmatched and he knew it.

      He growled, low under his breath, and turned back to his grandfather. “This isn’t over.”

      “It is, Liam.”

      “We’ll see,” was all Liam muttered as he turned and stalked out of the room.

      After he left, Cyrus turned to face Nat. There was so much she needed to say, but in that moment she couldn’t seem to find even one word to say. To her surprise, she was shaking, but it wasn’t from fear.

      It was from anger. She looked at Cyrus. Did he really just do that? Shove her aside as if she couldn’t take care of herself? As if she were some weak woman who needed to be tended to?

      Hell no.

      She turned away from her mate and walked toward her grandfather’s bedside. She took his hand and looked straight into his dark eyes, clouded with age. “I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll lead the clan.”
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      “Nat. Talk to me.”

      They’d been back at Grizzly Ridge for an hour already and still Natalia had barely said more than a few words to Cyrus. The car ride back had been largely silent, with the exception of Cyrus asking questions that went mostly unanswered and his recounting of the meeting he’d had with her mother, Kristine.

      She was processing everything.

      At least that’s what he kept telling himself, despite the fact that he knew it was total bullshit.

      She was mad.

      And he didn’t need to be her mate to sense it.

      Natalia vibrated with her anger, and the more time that went by without her talking to him about it, Cyrus was pretty sure it was getting worse. But it was he who should be angry, shouldn’t he? After all, she’d accepted the clan leadership without so much as talking to him about it.

      How in the hell was she going to lead a grizzly clan in Montana when she would be at his side leading the Kodiak clan and running a business in Alaska?

      More than once the question was on his lips, but he was smart enough to swallow it back. Whatever it was she was mad about, it was enough to keep her teeth clenched and her gaze fixed solidly away from his.

      He’d wait.

      They had slipped up to their room in the Den without being spotted by any of Nat’s cousins, and she’d disappeared almost at once into the shower. He’d been hoping it would sort her out and clear her head, but when she appeared with only a towel wrapped around her beautiful, curvy body, her dark hair wet, dripping and hanging over her bare shoulders, she didn’t look any less pissed off.

      Which was really too bad, because she looked incredibly sexy and Cyrus’s cock had definitely noticed her nakedness.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Cyrus continued when she still didn’t speak. “Your grandfather…the clan…I get it. It must be a lot to absorb. And then Liam…holy shit, that was intense. And we need to talk about—”

      “You don’t get anything.” She spun around and pressed a finger into his chest. Her eyes flashed with the anger that had been building all day. She narrowed her eyes, but for the life of him, Cyrus could not figure out why her anger had been directed toward him.

      “Hey.” He took her finger and lifted it from his chest before curling his larger hand over hers. “I do. Your brother was totally out of line.” He kissed her hand softly, and reached for the edge of her towel. “And I promise you, Natalia. I will never let him threaten you like that again.” His bear growled deep inside him at the memory of Natalia’s brother baring his teeth toward his mate. His mate. “Never again. I will rip his head off if he ever so much as looks at you sideways again.” He swallowed hard, working to control his own bear, which had grown restless and ultra-protective. “I’ll keep you safe. Always. That’s my vow to—”

      “That’s just it!” She yanked away from him and pulled her hand back. She turned her back to him and stalked to the other side of the room before spinning around on her heel again and glaring at him. “That’s the whole problem. I don’t need you to protect me!”

      “But…Nat…” Cyrus took a stumbling step backward, as if he’d been slapped. “What are you talking about? That’s my job. I’m your mate.”

      Just like it was her job to be at his side. It wasn’t a thought he’d ever had consciously before, but it took shape in his mind, as if it had always been there.

      “It is not your job to take care of me.” She took two steps toward him. Her eyes flashed with anger and passion. “I don’t need your protection.” She jabbed a finger in his direction before standing up straight.

      She pulled her shoulders back, which Cyrus couldn’t help but notice had the very sexy effect of pressing her ample breasts forward. The towel afforded him a healthy helping of cleavage. But it was definitely not the time to notice. He forced himself not to look and instead focus on the very feisty and very worked-up woman in front of him.

      “I am a strong, alpha female grizzly and I do not need you or anyone else to protect me.”

      He stood in silence for a moment before letting out a breath. This was not an argument he was going to win. “You’re right,” he said after a moment. “You definitely don’t need anyone to protect you or fight your battles for you.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      He reached out again for her, only a little bit cautious that she’d slap his hand away. She didn’t and he traced the top of her towel with one finger. “You are the strongest, sexiest grizzly I know.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “No,” he said a moment later. “You are the strongest, sexiest woman I’ve ever met. You are fierce, but kind. Strong, but soft in all the right places.” He let his finger dip below the towel to her breast as he spoke. “And you definitely don’t need me to protect you.” He stepped closer so there was barely an inch of space between them. “It was instinct and I’m sorry.” He leaned in and breathed the words into her ears before kissing the sensitive skin beneath her ear.

      She moaned, just a little, but it was enough to spur him on.

      “You’re strong.” He pressed a kiss to her neck and sucked—just a little—of the skin between his lips. “Sexy.” He kissed again, lower this time. “Passionate.” This time, his kiss landed on the swell of her breast where he’d marked her while his fingers moved to deftly release the towel that covered her. “And most importantly…” He moved his mouth over a nipple and sucked it into his mouth, causing her to moan again—louder this time. “You’re mine.” He nipped down—not hard, just enough to get her attention.

      “Dammit, Cyrus.”

      He lifted his head and licked his lips at the delectable treat she presented in front of him.

      “I can’t stay upset with you.”

      He grinned. “That’s the idea.” Before she could say another word, he lifted her and carried her easily to the bed, where he deposited her on the soft comforter. “But I’m not finished with my strong, sexy, passionate grizzly yet.”

      Natalia was all of those things and so much more. But he needed her to understand one thing.

      She was his in all ways and there were things he could give her and do for her that no one else could.

      He stood over her naked, curvy, irresistible body and his cock thickened in need. There’d be time for that later. First, he had a point to prove. Cyrus took each of Nat’s legs in his hand and spread them so she was open to him.

      “What are you—”

      He pressed a finger to her lips and shook his head slightly to silence her.

      “As much as you are all of those things, my love,” he kept his voice low as he crawled onto the bed between her legs, “never forget that you’re mine.”

      She squirmed and tried to move her legs together but Cyrus held her fast with a hand on each thigh. “Cyrus, I—”

      He silenced her with a gentle bite to her inner thigh, a move that made her tremble beneath him. The intoxicating scent of her arousal filled the air.

      “I was wrong to think even for the slightest moment that you needed me to protect you,” he said. “But I’m not wrong in knowing that you need me.” He didn’t wait for her to say anything, but with his hands still on her thighs, he moved to her pussy and, as slowly as he could, licked down her wet center.

      Above him, she groaned and squirmed, but he held her in place as he took a moment to savor the taste of her nectar. It took all of the self-control he could muster, but after a moment, Cyrus turned his head and kissed the inside of her thigh. He moved painstakingly slowly to make sure every kiss and nibble and suck had the desired effect of driving her crazy.

      It did.

      “Please, Cyrus.”

      He grinned against her sex. “Please what?” He blew slowly on her clit, and she tried to jerk back.

      “Please fuck me.”

      He laughed. “That’s not what this is about, love.”

      She groaned and Cyrus had to bite back his laughter. His in-control mate was completely out of control of the situation. It drove her crazy, but excited the fuck out of him. But he wasn’t completely unreasonable. Besides, if he didn’t make her come soon, he might lose control himself.

      Using his tongue, he kissed and licked and sucked until Nat’s entire body vibrated beneath him. Only when Cyrus could feel how close she was to losing it did he release his grip on her thighs and press first one, and then another finger into her tight, warm opening. She gasped in a mixture of relief and need, but she needed more. He curled his fingers so they’d hit the spot he knew would put her over the edge.

      It didn’t take long before he felt her body clench around his fingers as Natalia’s release loomed. In response, he sucked her hard nub into his mouth and increased his attentions. Moments later, her orgasm exploded through her. Her fingers threaded his thick hair and she pulled as she cried out and let the climax overtake her. Pleased with himself, Cyrus lapped up her delicious juices before pulling himself up and over her. Like a satisfied cat, he licked his lips and grinned down at her.

      “See? You’ll always need me.”
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      Damn. Would she ever!

      If needing Cyrus meant orgasms like that, she’d need him all day long. But that was a different kind of need and as good as it felt, she needed him to understand how she really felt.

      Natalia reached up and cupped her mate’s cheek. “You’re right. I’m always going to need you.”

      He smiled and kissed her quickly before dropping to the bed next to her. “Good. Because I’m always going to be here for you.” He propped himself up on one elbow. “Always, Nat. You know that, right?”

      She did. She felt it in her bones. And although she’d meant what she’d said earlier that she didn’t need him to protect her, it was nice to know that he was there. If she needed him. It was a big if. She’d never needed a man before. In fact, she’d never needed anyone before. Not in the way that Cyrus was talking about. And it scared the hell out of her.

      “I know,” she said after a minute. “Thank you for that.”

      “Are we still talking about sex?” His grin was mischievous as it lit up his handsome face.

      “Cyrus.” She swatted at him, but he caught her wrist in one hand and pulled her into him. “I’m serious.”

      “So am I, Nat.” He kissed her before releasing her so she could see him. “I love you and as my mate, I will always be there for you. Maybe I overstepped earlier with your brother, but you can’t blame me entirely. It’s my bear.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “But we do need to talk about all of this.”

      She dropped her eyes and took a moment to pull herself together. Her emotions had taken her off guard earlier. She’d never before had a man try to protect her or defend her. It was strange. But not entirely unpleasant. Not that she was ready to admit that to Cyrus, but it hadn’t been completely awful knowing that he was there and had her back. No, he more than had her back. Like he’d said, he would have ripped Liam’s head off if he’d threatened her again. And to her surprise, his protectiveness had been pretty damn sexy. But it wasn’t just that moment that had sent her emotions into overdrive.

      She’d agreed to be the alpha of the Jackson clan.

      Had she really done that?

      She looked up at Cyrus, for the first time realizing what that would mean. They’d talked about going to Alaska, handling his business and…they could still do all that. It would just look a little different. Surely they’d be able to work it all out.

      “I…” She shook her head. “I told my…”

      “You told him yes,” Cyrus finished for her.

      “I did.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. She searched his face for a clue as to how he felt about her new leadership position, but he didn’t give anything away.

      “What do you—”

      Before she could finish the question, a loud blaring came from the dresser, interrupting her.

      “Dammit.” He pulled back. “Ignore it.” He reached for her and kissed her hard but the continually obnoxious noise of his cell phone was too distracting.

      Nat pulled away. “I can’t.” She shook her head. “Can you turn—” As suddenly as the noise had started, it was over. “That’s better.” She smiled and reached for him once more, but again the noise started. This time, Nat rolled to the side and with an exasperated sigh, got out of bed and marched across the room to the dresser and the offending cell phone.

      “Nat!” Cyrus jumped up. “Don’t answer it.”

      She grabbed the phone.

      “Seriously,” he said again. “We need to—”

      She pressed the button to answer the call and turned to him with raised eyebrows and a look of triumph as she spoke into the phone. “Who is this and why do you insist on disturbing me while I’m trying to—”

      “My name is Phillip Malone.” The voice was stern and it didn’t take much to realize whoever belonged to that voice was not impressed. “I’m Cyrus Steele’s business manager and basically the man who is trying to keep his empire from collapsing.” The smile on her face fell as Phillip continued talking. “I assume you are the reason he’s not answering any of his calls and is blowing off all his meetings?”

      Nat turned away from Cyrus, but not before she heard him sigh and sit back down on the bed.

      “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “Look,” Phillip interrupted her. “I’m sure you’re a perfectly nice woman,” he continued. “But Cyrus has responsibilities. Thousands of people are depending on him to not destroy what his father built. People’s jobs and lives are at stake. Never mind the millions of people who are depending on him and his solar-powered clean water initiative. I’m sure he’s having a lot of fun in the mountains doing whatever it is that you do in Montana, but I need him here. The world needs him here.”

      It might have been an exaggeration, but when Nat turned around to see Cyrus with his head in his hands, looking at the floor, it didn’t feel like an exaggeration. It felt exactly like the truth.

      “What…I don’t…”

      “I’ll be sending a plane for him. Make sure he doesn’t miss these meetings,” Phillip said. “I know he’s feeling a little…well, I don’t know what he’s feeling, to be honest. I’m just trying to keep all the balls in the air, Miss—”

      “Natalia. Natalia Jackson.” Her voice sounded small to her ears as she listened to this man who was clearly passionate about whatever it was that Cyrus was supposed to be doing instead of being here with her.

      “Okay, Natalia,” Phillip said. “I assume he values your opinion. I’m going to send through the flight information. Make sure he gets on the plane. It’s crucial. Can you do that?”

      She watched her mate and finally he lifted his head and looked at her. It was then that she saw the truth in his eyes. He had obligations. People were depending on him. And he was letting them all down.

      Because of her.

      “Okay,” she said after a moment. “I’ll do it.” She pressed the button to disconnect the call and clutched the phone in her hand.

      They stared at each other from across the room. Finally, Cyrus spoke. “I assume that was Phillip.”

      She nodded.

      “I told you not to answer it.”

      Nat shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. “Why didn’t you tell me? About all the meetings? Your obligations? Cyrus…”

      He stood and crossed the distance to her but she held her hands back from him. “You should have told me.”

      You should have known.

      She should have. How could she have been so stupid not to realize that a man like Cyrus Steele couldn’t just ignore the world and hide out in the remote Montana mountains with her? The truth was, she did know. At least, on some level she did. She was just choosing to ignore that reality because as soon as she acknowledged it, everything would change.

      The way it was about to.
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      She never should have answered that call. No. He never should have let her answer that call. He never should have let Phillip talk to her. There was no telling what he’d said to her.

      No. That wasn’t true.

      It would be easy to villainize Phillip. But it wasn’t his fault. Cyrus knew the man would never say anything to Natalia that wasn’t true. He’d never say anything to her that was hurtful. It wasn’t Phillip’s style.

      Besides, he didn’t have to embellish the truth. It was bad enough all on its own. Cyrus had responsibilities.

      Responsibilities that he was shirking. And it couldn’t last for much longer.

      And knowing the kind of person Natalia was, she wouldn’t like that at all.

      “I should have told you about all of it,” he said after a minute. “I know that and I’m sorry. I was going to tell you about the meetings, but there just hasn’t been a lot of time and then with…well, with everything that’s been happening…” He shook his head. His explanation sounded lame, even to his own ears. “I should have just told you. The truth is, Natalia, I have a lot of people depending on me. Whether I like it or not.” He dropped his gaze. That was a conversation for another day. “But I also have this really important project I’m working on.”

      “The fresh water.”

      He nodded. “Yes. The fresh water. It’s exciting and it could mean the difference between having clean drinking water—or not—for thousands and maybe millions of people one day. But before it can get going, I need to deal with the details and the contractors won’t sign off until I give them some face time. Earlier I organized some videoconference meetings and I thought those would take care of it but if Phillip is calling—”

      “Go,” she interrupted him. “If he’s calling, it’s important. You have to go.”

      “You need me here with you and the clan…” He couldn’t finish the thought because that would be admitting out loud to a reality he didn’t want to face. The reality that there was no way Cyrus could stay in Montana. And there was no way she could leave.

      But she would have to.

      Her place is by your side.

      Again, his bear roared to life.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said quickly, as if she didn’t realize what exactly was happening. “Remember, I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “No.” He took her hand. “But you do need me. Remember?” She blushed. “You’re my mate, Natalia. You can’t stay.”

      “I have to.” Her smile was easy. She doesn’t get it. “I need to be here for my grandfather,” she continued. “And there’s so much to do. I guess I’ll have to tell the others and hopefully they’ll be supportive, but you never know.” She turned and walked to the dresser, where she started rifling through the drawers for something to wear. “And then of course there’s Grandfather. I don’t know how much time he has and I think it’s important that he get a chance to—”

      “No.”

      Cyrus tried to control his bear, but the more Natalia spoke, the more agitated he got.

      “And then there’s Liam.” Nat continued talking as she buttoned a long plaid shirt. “I don’t know what to do about him, but I guess that’ll be part of—”

      “No!” The roar filled the room and Nat stumbled backward, a pair of leggings in her hand.

      She turned and leaned up against the dresser. “Cyrus! What on—”

      “No,” he said again. He managed to control his bear long enough to keep the roar from his voice, but only barely. “I told you, I’m not leaving you here.” He had no idea where this caveman act was coming from, but he couldn’t have stopped it if he’d tried. She was his mate, dammit, and her place was by his side. “I realize the timing isn’t ideal and the situation is far from perfect, but you are my mate, Natalia.”

      She stood and quickly tugged her leggings on before speaking. “I get that, Cyrus.” Nat pulled her top aside to show him the still angry red mark where he’d mated her. “I understand completely that you’re my mate.”

      “Then you understand that your place is by my side. And you said yourself, I have responsibilities I need to tend to in New York and then in Alaska.”

      His words might as well have been a slap to her face. Her mouth twisted into a scowl of confusion and her eyes narrowed. “What are you saying exactly, Cyrus?”

      He stepped toward her. “We’re getting on that plane in the morning.”

      “No.”

      “What?” Inside him, his bear rumbled again. Deep down, he knew he was being an asshole. An insensitive, uncaring caveman type of asshole, but he couldn’t do anything about it. Kodiaks were strong. They had a need for control. A need that ran deeper than he’d ever realized.

      “You heard me.” She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. Her breasts heaved with every breath, her hands clenched into fists by her side. After a moment, her lids lifted and she looked deep into his eyes. “Get out.”

      He reached for her, but something stopped him. “What?”

      “You heard me,” she said. “Get out.”

      What the actual—

      “You can’t seriously be mad at me? You’re the one who agreed to be the alpha of your clan, Nat. Without even talking to me.” His tightly controlled emotions started to unravel. Cyrus had never been one for emotional displays. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d ever even raised his voice. But then again, he’d never had a mate before. He’d never been so tightly wrapped up with someone else that it wreaked havoc on every part of him. “We should have talked about it, Natalia. There’s no way it can happen. I know you felt like you didn’t have a choice, but—”

      “No, Cyrus.” Her eyes flared. “I did have a choice.”

      He took a breath and let her words settle into him. “You still do, Nat.” His heart was cracking, the pain in his chest growing more intense by the second. More than anything, he wanted to reach for her, to pull her into his arms and somehow make all of this go away. His responsibilities. Her grandfather. His clan. Hers. All of it. So there was nothing but the two of them left. Deep down, he knew none of that was possible. “You have to make a choice. Me or your clan?”

      Her lower lip trembled and her eyes pooled with unshed tears. It felt like forever, but finally she spoke and his heartbreak was complete. “You should go, Cyrus.”
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      There were a million things she needed to do, but after she’d sent Cyrus away, Natalia couldn’t bring herself to do any of them.

      The pain was too much. The loss of him too great. She couldn’t have imagined it would ever be so bad. Her heart ached in her chest and every breath she took caused her pain that radiated all the way through her.

      He was gone.

      She’d been able to sense him for a little while. But then she’d lost the connection and the only thing left was emptiness. An aching, throbbing emptiness.

      He was really gone.

      She spent hours in her bed crying. She’d allow herself the rest of the day to feel the loss, she told herself. And then she’d have to get up and deal with what accepting her role as the leader of the Jackson clan would really mean.

      What did it mean?

      She had no idea.

      The worst part was, she didn’t even know whether she really wanted the job. She’d said yes almost out of spite in the heat of the moment because Liam was challenging her, and Cyrus was…Cyrus was going all alpha on her.

      Was that really so bad?

      Nothing made sense anymore. And the longer she stayed in bed, wallowing in her own misery, the more confusing it all got. So, after forcing herself out of bed and into the shower, she dressed and made her way down to the main room of the Den, where she was hit almost immediately with the scent of gingerbread baking.

      Christmas.

      “There you are!” Nina called up the stairs the moment she saw Nat. “Where have you two been hiding?”

      “Duh, Nina! They’re brand new mates.” Chloe appeared, her arms laden with pine boughs. “They’ve been upstairs doing what new mates do.”

      Natalia tried not to flinch, or cry, or really anything that would alert her friends to her new, sadly single status. Besides, the way Christmas had currently puked all over the place, she didn’t want to be a downer and bring the festive spirit down.

      “I was napping, actually.” She walked down the stairs and grabbed a candy cane from a bowl. Maybe some sugar would improve her mood. It couldn’t hurt, anyway.

      “Where is that handsome mate of yours?” Nina asked. “Ryker was hoping he could help out with the new cabin they’re building up in the woods.”

      “They’re building a cabin in the middle of winter?” She unwrapped the candy and stuck the end of it in her mouth. Pepperminty sweetness filled her senses. But the ache was still there. “Isn’t that a spring job?”

      “With the way this family is growing, we can’t afford to wait until spring.” Chloe laughed. “Can you give me a hand with this?” Without waiting for an answer, she handed Nat the end of a bough and ran up the stairs. “I’m going to attach it up here and then in the middle. It’s going to look great.”

      “It is,” Nat agreed unenthusiastically.

      “What’s the matter?” Nina eyed her carefully. “Are you not a Christmas person?”

      Normally she was very much a Christmas person. It was her favorite holiday and she’d actually been looking forward to sharing the season with Cyrus. But that was before. She turned away from Nina before she could read anything in her eyes. “Hey, is Axel around anywhere?” She changed the subject. “I need to talk to him about something.” She probably should have found him right away and told him about their grandfather and the question he’d asked her. More importantly, the answer she’d given. It would be better to hear it first from her. “I actually need to talk to—”

      “Natalia!” As if she’d summoned him, Axel’s booming voice filled the room. “What the actual fuck?”

      Too late.

      “Hey.” She dropped the end of the pine bough and walked toward her cousin. “I take it you heard about—”

      “You being the clan leader? Yup.” He nodded and pressed his lips together as he crossed his arms over his chest. Nat ignored the sounds of shock from the women behind her and focused on Axel. “I heard all right,” he continued. “From Bree Brooks in town. How the hell does Bree know before me?”

      Nat shrugged. “I have no idea. I barely even know Bree.”

      “Bree knows everyone,” Chloe chimed in. “And everything.”

      Natalia glanced at her briefly before looking back to her cousin.

      “Is it true?” he asked.

      “It is.” She nodded. “He asked and…I said yes.”

      She waited, trying to gauge Axel’s reaction. Would he want to be clan leader? Would he challenge her for it?

      After what felt like forever, he shook his head and glanced down at his feet before looking up again. “I don’t know why you’d want it,” he said. “But if it’s what you want, you’ve got my support.”

      She still couldn’t be sure it was what she wanted. Especially considering it had cost her Cyrus. But then again, if he could walk away so easily without looking back, without even considering what it was that she wanted, was he the right mate for her after all? Maybe she’d made a mistake. Maybe she’d let her instincts cloud her judgment. Maybe—

      “What does Cyrus think about all of this?” Axel’s questions interrupted her thoughts. “After all, isn’t he the alpha of his Kodiak clan? What’s this going to mean for you guys? I mean, it’s not completely—”

      “He left,” she blurted. Nat hadn’t intended on telling them so abruptly, but what was the point of keeping it in? They were going to find out eventually.

      “Will he be back for dinner?” Axel walked past her toward the pile of Christmas lights that were in a tangle on the floor. “Because I think we should all talk about what this looks like for—”

      “He won’t be back for dinner.” Natalia felt the tears prick at the back of her eyes, but she willed them away. She would not cry. She would not break down about this. She needed to be strong. She had to be strong. She didn’t have another choice. She was going to be the leader of the Jackson clan, and that meant she no longer had the luxury of an emotional breakdown. “He won’t be back at all.”

      Saying the words out loud almost broke her, but she took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders as her cousin turned around slowly to look at her.

      “What do you mean? Where did he go?”

      She shook her head, willing herself not to cry because if she let herself feel even a little bit, the dam would open and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to close it again. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone and no longer a factor in this conversation.”

      Chloe stepped up and put her hand on Natalia’s arm. “Nat? Are you okay? Maybe we should have a cup of tea and—”

      “I don’t need a cup of tea.” She shook her off a little more aggressively than she meant to, and instantly felt bad. She knew her cousin’s mate had her best interests at heart, but if she let herself, she’d never be able to put the pieces back together. “What I need to do,” she spoke through gritted teeth, “is get back to Jackson Valley and make some arrangements. And you’re coming with me.”
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      Leaving Natalia behind at Grizzly Ridge was the single hardest thing he’d ever done. But Cyrus wasn’t a stupid man. He knew an angry alpha bear when he saw one and as much as he loved her, as much as he needed her, he also knew she needed space.

      Space he absolutely didn’t want to give her.

      But what was his choice? He could stay at the ridge and fight with her, or put a little bit of distance between them so they could think logically and hopefully cool down enough to be able to have a logical discussion about how things were going to go.

      But what if they couldn’t?

      She’d been so adamant that she was to be the new alpha of the Jackson clan. What if she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—see things his way? That her place was by his side. Not the other way around. After all, he had obligations, too. He couldn’t just ignore his entire business—as much as he’d like to at times—and stay there with her.

      Leaving her behind was supposed to clear his head, but the farther away he got from her, it only had the opposite effect. By the time Cyrus landed in New York, he was a complete mess, his bear only barely controlled just under the surface.

      Phillip was waiting for him on the edge of the tarmac as he disembarked from the private jet. Not only was Phillip Cyrus’s business manager, he was also his oldest friend, and knew him better than anyone, which was no doubt why Phillip’s face was a mixture of concern and relief as Cyrus stalked across the tarmac toward him. “I need to go for a run,” Cyrus said to him without even slowing down.

      Two steps later, Phillip had caught up to him. A Kodiak shifter himself, Phillip knew exactly what Cyrus needed. He also knew it was impossible. “Not until after the meeting.”

      A low growl rumbled in the back of Cyrus’s throat. “Now.”

      “Not possible.”

      Cyrus spun on him, and grabbed his friend by the shirt, but the other man wasn’t fazed. “Now.”

      Phillip exhaled slowly before reaching up for Cyrus’s hand. “Are you done? Because we have a meeting to get to. And when all the signatures have been made on all the dotted lines, then and only then will we get out of town and go for a run. Until then, you’re shit out of luck. So pull yourself together. Because if you walk into that boardroom looking like the feral animal you’re currently behaving like, this deal will be dead before it even has a chance.”

      Phillip waited a beat for Cyrus to release him, which he did, because Phillip was right. He needed to pull himself together.

      “Good?”

      Cyrus nodded.

      “Let’s go.”

      Cyrus got in the waiting limousine and somehow managed to listen while Phillip filled him in on all of the details he would need to know. He resisted the urge to check his phone, but he knew Natalia wouldn’t have called. She’d told him to leave. No, she’d insisted that he leave. She wasn’t going to change her mind and call him only hours later, begging him to come back to her. That wasn’t her style.

      The meetings were like a certain kind of hell, but not because they didn’t go well. Quite the opposite. Everything went off even better than they could have hoped for, and it only took a few hours for all of the details to be ironed out, the contracts to be signed, and the wheels to really start to move on this project that Cyrus had been working on for years. It was going to happen. Because of him, and his foundation, clean drinking water would be available in only a few short months for thousands of people in need. And with any luck, they’d be able to expand the program even further after this initial pilot project went off smoothly.

      He should have been thrilled.

      But all Cyrus could think of the entire time he was stuck in the glass skyscraper talking business was his mate. While prices were being negotiated, his mind went to her luscious curves and how it felt to run a hand over her hip and pull her in close to him.

      While timelines were being discussed, Cyrus was thinking instead of how her lips felt on his, how perfect she felt in his arms. How from the moment he laid eyes on her, he finally felt completely and totally at peace.

      Finally, hands were shook and they could leave.

      True to his word, Phillip hustled a now completely dazed Cyrus back into the limousine and directed it to drive out of town. It took another few hours, but finally the car pulled up to a small clearing.

      “Where are we?”

      “Somewhere you can run.” Phillip offered him a weak smile. “It’s private and quiet and hopefully it will help you clear your head.”

      Cyrus nodded and slipped from the car. They were surrounded by the thick trees of Upstate New York. It seemed a world away from the business of New York City. Cyrus inhaled the clean air, and immediately felt a little better. But not as good as he’d feel after stretching out his muscles and going for a hard run. Even then, he knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      Phillip sent the car and driver away. “We have this cabin for the night.”

      Cyrus spun around. He hadn’t even noticed the little log cabin tucked into the trees.

      “But only one night, Cyrus. We still have more…”

      His friend was still talking, but Cyrus didn’t hear a word. Instead, he was already shucking his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the ground before a moment later, breaking into a run. He vaguely heard Phillip mutter a curse under his breath before he took off running, his muscles and bones shifting around him as he moved until finally his bear took over.
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      “Put your hand right here.” Kira reached for Nat’s hand and pushed it to her massive stomach.

      “What am I—oh!” She snatched her hand back when a baby kicked up against it, and almost as quickly as she’d withdrawn it, she put it back. “That’s so cool! Which one is it?”

      Kira laughed. “I have no idea.” She leaned her head back against her pillow and closed her eyes for a moment, as if the effort of just talking to Nat exhausted her. It probably did. Kira looked weaker and weaker every day, as if the babies she was carrying were sucking all of the life out of her.

      After Thanksgiving dinner, she’d gone back to her bed and as far as Natalia knew, hadn’t gotten up again. Her stomach had grown even more in those few days as well. She tried not to stare, but it seemed almost physically impossible that the human body could stretch the way her cousin’s had.

      “How are you doing?” Nat moved her hand and sat next to her favorite cousin. “You look exhausted.”

      “I am.” She opened her eyes and looked at Nat. “Apparently making babies is hard work. I don’t do anything but lay here and read and watch movies and I can barely keep my eyes open most days. I honestly don’t know how much longer I can do this.”

      “You’ll do it as long as you need to for those babies.” Nat stared at her, but immediately felt bad for being stern with her. “I know you can do this,” she added a little more softly. “You can do this, Kira.”

      “I know.” Her cousin shifted up in the bed. “I can do it. But sometimes…” She shook her head. “Sometimes I feel a little bit sorry for myself is all. But I’ll be okay. Besides, the doctor said that my blood pressure is more or less stabilized and as long as I keep off my feet, these babies should be fully cooked in about a month.”

      “Just in time for Christmas.”

      “Exactly. And Ella’s baby is due around then too. It’s going to be crazy around here.”

      Nat smiled, but she didn’t have to look in a mirror to know it didn’t reach all the way to her eyes.

      She and Cyrus could have cubs. Would she have the chance now?

      “Hey.” Kira grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or what?”

      Nat shook her head. She had not gone to Kira’s room to trouble her with her own problems with her mate. That wouldn’t solve anything. She’d come to check on her, keep her company, and…convince her to see their grandfather.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said quickly. “But I do want to ask you a question.”

      Kira gave her a look that let Natalia know she wasn’t going to completely drop the issue. “What’s that?”

      “Will you see Grandfather?”

      Kira’s hands went automatically to her stomach, her eyes grew wide, and she shook her head vehemently. “Are you kidding?”

      “I’m not.” Nat jumped up and fetched her cousin a glass of water from the table. “Drink this.” The last thing she needed was for Kira to get worked up or to raise her blood pressure in any way. “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “Nat.” She handed her back the water glass. “How could that not upset me? He banished my brothers because of me and the choice I made. A choice that isn’t even remotely as bad as the one I eventually made. If he kicked us all out of the clan just because I ran off with a bear he didn’t think was suitable, can you even imagine how badly he freaked out when he heard I mated a wolf? And I’m pregnant with twin bi-shifters?” She shook her head and laughed a little. “I mean, seriously. Even if I did want to talk to him, there’s no way he would have anything at all to say to me.”

      Natalia sat down hard in the chair. “That’s not true.” Suddenly it became very important for Nat to bridge the gap between her cousins and their grandfather. “I think he would surprise you. I told him I was mated to…” She let her words drift off, unable to say the words out loud. “Anyway, it didn’t matter. I know it wouldn’t matter to him that you and Nash…and…well…he’s dying, Kira. He’s an old man and he’s dying.”

      Kira closed her eyes, her hands still on her stomach. After a moment, she opened them. “Is it really that important to you?”

      “It is.” Nat nodded. “But it should be important to you, too, Kira. I know that he made some terrible decisions.” That was the biggest understatement she could have made and they both knew it. “But I truly believe that he was doing the best he could with where he was in that moment.” Kira eyed her, but let her continue. “We know better, we do better, right?”

      Kira gave her a reluctant nod.

      “Well,” Nat continued. “He knows better now. And really, I think he’s trying to do better and make better choices. Especially when it comes to us.” She reached out and squeezed Kira’s hand. “At the end of the day, Kira, he’s our grandfather. He raised us. He loves us. And he’s dying.” She swallowed hard. “There will never be another opportunity to make things right. Don’t let it end this way.”

      By the time she finished her speech, there were tears in both of their eyes and Kira nodded. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      She nodded. “You’re right. Besides, it’s not like he can do any worse to me, right? I mean, he already kicked us out. And everything happens for a reason, right? If he hadn’t, I never would be here right now with Nash and these babies who I swear to God are trying to kill me from the inside out.” She nodded again. “Okay. I’ll see him.”
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      “Absolutely not!” Nash stood in front of Kira’s bed and crossed his arms.

      Natalia didn’t know the wolf shifter that well, but in the little time she had known him, she’d never seen him so protective and assertive.

      “Nash, she needs—”

      “No,” he interrupted her. “What Kira needs to do is stay in this bed and focus on her babies. The very last thing she should be doing is going anywhere, let alone to her grandfather’s house for a confrontation. Are you crazy?”

      “It won’t be a confrontation.” Nat looked to her cousins and Ryker, who stood along the wall. She’d made similar speeches to all of them, and one by one, they’d all agreed to see their grandfather. All except Kade. He’d refused.

      “That’s exactly what it will be,” Nash continued.

      Nat could see a small vein in his temple start to throb, and for the first time, started to think that she wasn’t going to win this particular argument.

      “Look, Nat.” He softened his voice and continued. “Even if it wasn’t going to be a meeting fraught with the possibility for high emotions—which I think we can all agree, it will be—it’s too dangerous for her to go that far. Even if she did have the energy to do it, the doctor ordered bed rest and we’ve already been pushing it more than we should for the occasional family dinner here and there.” He shook his head. “She’s not leaving this bed. Kira’s number one job is to keep those babies safe.” He turned his back to Nat and looked at his mate.

      Even from where she stood, Nat could see the love in his eyes. The fear and concern. It struck her that Nash—a wolf shifter—was doing the exact same thing to Kira that Cyrus had done to her: protect her.

      Because he loved her.

      The realization struck her.

      Maybe Cyrus’s behavior hadn’t come from a place of control or feeling that she was weak and couldn’t handle herself? Maybe it had come from a place of love?

      She shook her head hard. She couldn’t think about that right now. One thing at a time. Besides, Cyrus wasn’t there. She couldn’t allow herself to worry about it.

      Natalia focused and unabashedly eavesdropped on the conversation between Kira and her mate.

      “I know what this will mean to you.” Nash had dropped to his knees at her bedside, and had one hand on her stomach and the other cupping her cheek. “I know how important your grandfather is to you, and I agree with Natalia—I do. You shouldn’t let those terrible memories be the last ones you have of each other. But I can’t let you do this. It’s too dangerous for you and for the babies. I won’t risk any of you. I can’t.”

      Kira closed her eyes and Nat saw the tear slipped down her cheek to be wiped away by Nash’s waiting hand. “I know you’re right,” she said after a moment. “It’s not safe. I need to think of the babies first.”

      Natalia knew it was the right choice, but her heart broke for her cousin. There would never be another chance, and in their hearts, they all knew it.

      “Maybe there’s something else we can do.” Luke stepped away from the wall. He hadn’t originally been too keen on visiting their grandfather at all, but his mate, Chloe, had talked him into it. Although he still didn’t seem totally convinced, at least he was there. “After all, we do have technology.” He grinned and held up his phone.
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      With his body exhausted, but his bear still not as quiet as he would have liked, it was dark when Cyrus made his way up the lane to the little cabin Phillip had rented them. He collected his clothes from where he’d left them in the snow and tugged them on quickly. The sun had long since set and the winter air was chilly. Not that Cyrus noticed. Not really. The only thing he noticed was the intense ache in his chest. An ache that had only grown deeper and more insistent as the hours passed.

      Smoke came from the chimney as he walked toward the front door, only hesitating a little at the reminder of the last little cabin he’d stayed in.

      With Natalia.

      But he couldn’t stay outside all night, so with a sigh, Cyrus pulled the door open to see Phillip at the small table, his laptop out, a beer in front of him. The rich aroma of beef stew hit him as soon as he walked into the warm room.

      “Feel better?” Phillip leaned back in his chair and tipped his bottle of beer to his lips. He cocked an eyebrow and waited for the answer. “Because you still look like shit.”

      “Thanks.” Cyrus couldn’t help a small smile at his friend’s forwardness. “And no, I don’t feel any better. But at least I don’t feel like I’m going to rip the head off the next person who talks to me.”

      “Thank God for small miracles.” He swallowed deeply and used his foot to push out a chair for Cyrus. “Sit.”

      Cyrus stalked past him to the fridge in the corner of the room and grabbed a beer for himself. “I’m too wound up.”

      “Sit,” he said again, this time with an edge to his voice. “After the last few days, you owe me that much.”

      Cyrus couldn’t argue with that. He’d largely left Phillip to pick up all the loose ends and he’d left a lot. Cyrus cracked his beer and sat hard in the chair.

      “Thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me.” Cyrus took a deep swallow from his beer. “We both know I should be the one doing the thanking.” He took another deep drink from the bottle and slammed it down, almost empty, on the table.

      Phillip raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment. After a minute, he got up from the table and grabbed two more beers. He set one in front of Cyrus. “So, are you finally going to tell me what’s got you so fucked up? Or should I say, who?”

      The last thing Cyrus wanted to do was talk about Natalia or how he’d screwed up the best thing he’d ever had. It would make it too real, and if he could only just stick his head in the sand a little bit longer then maybe it wouldn’t hurt so badly and the ache in his chest would finally go away.

      But he owed it to Phillip to at least try to explain why he’d been left to hold down the fort while he’d run off to the Montana mountains. So for the next thirty minutes, that’s exactly what he did.

      When he was finished talking, Cyrus sat back and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Part of him had hoped that talking things out would have helped to clear his head, but all it had done was get his bear fired up again and the ache in his chest only intensified.

      “Well,” Phillip said after a minute. “I knew it had to be serious to blow everything off the way you did, but a fated mate? A fated grizzly mate?” He shook his head with a laugh. “I never would have guessed that.”

      Two weeks ago, Cyrus never would have guessed that for himself either. The idea of meeting his fated mate and having his life so completely tossed upside down was so wildly out of his comprehension. At least it had been.

      Now, it was all too real.

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Slowly, Cyrus lifted his head and looked at his friend. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what the hell is your plan? She’s there and you’re here, and from where I sit, that doesn’t seem like the ideal location for either of you. Besides, you’re acting like an uncontrollable ass.” He chuckled a little and Cyrus had to fight back the urge to punch his best friend in the face. “So, I get it, you’re here because I needed you here. And she’s there because—”

      “She decided to be head of her clan.” Cyrus slammed his fist on the table so hard the empty beer bottles shook and fell over. “Without asking me. Without even taking me and what I needed into consideration.”

      Phillip shook his head and didn’t even bother trying to hide his laughter this time.

      Cyrus growled and pressed both hands flat on the table. “What the hell is so funny?”

      “You,” he said, when he could pull himself together. “Who would have thought you would turn into this chauvinistic asshole alpha the second you mated. I mean, I know it’s a Kodiak thing. No. It used to be a Kodiak thing. You don’t hear of it happening so much anymore. And I definitely didn’t expect it from you.” Phillip stared at him. “But maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised. You’ve always been a strong alpha. You do see it, don’t you?”

      Cyrus gritted his teeth and took a deep breath and then another one. Finally, he sat back in his chair.

      He did see it.

      “Dammit.” The ache in his chest spread to a sharp pain in his head as a headache took hold. “I didn’t even realize what I was doing.”

      But now, looking back, he could see it all too clearly. He’d never considered himself a traditional man. Not even growing up on a remote island the way he had. Hell, he didn’t even have any examples of relationships that weren’t complete partnerships. He’d certainly never wanted one for himself.

      “I didn’t do it…I didn’t mean to…dammit.” He brought his fist down again on the table and pushed the chair back sharply. Cyrus paced the small cabin and ran his hands through his thick hair, tugging on the roots before turning around to look at Phillip, who’d stood and was waiting with his arms crossed. “What have I done?”

      Had he ruined everything by acting like a Neanderthal? Had he lost her forever just because he was trying to protect her and keep her safe?

      “Phillip, what the hell have I done? I need to go to her. I need her to see that…this isn’t me. It’s just my…what the hell is it?”

      His friend shook his head and laughed. “You know, for one of the most eligible bachelors in America and one of the richest men in the world, you’re pretty friggin’ stupid.” He grabbed his cell phone and tapped a few things on his device before looking up again. “It’s instinct, Cyrus,” he finally answered. “And just like anything else, you’re going to have to learn how to control it so that this mate of yours and you don’t keep hitting heads. Because from the sounds of it, she’s quite the match for you.” He glanced down at his phone. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Cyrus blinked hard until his friend came into focus again. He felt as if he’d been hit by a truck. He couldn’t formulate any thought beyond Natalia. “Where are we going?”

      “I never thought I’d say this.” Phillip shook his head. “But we’re going to Montana. The car should be waiting outside.”

      “What? Now?”

      “Can you think of a better time?”
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      The next morning, a fresh snowfall provided a crisp, white blanket over the yard of Natalia and Ryker’s grandfather’s house. Nat stood on the porch and looked over the familiar yard where she and her brothers, along with her cousins, used to spend their days playing. On a snow day like this one, they would have been on the hill, just off the side of the house, where they’d take turns dragging their sleds up to the top before running and sliding down to the bottom.

      Her eyes drifted to the clearing at the bottom where they’d inevitably crash in a white puff of snow, laughing and shrieking as the snow slipped down their jackets or snow pants and reached their skin.

      She took a breath and turned to find the pond to the south of the big house. Every year, they would eagerly wait until their grandfather finally declared it frozen thick enough to skate on. Then they’d spend hours shoveling it clear before building a fire on the edge to warm up. When it was finally clear, Axel would drag an old wooden bench down so they could sit and lace their skates before competing in all kinds of various races from end to end, spinning competitions, and, of course, the pickup games of hockey.

      Nat laughed at the memory. They’d always been a competitive group of kids. But they’d been close. It was on that pond where Liam had patiently laced up her skates for her because she could never get them quite tight enough. And it had been Liam who’d picked her up time and time again when, as the youngest, she would trip over her feet trying to keep up with her older cousins and brothers.

      They’d always all looked out for one another, but it had always been Liam who’d really been there.

      She wrapped her arms around herself, more for comfort than to ward off the cold.

      “It’s a chilly one today.” Ryker came up behind her and slipped his arm around her shoulders for a half hug before releasing her. He followed her gaze to the pond. “It’s a shame there’s no one here to clear it.”

      Nat looked at her brother for a moment before turning back to the currently snow-covered pond. The snow was so deep, only the shape of the bench could be made out.

      “I wonder how long it’s been since anyone skated on it?”

      It was a rhetorical question because they both knew it had been at least five years ago. Even before the Jackson brothers had been banished, in those final years that they were all together, everyone had become so busy working and growing up, they’d lost that childlike innocence and carefree attitude. It was almost as if it had happened overnight. And then, after the banishment, Nat couldn’t even bring herself to remember those memories.

      “Maybe later we can get some shovels and clear it?” She smiled up at Ryker, who nodded, most likely just to appease her. They both knew why they were there and it wasn’t to have fun.

      The creak of the porch door grabbed their attention and they both turned at the same time to see Kristine Jackson, their mother, step outside. Nat moved by reflex and gave her mother a hug.

      “Sweetheart. It’s good to see you,” she murmured in Nat’s ear. “I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      Nat nodded and stepped back. She waited while Ryker and Kristine shared a quick hug. Even though Ryker had moved to the ridge to be with Nina, Natalia knew that mother and son still met regularly for lunches to catch up. She felt a twinge of guilt for traveling so much in recent years, and not calling home as much as she should have. But then again, there were enough things to feel bad about at the moment; she didn’t need one more.

      “Where’s that mate of yours, Nat?”

      The question took her off guard and a new flash of guilt ripped through her, along with a stab of pain at the thought of Cyrus. His absence had left a huge aching hurt in her chest that had only grown more intense with every minute that passed. She’d done her best to ignore it because they had other things to deal with, but she wasn’t stupid. She wouldn’t be able to ignore it forever. “How did you…I don’t…he’s not…” She let the words trail off in a sigh.

      Kristine exchanged a look with her son and then focused again on Nat. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No.” Nat dropped her head. “Well, it’s just…” She looked up sharply. “Wait, how did you know? I mean, it all kind of happened and I didn’t really have a chance to say anything and then…well, it’s just…”

      “I met him,” Kristine said softly. “When you were here last. He didn’t tell you?”

      He had. But with everything that had happened, she’d forgotten.

      “He was waiting for you on the porch and I introduced myself,” Kristine continued. “I like him.” Her mother smiled warmly, but the smile faded quickly when Natalia didn’t return the smile. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head and looked down again. The last thing she wanted to do in that moment was talk about her own messed-up love life. She had bigger problems and way more urgent things to deal with. “Let’s not worry about it right now, okay? I think the bigger issue is Grandfather.”

      Her mother’s face fell. Nat knew that her mother and her grandfather had a complicated relationship.

      Gordon Jackson hadn’t even known about his daughter until Kristine herself was a mother. It wasn’t until Kristine’s mother was on her deathbed that she confessed that Kristine had been the result of a one-night stand with Gordon Jackson. She’d been a young, proud grizzly and knowing that they weren’t fated mates, she’d made the decision to raise Kristine on her own.

      By the time Kristine discovered they had a whole other family, she herself was already a widow. Nat’s father had died when she was young from a sudden and devastating heart attack. With no one left after her mother passed, Kristine packed up her three young children and knocked on Gordon Jackson’s door. To find out he had a bastard daughter that he’d never known about was a shock to be sure, and it took Gordon many years to warm up to the idea of Kristine. Fortunately for the children, he’d warmed up to them almost at once. And with the discovery of their new cousins, Nat, Ryker, and Liam had immediately fallen in love with Jackson Valley.

      “He doesn’t have long,” Kristine said now. “He’s…he’s…well…I’m glad you’re all here. It will mean a lot to him that you all came.”

      “Well,” Ryker said. “Not all of us. But Natalia really did what she could.”

      “The others are in with him now.” It had felt important that Axel and Luke go in first with the tablet they’d set up so Kira could videoconference into the conversation. Given the complexity of that particular relationship, they needed a little time with him alone. Something Ryker had completely agreed with.

      “We’ll join them right away,” he said.

      Kristine nodded. “And Liam?”

      The siblings glanced at each other and finally Nat shrugged. She wished it could be different. Despite recent happenings, she loved Liam and she knew he loved their grandfather just as much as she did. He wasn’t a bad guy; he was just a little misguided lately. She sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know where Liam is.”

      “I’m right here.” As if he’d been standing there and listening, waiting for the right moment, Liam appeared around the corner of the porch. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his jacket and he looked as though he hadn’t slept or showered in days.

      But he was there.
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      They left their mother in the kitchen, and Natalia led the way down the hallway to their grandfather’s bedroom. The door was ajar, so she stepped aside and let Ryker go in first. Liam moved to follow, but she grabbed his arms and stopped him before he could slip inside.

      “Hey,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here, Liam. Really. I think it’s—”

      “I’m not here for you.” His eyes narrowed, but despite his coldness, Nat could see the emotion he was trying to hold back. “I’m here for him.” He shook off her arm and started to move inside. “And for the good of the clan,” he added before disappearing inside.

      Dammit.

      There was going to be a time and a place to have that conversation with Liam, and their grandfather’s deathbed was not the place, and it was definitely not the time. With a deep breath, Nat followed her brothers into the room.

      Her grandfather both looked better than she’d seen him and at the same time weaker. The disease had taken hold and she didn’t have to look hard to see that he had very little time left, but the slight sparkle in his eyes—it was also easy to see where that had come from. She looked to Axel and Luke, who held the iPad that their grandfather stared intently at.

      He looked up when she walked in and when his eyes met hers, he didn’t need to say anything to know how grateful he was that she’d made the little reunion happen. Nat pressed her lips together and nodded.

      “So…” She looked to Axel, unsure of the question she should ask. Had they been able to put the nastiness of the last few years behind them? Had they been able to move forward and to make peace with a dying man?

      Axel nodded. “It’s okay,” he said. “And look.”

      Luke turned the tablet so Nat could see Kira propped up in her bed. Tears streamed down her face, but she looked happy and, even more surprising, Kade sat on the edge of the bed next to her.

      “He came.” Natalia brought a hand to her mouth and then laughed a little. “I mean, you came.” She spoke to Kade through the screen.

      “Of course.” He nodded, but didn’t smile. “I needed to be here for Kira.” He took his role as her twin brother very seriously, but Natalia knew it had been the right decision. After they’d been separated for a time, the twins liked to stay close, especially if there was going to be anything difficult or emotional to deal with. Despite the fact that they’d both found their fated mates, the bond between the two of them hadn’t lessened. It was a unique kind of closeness.

      “We’re all here.” Natalia walked closer and gestured for her brothers to follow. Ryker joined her, but Liam still held back. “Grandfather, I know this hasn’t been easy, but I hope that it’s been an opportunity for you to find some peace.”

      He reached out for her hand. It was smaller and frailer than Natalia ever could have imagined. The big, strong, completely indestructible man she’d always known was failing before her eyes and it somehow seemed completely impossible that it could happen.

      “I need to—” His words were lost in a bone-rattling cough.

      Ryker handed her a glass of water that Natalia lifted to his lips.

      “You don’t need to say anything, Grandpa. It’s—”

      “I may be dying, young lady,” he said with renewed strength, “but you don’t get to tell me what I do or do not need to do.”

      From across the bed, she could hear Axel chuckle under his breath. She raised her eyebrows and gave him a look, but he only shrugged. “Okay.” She gave in. “Go ahead.”

      Gordon nodded once, cleared his throat, and with an effort that they could all painfully see, started to speak. “I was wrong,” he said. “I made decisions that I’m not totally proud of.” He moved his gaze to the tablet and looked at Kira. “I never should have tried to tell you who to love.” He looked to Axel and Luke. “And I never should have put you boys in an impossible situation.”

      “It’s—”

      “It’s not,” he interrupted Axel. “It’s not anything but horrible. You kids, you were like my own children. The four of you especially. You had no parents.” Before any of them could speak up, he added quickly, “That was my fault too.” Gordon closed his eyes shut and they remained closed for so long that Nat almost reached out to see whether he’d fallen asleep. But before she could, he opened them again. “I’ve made so many mistakes. I hope you can forgive me.”

      “We do.” Axel spoke for them all. “I’m not going to stand here and tell you that it’s all okay, because you’re right, it’s not. It never was and it never will be. But it’s in the past. And there’s one thing that the last few years have taught me.” He looked around the room. “Taught all of us, I think. And that’s that family is the most important thing. It’s where our story begins, and where it will end. Together. We are a family and always will be. Despite the mistakes we’ve made.”

      Luke nodded. “We’ve all made mistakes, Grandfather.”

      Behind her, Natalia heard Liam make a noise, but she didn’t bother to turn and look.

      “I need to know something.” It was Ryker who spoke. “And I need to hear it right from you.”

      Gordon’s head turned slowly. Every movement obviously pained him. But it was important to see the conversation through to the end.

      “You’ve apologized for some of your actions. But all of those actions were based on one thing,” Ryker said. “So I need to know one thing. Do you accept all of us?” Before Gordon could answer, Ryker added, “And our choice of mates?”

      The room was so quiet, Nat could hear the rattle in her grandfather’s chest as he took each breath. Finally, he nodded. “I do.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Liam spoke up. He finally stepped up and joined the rest of them at Gordon’s bedside. “I don’t believe it for a minute.” His voice was tight and controlled. “It wasn’t that long ago that you sent Ryker to stop Axel’s wedding to a half breed.” Across the bed, Nat noticed Axel’s hands clench into fists. “And Kade’s mate.” He waved toward the tablet Luke held. “You tried to have her killed.”

      “I did not—”

      “You know that’s exactly what would have happened if her family had gotten hold of her. The family you called.” Nobody could deny that. “And Kira, pregnant with wolf babies. Ryker mated to a human. And Luke and Natalia…they mated outside of their breed, too. Come on, Grandfather. There is no way you’re okay with any of this.” He waved his arms to encompass the room and every single one of Gordon’s grandchildren who’d chosen unacceptable mates. Except for him.

      “That’s enough.” Nat tried to put her hand on Liam’s arm but he shook her off and spun on her.

      “Don’t think you can tell me what to do just because a dying old man said you were to be clan leader.” He sneered. “He’s clearly lost his mind as well.”

      “Liam! That’s enough.” Axel and Ryker had both moved around the bed to flank Liam.

      Gordon held up a hand. “I was wrong, Liam. About everything. And sometimes the real strength is in admitting when you made a mistake. My mistake was terrible. It ruined some lives and could have ruined more. It was awful. And I was wrong. I made a mistake and nothing is more important than my family. I only wish it hadn’t taken me so long to realize it.”

      Nat’s eyes filled with tears at her grandfather’s confession. And it wasn’t just her. She didn’t have to look around the room to see that his heartfelt words had affected everyone else the same way.

      Liam snorted.

      Almost everyone.

      “You’re wrong now, Grandpa. You may have made mistakes before, but you’re making the biggest one right now. I should be leader of this clan and everyone in this room knows it.”

      “I think you should leave.” Ryker grabbed his brother’s arm.

      Before Liam could shake him off, Axel grabbed the other one. “Now,” he added.

      They pulled him back, toward the door. But before they could get him outside, Liam growled and managed to shake them both off. “Get off me! I don’t need a fucking escort. I’m leaving.” He turned back to face the room one more time and his eyes locked with Nat’s.

      His eyes flared with anger, but Nat could see more than that. He was hurting. A lot.

      “Liam, I—”

      “No.” He cut her off. “I’m done here.” He spun and stalked out of the room, slamming the door after him.

      “I’ll go talk to him.” Luke moved to hand her the tablet, but Natalia shook her head.

      “It should be me. I’ll go. He’ll listen to me.”

      She bent to press a soft kiss to her grandfather’s cheek. He’d already closed his eyes, but Nat didn’t miss the tears that slipped from the corners and it broke her heart. For all the mistakes this man may have made, she knew they’d all come from a place of love.

      She stood and straightened her sweater before turning to leave.

      She’d fix it. She’d fix all of it. For her family.

      They were all she had left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      His bear needed release. But there was no time.

      Even with the private jet Phillip had standing by, flying across the country took time, and not even Cyrus, with all his money and power, could make it go any faster.

      Finally, after what felt like three complete days had passed, they landed and were in a car headed to Grizzly Ridge.

      From the moment they touched down in Montana, Cyrus’s senses started to go haywire. Where he’d been clouded and unable to properly formulate a thought while he was so far away from Natalia, it was almost as if the opposite had started happening now that he was closer.

      “You need to settle down.” Phillip glanced over from the driver’s side. “Your energy is—”

      “What?” Cyrus growled. “My energy is what?”

      Phillip shook his head and looked back out the windshield. “Seriously. Settle down. You’ll see her soon and I can’t imagine storming in there all bear is going to win her over. Not after the way you’ve been behaving.”

      Cyrus glared at him, but his friend was right. He needed to calm down. The problem was, he couldn’t.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling, but something was wrong. He thought it would get easier to control his bear when he got back to her, but it was only getting harder.

      “Can you drive faster?”

      Phillip sighed, but Cyrus noticed the car accelerated. He shifted back in his seat and stared out the window. Phillip was probably right; he needed to calm down so he wasn’t too over the top again. After all, his overbearing bear was exactly what got him in this situation in the first place.

      But as much as he tried, Cyrus couldn’t get his bear under control, and when they pulled into the yard of Grizzly Ridge, Phillip barely had time to stop the car before Cyrus was out the door and running up the steps to the Den.

      He burst through the door and stopped short. In the short time he’d been gone, the entire place had been converted into what looked like a scene from a Christmas movie. The smell of clove and cinnamon hit him and knocked him off kilter for a moment.

      “Cyrus?” Zoe jumped up from the couch. “What are you…does Natalia know you’re here?”

      He shook his head, and crossed the room. “Where is she?” He glanced toward the stairs and her room. “I need to—”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Where is she?” He spun around so quickly, Zoe took a step backward. She held up her hands and fixed him with a glare. Instantly, he felt bad. He really needed to get himself under control.

      “Sorry,” he muttered and asked again, “Where is she?”

      “Are you okay, Cyrus? You don’t look—”

      “I’m not trying to be rude, Zoe,” he interrupted her. “But I’m actually not okay. Something is wrong,” he admitted to her. “I can feel it. I need to know where she is.” She opened her mouth, but shut it again. “Zoe, please. I know she might be upset with me and she has every right to be—she does. And I promise you, I’ll let her be as angry as she wants to be. But first, I need to know where she is and that she’s okay.”

      Zoe nodded. “She’s fine.” Her eyes moved past Cyrus to the door. He didn’t need to turn around to know that Phillip had joined them. “She went with the others to Jackson Valley.”

      “To her grandfather’s?”

      Zoe nodded. “They all went. Well, except Kade and Kira. He doesn’t have much time and…well, I’m sure everything is fine, Cyrus. They were just going to say good-bye and…”

      He didn’t hear the rest of what she had to say, because from the moment Zoe had told him where Nat was, his senses had tuned in. The previous cloudy, scattered and general feeling that something wasn’t right calmed and it became crystal-clear.

      He turned and looked at Phillip, who still stood by the front door. “She’s in trouble.” He walked toward the door. Behind him, Zoe called out and tried to get him to stop, but there was no stopping him. “We have to go.” He pushed past his friend. “Now! My mate is in trouble.”
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      “Liam!” Nat ran out to the porch in time to see Liam jump down the steps and round the corner of the building. “Wait,” she called out. “We need to talk.”

      But he didn’t stop, or even slow down, so Natalia ran after him. She’d run out so quickly she didn’t have time to grab her jacket, and the frosty chill of the winter wind bit at her skin through her sweater.

      “Liam!” she yelled when she saw him again. He stood close to the tree line, the snow halfway up to his knees. “Just wait.”

      “For what?” He glared at her and as she got closer, Nat could see the anger in his eyes. “So you can tell me again that Grandfather asked you to be the clan leader? So you can rub it in my face a little more?”

      “What?” Nat shook her head. “No. Why would you say that? I’m not trying to—”

      “Shut up!”

      She took a step backward at the force of his words.

      “It should be me,” he spat at her. “It always should have been me.” He shook his head. “The rest of you, you don’t care. You don’t care about anything but yourselves.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s not. I care about a lot of things.”

      “Not this family, Nat. Not this clan.” He stamped his foot and widened his stance. With his arms crossed over his massive chest, he looked stronger and bigger than he ever had before. But Nat wasn’t scared. He was her big brother. And he was hurt and angry; that’s why he was lashing out. It was just a reaction. “You left as soon as you got a chance,” he continued. “Traveling all over the world when you could work from anywhere.”

      “That’s why I travel, Liam. Because I’m lucky. I can work anywhere.”

      “Except here.”

      “That’s not why I do it.” But as she said the words, she wondered how much of it was true. Did she travel all over the world to work instead of staying at home because she really wanted to see and experience different things, or was it because she wanted to get away? If she was honest, it might have been a bit of both. But that was before.

      Before her grandfather got sick.

      Before Cyrus.

      Cyrus.

      For the first time in hours, she let herself focus on her mate, just for a second, and there he was. She could sense him again. Was he back? Was he— “Liam!” In the split second that she’d let her thoughts drift away, he’d turned and disappeared into the woods. Without hesitating, she went after him. It didn’t take long for her to catch up with him. “That’s not why I left,” she said to his back. “I don’t know why I left, but I just needed to go see something before I—”

      “Before you took a mate?” He spun around and was right in her face. “A Kodiak mate?” He didn’t even bother to hide the disgust. “First Ryker, and now you. Neither of you can further the Jackson line. The grizzly line. How on earth do you think you can lead this clan when you can’t even uphold the laws of the clan yourself?”

      “It’s an outdated law.”

      “It’s not. And we all know it.”

      “Grandfather said himself—”

      “He’s old and dying. It doesn’t matter what he says—he knows it, too.” Liam jabbed a finger at her. “You’re mated to a Kodiak and you don’t even want to be here. You’re the last person who should be leading this clan. And it’ll be a cold day in hell before I stand by and let it happen.”

      Nat’s blood ran cold because they both knew what that meant.

      A challenge.

      “Liam.” She shook her head. “Don’t do this.”

      He turned and, without bothering to remove his clothes, crouched down to the ground. A moment later, when he jumped up, Natalia watched as he shifted into his bear.

      She shook her head once more, but there was no help for it. If she wanted to live, she was going to have to fight her brother.
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      Natalia wasn’t as practiced at shifting as her big brother, who no doubt ran his bear a lot more regularly than she had the chance to. She needed a running start. There was no time to shed her clothes, so as she took off and allowed her bear to burst free from the confines of her human self, her clothes shredded around her.

      The moment she shifted, she turned her huge body around to face Liam. He stood on his hind legs, presenting a massive form to her, and roared. The noise shook the trees, and would’ve been heard for miles around.

      Would Ryker and her cousins hear? Would it matter?

      If she was going to lead the Jackson clan, she had to be strong enough to face a challenge. She had to be a leader. She had to fight.

      It was the last thing she wanted to do, but there was no other choice. Natalia growled and charged her brother. Her huge head hit him in the stomach and knocked him backward to the ground.

      You’re weak.

      His voice permeated her thoughts as he slipped to the side and hit her across the face with a massive paw. The impact knocked her back, but she stayed on her feet and returned his hit with one of her own.

      The blow glanced off him, and he tipped his head back in a laugh. What did I say?

      I’m not weak!

      She hit him again, and again, but still, he wasn’t fazed by her attack.

      That’s all you’ve got? He taunted her. Weak.

      It wasn’t all she had. But he was her brother and she loved him, and as angry as she was, she refused to hurt him. And she knew in her heart, he wouldn’t hurt her either. It wouldn’t solve anything.

      No. She sat back and shook her head. I’m not doing this.

      Liam’s golden eyes assessed her for a moment before he lifted his right paw.

      Nat looked instinctively to his long, sharp claws. She shook her head. No, Liam. I told you. I’m not doing this.

      He growled and took a step toward her. Like I said, you’re weak, Nat.

      She should have turned to run, or ducked or otherwise dodged the blow. But in her heart, she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. She knew it.

      Nat looked him directly in his eyes, willing her big brother to come to his senses. We don’t need to do this, Liam. We can talk about this. It seemed impossible, but after a moment, he dropped his paw to his side and sat back.

      She let out the breath she’d been holding; the stress melted from her body, and the adrenaline subsided just enough to clear her thoughts. The instant she let her guard down, her instincts alerted her to something else.

      Cyrus.

      He was there. He was close. Her heart leapt in her chest.

      I knew it. You’re weak. Liam’s voice pushed into her thoughts again. You’ll always choose him. She turned back to her brother but it was too late.

      A roar ripped from Liam’s throat as he lunged toward her, his paw once again outstretched, claws bared. The blow hit her before she could even comprehend what was happening. She’d reached him; she’d calmed him down, but then…it was Cyrus. It was her mate. Liam would never accept it.

      Hot, searing pain raced through her as his claws tore at her skin. She heard a noise, a guttural scream. The sound of an animal dying. Was it her? The coppery taste of blood filled her mouth and she stumbled backward.

      Unable to maintain her bear in the face of such red-hot pain, she shifted back and fell into the snow. But she didn’t feel the cold.

      She was so hot. Her entire body was on fire, but tired.

      “Nat!” A voice. It was familiar. “Natalia! You’re going to be okay, baby.” Cyrus. “Everything is going to be okay. I’ve got you.” Vaguely, she felt herself being lifted from the snow. “Hold on, love. I’ve got you. You’re going to be okay.” Soothing words. Calming words. And then they were different, directed to someone else. “What did you do?”

      So tired. She needed to sleep. Her thoughts made no sense.

      But then, before she closed her eyes and gave in to the exhaustion that relentlessly tried to claim her, she heard it. “I’m sorry.” Liam’s voice. “I didn’t mean to…oh God, Nat. I’m so sorry.”
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      She was pale. Too pale.

      But she was alive.

      Barely.

      But she was.

      If he hadn’t have been there…if he hadn’t have come…

      No.

      He couldn’t think like that.

      He couldn’t allow himself to think about what could have been if he’d ignored his instincts that something was wrong.

      That his mate was in trouble.

      Cyrus hadn’t moved from her side since carrying her into the house. Nat’s mother Kristine had rushed in, along with another woman he hadn’t met. They’d gotten to work cleaning and tending to her wounds.

      And they were major wounds.

      Shifters had an innate healing ability and could heal from their injuries very quickly. But there were some injuries that were harder to recover from than others. And Liam had sliced her from high on her neck, just under her ear, all the way down and across her breast. And his mark.

      The cuts had been deep and there had been a lot of blood.

      She was too pale.

      Cyrus looked up from his mate, and met Phillip’s eyes. He stood just inside the doorway of the room, where he’d been standing since they’d brought her in. Acting as both a bodyguard, and a concerned friend. Cyrus was glad for his presence.

      “She’ll be okay,” Phillip said for what had to be at least the twentieth time. He’d lost count.

      “She lost so much blood.” Cyrus turned back to Nat and studied her still face. Her eyelids didn’t even flutter. They’d closed in the forest and they hadn’t opened again.

      Would they ever open again? Would he ever gaze into those beautiful deep green eyes again? Would he ever hear that sweet voice? Would he be able to hold her and tell her how sorry he was and how he’d never leave her side again, not for anything? Would he get the chance?

      Yes, his bear insisted.

      Yes. She would be okay. She would wake up and look him in the eyes and they’d talk and hug and laugh and live happily ever after. Together.

      He believed it. He had to.

      Because the alternative was too horrible to comprehend.

      “You’ll be okay, my love.” He stroked her cheek lightly with one hand and held her with the other. His fingers laced between hers so he could hold on tight, as if she’d slip away.

      The instant Cyrus had seen the grizzly hit her, and seen her scarlet blood stain the blanket of snow beneath her, everything had become crystal-clear. No matter what else there was in this life—whatever clan he was supposed to lead, whatever contracts needed to be signed, deals to be made—nothing came remotely close to being as important as this woman was to him.

      He’d give it all up. Everything. Just as long as Natalia was okay.

      “Just open your eyes for me, love. Please.” Still, there was no movement. “Please.” He leaned closer and whispered the word over and over, but still, nothing. Hot tears fell from his eyes and Cyrus dropped his head to the pillow next to her. “Please.”

      When Cyrus lifted his head again, he couldn’t be sure how much time had passed, whether he’d fallen asleep or whether it had only been seconds. He had no sense of time passing, but his neck was sore, with a kink in it. He sat up and rubbed at his sore muscles.

      “You should get something to eat, Cyrus. Some water. Something.” Phillip was still standing by the door and he watched him with concern. “It might be awhile,” he said. “Her body has a lot of healing to do. It will take time.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      “Axel was asking for you.”

      He turned to look at his friend.

      “The guys have Liam.”

      Just the sound of the man’s name had Cyrus’s bear growling with objection. After the attack, Cyrus only had eyes for his mate. Only one thing on his mind: getting her to safety and getting her help. But he had registered Liam, the grizzly who’d tried to kill her. Her own brother.

      “He wants to know how she is,” Phillip said. “He’s—”

      “I don’t care what he wants. Or what he thinks or what he feels.” He spoke through clenched teeth. “If I ever see him again, I’ll kill him myself.”

      “He’s her brother, Cyrus.” Phillip was always the voice of reason, a quality Cyrus usually liked and respected in the man. “You can’t just—”

      “I can,” he interrupted with a growl. “And I will.”

      “Cyrus?”

      Phillip was saying something else, but Cyrus wasn’t listening, his attention pulled completely back to the woman in front of him.

      Who’d just opened her eyes.
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      Everything hurt. Natalia’s entire body felt as if she’d been caught in an avalanche and buried with rocks.

      She ached. In an intense, muscle-burning way.

      And she was hot. Really hot. Her neck felt as though it were on fire. She tried to lift her hand to touch it, but something stopped her.

      No, not something. Someone.

      Cyrus.

      “Hey, love.” He took her hands in his and held them so she couldn’t reach for her neck.

      “It hurts.”

      “I know.”

      He bent down and his face was so close to hers she could breathe in his breath. It gave her strength. He was there. He was with her. He hadn’t left.

      “You’re here.”

      “I’m here.”

      Cyrus lifted his head just enough that she could look into his ice-blue eyes. Eyes she’d come to love in such a short time. Eyes she wasn’t sure she’d ever see again.

      “Why…what…”

      “Shh.” He pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry about it now. Just worry about healing. I’ll fill you in on everything later. But right now you just need to heal, okay?”

      She nodded a little, but the movement hurt. Pain shot through her and a gasp escaped her lips.

      “Don’t move.” Cyrus jumped to his feet and grabbed something. A moment later, he was back, pressing something cool to her neck. “Try not to move, Nat. You’re not healed enough yet.”

      Healed? From what? What exactly had happened?

      She closed her eyes, the effort to keep them open too much. Even if it was to look at Cyrus. She must have drifted off again, because as soon as she closed her eyes, the pain was gone. And she stood in a forest.

      It was the forest behind her grandfather’s house, where she’d first learned to shift. Where she’d first discovered her bear and the magic that goes along with their lifestyle. She turned in a slow circle and took it all in. The trees that, to the unknowing eye, would all look the same, but to her, were all distinct and special. She knew every one of those trees. Which ones you could hide behind in a game of hide-and-seek, which ones were the easiest to climb, which ones were the best for lying under on a hot day and daydreaming.

      Slowly, she walked over to her favorite tree. It was her favorite because she’d always been able to climb its low branches, which were wide enough for her to lay back against the trunk and stare up at the sky. When she was young, she could spend all afternoon in that tree, dreaming about what life would be like when she was older and had found her mate.

      Natalia reached up and wrapped her hand around the rough bark. With little effort, she lifted herself easily onto the first branch and then up onto the next until she sat on her perch. Just like she had as a child, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

      But before she could sink into the daydream that she knew would come, a voice beneath her commanded her eyes open.

      “Natalia. You need to come down.”

      She didn’t want to look. She squeezed her eyes tighter. “No.” She thrashed her head from side to side. “I won’t.”

      “You must.”

      No. If she left her tree, she would be hurt. She knew that instinctively. If she left the familiar shelter of the tree, she wouldn’t be able to return. It would hurt and she wouldn’t be able to escape. “I can’t.”

      “You can,” the voice commanded. “You need to come down, Natalia. You’re needed here.”

      She opened her eyes, but still wouldn’t look beneath her.

      “It’s not time, Natalia.” The voice softened and when it spoke again, it was hardly more than a whisper. “Not for you.”

      That was enough. Natalia peeked her head over the edge of the thick branch and looked to the ground at her grandfather below. He was old, but he no longer looked sick. He looked as she remembered him before she’d left Jackson Valley the last time.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Come down,” he said again.

      This time, she listened.

      Slowly, Nat pushed herself up from sitting and made her way branch by branch down the tree until she stood on the forest floor in front of her grandfather. “What are you doing… are you okay?”

      “It’s time.”

      “What? Time for what?”

      “Natalia, your family needs you.” He reached out and took her hand in his. She looked intently at their joined hands. He was no longer frail. His grip was strong as he held hers in his. “It’s time for me to go.”

      “No!” She shook her head. The pain she knew would be waiting for her started to seep in, starting with her toes and working its way up her body. “You can’t go. No. I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough. We need you.”

      “You are strong enough.” He smiled. “You’ve always been strong enough. You are the only one who knows what to do now.”

      Along with the pain, panic had begun to fill her body, cell by cell.

      “I’m not. I don’t.” She shook her head frantically.

      “You are, Natalia. You always have been.” Her grandfather’s grip on her hands started to lessen. She looked from their joined hands to his face. It was fuzzy. Blurry. He was leaving.

      “No! Don’t go.”

      “I love you, Natalia.” And as he faded away completely, his final words floated on the air between them. “Trust your instincts.”
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      “Something’s wrong.” Cyrus jumped up from Nat’s bedside, her hand still in his. “She’s…”

      “She’s sleeping, Cyrus. Let her sleep.”

      But she wasn’t just sleeping. He knew it. He felt it. But he also knew there was nothing he could do. Whatever was happening, he’d done all he could do. He knew that in his soul.

      “Cyrus?”

      He turned to see Kristine, Natalia’s mom, in the doorway. Tears ran down her face. “It’s okay.” He jumped up and moved to reassure the woman. “She’ll be fine.” He hoped he sounded convincing. “She’s just sleeping, but she was awake a moment ago and her wounds are healing. She’ll be—”

      “No,” the woman interrupted him. “It’s not that.” She swallowed a sob and wiped at her face. “It’s my father. He’s gone.”

      Cyrus took a stumbling step backward before turning to look at Natalia and then back to Kristine. “I’m so…”

      “It’s okay.” She sniffled. “It was time. He’s at peace now.” She looked at her daughter and then back to him. “Will you tell her? When she wakes, I mean?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      But after Kristine left, and Phillip followed to help with any arrangements, only moments later, Natalia’s eyes fluttered open and before he could stop her, she sat up.

      “Nat, you shouldn’t—”

      “I’m fine.” She held up a hand to stop him. “I’m feeling so much stronger, and…where’s Liam?”

      Cyrus bristled. As far as he was concerned, Nat’s brother would never be in the same room with her again. He shook his head, but the look on her face stopped him.

      “Please,” she said. “Liam—”

      “Tried to kill you, Nat! I can’t even tell you what it was like to see you like that. Bleeding on the snow, blood on his fur while he stood over you. Your blood.” The emotions of finding her—his mate, his life—lying there bleeding out in the snow crashed back and for the first time since it had all happened, the weight of what he’d been holding back hit him. “I was so scared, Nat.” His voice cracked with the emotion. “I thought I was going to lose you, and…I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t lose you, too.”

      He pressed his hands to her cheeks and stared into her eyes. “I love you, Natalia. I need you. I won’t ever turn away from you again. Not ever. No matter what.” It wasn’t a pledge he made lightly. He wasn’t one to ever outwardly demonstrate his emotions, but when it came to his mate, all bets were off. Tears welled in his eyes at the thought of what could have been. “If I hadn’t gotten there when I did…if he’d…”

      “But he didn’t.” She placed her hands over his and gently took them away from her face. “And you did get there.” Her smile was soft. “You’re here.”

      “And I’ll never be anywhere else.”

      She chuckled softly before her voice grew serious again. “I’m sorry, Cyrus. For pushing you away.”

      “No. It wasn’t you; it was—”

      “Both of us.”

      He nodded. They were both alphas. Strong-willed, hardheaded. “I need to learn to control my Kodiak instincts when it comes to you.”

      She grinned. “Well, maybe not all of them.”

      He kissed her then. Tenderly, because she was still healing. But there was no mistaking the intent behind it. “Definitely not all of them.”

      There would be plenty of time to explore that later, but for now, Cyrus sat back. Just far enough that he wouldn’t be tempted, but not too far. He’d never go too far again.

      “I need to tell you something, Nat. About your grandfather.”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded.

      “I’m so sorry, Nat. Your grandfather, he’s—”

      “He’s gone.” She nodded again, unshed tears in her eyes. “I know.”

      “You know?”

      “Yes.” She smiled sadly. “He came to me in my dream.”

      “Are you okay?” He knew how Nat felt about her grandfather. Losing him wouldn’t be easy, but Natalia nodded and answered him honestly.

      “I am. It was time for him and I’ll always miss him, but I think now, more than ever, I know he’ll always be with me.”

      “So I guess this means that you will be leader of—”

      “No.” She interrupted him. “I know what to do about the clan, but I won’t lead it.”

      The weight of the guilt he’d been carrying around sank down on him. “I’m sorry, Nat. I never should have told you that you couldn’t lead your clan. It’s not my place to tell you anything, let alone what you can’t or cannot do.” He dropped his head in shame for the way he’d behaved. “It’s the Kodiak in me. We can be…well, a little old-fashioned at times. I never expected it to happen to me, Nat. And like I already said, I promise you, I’ll work hard to make sure it doesn’t happen again. That’s not the kind of relationship I want with you. You’re a—”

      “Stop.” She laughed, just a little, but it was a sweet sound. “I know. And it’s okay. Well, it’s not okay. But it’s okay. We’ll get through it. We definitely have a few details to work out.”

      “We do. And we will. Together.”

      Always.

      “But the clan,” she started again. “I’m not going to lead it.”

      “But your grandfather, he—”

      “Told me to follow my instincts.”

      “And what are they telling you?” Cyrus was almost afraid of what she was going to say. Did she remember that her brother had attacked her? Almost killed her? It wasn’t his clan and he really had no say in it, but it would be over his dead body that Liam would rule the Jackson clan. Not after the stunt he’d just pulled.

      “I think the days of one leader are over, at least for the Jackson clan,” she said. “Things have changed so much, and our clan has morphed into something really different. Something really special. Something no one could ever see coming. So, I think it’s time for more of a ruling body. A committee.”

      “A committee?” Cyrus had never heard of anything like it. Bears had clans. Clans had leaders. Alphas who set the standards and upheld the traditions for the entire community. They did not have committees.

      She grinned, seeming to gain strength as the idea took hold. “Yes. Three people. Alphas that together will uphold the order and the values of the clan. Not necessarily the traditions because, as we know, sometimes traditions and the old way of doing things becomes obsolete. It’s time for a change.”

      His gut reaction was to dismiss the idea, but the more Natalia talked about it, the more it made sense. A committee. It wasn’t a bad idea at all. He sat back in his chair and looked at his mate in awe. “And who will those three people be?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As soon as Natalia opened her eyes, all of her doubts and questions about the future melted away. She’d known exactly what needed to be done. And who should do it. Sitting with Cyrus and feeling his love for her, and hers for him, had only just concreted what she already knew.

      “My mother, Kristine.” She held up one finger.

      Cyrus nodded. “Okay. That one makes sense. She’s the next in line genetically.”

      “Exactly. And she has the life experience to know that things don’t always work out as planned.”

      “Who else?”

      Natalia grinned. The second was an easy one. “Luke.”

      “Luke? That surprises me. Why Luke? Why not Axel?”

      “Axel is already alpha at Grizzly Ridge and while I’m sure things will be more united now between Jackson Valley and Grizzly Ridge, with a new baby, he has enough on his plate.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Besides, Luke has a quiet presence about him that I think will be a good fit for such a job.”

      “I agree.” Cyrus nodded. “And the third?”

      She took a breath and watched him closely. He’d just told her how he’d never try to quiet her or tell her what to do again. He’d just apologized for his overbearing ways that had driven them apart. But it wasn’t all him. The truth was, she was an alpha, too. She had strong opinions and feelings and she was never going to be the type of woman to sit back and let her man take the reins of life. She had her own goals and dreams, and maybe now more than ever, those plans were important to her. She might not ever be an easy woman to love. But she’d always be worth it. But only if she stayed true to herself.

      “Me.”

      Natalia looked him straight in the eyes as she announced her third choice, but he didn’t even flinch.

      Instead, the biggest smile she’d ever seen crossed her mate’s face. “It has to be you,” he said.

      “It does?”

      He laughed. “You know it does. Obviously,” he added. Cyrus moved even closer and took both her hands in his. “It’s perfect.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” She didn’t have to ask whether he really believed that, because she could see in his eyes that he did. And she could feel it.

      He supported her. He loved her. He was hers. And she was his.

      The talking had taken a toll on her, and exhaustion once more settled in. She closed her eyes and with Cyrus’s hand still in hers, feeling safer and more at home than ever before, she drifted off to sleep.
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      It was dark outside when she opened her eyes again, but Cyrus hadn’t moved from her side. There was something else, though. Someone else. She turned her head and saw him standing against the wall.

      “Liam.”

      Cyrus squeezed her hand. “If you want me to, I’ll—”

      “No.” He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Nat wanted her brother there. “Thank you, Cyrus. I’m okay.”

      She hadn’t remembered at first. Her last memory before the attack had been following Liam into the trees behind the house. But little by little it had come back to her. Including his words as Cyrus carried her away.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…oh God, Nat. I’m so sorry.”

      He said those same words now. “Natalia, I’m so sorry.” Liam approached her bed from the other side. Nat didn’t miss the low grumble from Cyrus beside her, but he didn’t say anything or move to keep Liam away. “I didn’t mean for it to go so far. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt. I would never hurt you. Not like this.”

      “I know.”

      “I was just so…” He dropped his head and wouldn’t look at her for a few minutes. Nat waited and finally Liam lifted his head again. “I don’t know how I can ever forgive myself for what happened, Nat. You’re my little sister and—”

      “Stop.” She held up a hand. “Please. Liam, I know. I know you’re sorry. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me. I know.”

      “But that doesn’t make it okay, Nat. I’ll spend the rest of my life—”

      “That won’t be necessary.” She knew he was being serious, but she couldn’t help but chuckle a little. “You’ve always been very intense, Liam. Maybe it’s time for you to take a little of the pressure off yourself now and go live your life a little.”

      He looked confused, but Nat was so clear on the idea. It wasn’t a new one, either. She’d been thinking about her big brother for a few months now, and the more she thought of it, the better the idea seemed. “You’ve dedicated your life to the Jackson clan, Liam. But you’re young and there’s more to life than this. Maybe it’s time for you to travel and see new things and…would you like to run my internet marketing business?”

      Next to her, Cyrus made a noise of disapproval and Liam jerked his head back in shock, but she knew exactly what she was saying. With the clan, and Cyrus and his responsibilities, and their new life together, and hopefully soon a cub, she was going to have her hands full and having someone to help her out with her business could only be a good thing.

      “Do you mean that?”

      She nodded. “I really do.”

      Liam shook his head. “I don’t deserve this, Nat. I almost killed you and you’re rewarding me with your business?”

      She laughed. “Let’s be clear. I’m not rewarding you for almost killing me. You’re my brother, Liam, and I love you and I want to see you happy. Maybe this will afford you some of the freedom it afforded me. We can try it, okay?”

      He nodded and she breathed a sigh of relief. He would be helping her out by taking on that responsibility to be sure, but also, it would do everyone some good if Liam were able to get away from Jackson Valley for a little while.

      They spoke for a little longer, making plans to talk more in-depth about the business before their talk shifted to their grandfather and the arrangements that needed to be made.

      “I’ll handle it. Ryker and Axel have already made the arrangements for the viewing, and when you’re well enough, we’ll take him to the forest and say good-bye.”

      It was tradition in the Jackson clan that when the alpha passed on, the clans people all had an opportunity to visit their clan leader privately, say any last words, and pay their respects before only the close family took the body to the forest, where they would bury him and say good-bye quietly, as a family. No pomp. No circumstance.

      Natalia nodded. “I’ve already said good-bye,” she told Liam. “You and the others go when you’re ready.” She hadn’t planned it, but saying her good-byes now, after their moment together in her dream, wouldn’t feel right. It would be better if Liam and the others said their good-byes without her.

      It wasn’t until after Liam left that Cyrus finally released her hand, stood, and stretched.

      “Are you ever going to be okay with him?” she asked with a little laugh.

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.” It was an honest answer. “But I’ll try,” he added. “For you.”

      Feeling stronger, Natalia sat up on the side of the bed and stood slowly. Cyrus was right there to support her. “You know I can do it myself, right?”

      He nodded. “Oh, I know how strong you are. And I know you don’t need me to help you. But I want to help you. Just like I want you to be there for me.” He held her hands as she took a step forward and into his arms.

      “And I want to be here for you, too.”

      He made a noise that sounded almost like a purr, and she let him wrap his arms around her.

      “It’s perfect.”

      “I’m sure we’ll have our share of tricky moments,” he said. “After all, we are both strong alphas. We are bound to hit heads over and over again. But—”

      “That’s what makes it so good.”

      “Oh yes.” He dropped his head down, so he could meet her lips with his. “That’s exactly what makes this so good.” His lips were soft, but strong on hers. She was still weak from her injuries, but even so, his touch stirred something inside her. Being apart from him had been too hard.

      Never again.

      She reached up to thread one hand behind his neck, ignoring the pain that shot through her, and attempted to pull him close to her.

      But Cyrus gently pulled away. “There’ll be time for that later.” He spoke softly. “You need to heal.” He led her back to the bed. “We’ll have all the time in the world, because I’m never leaving you again, Natalia. Not ever. You’re mine and I am yours. And whatever is important to you—”

      “And whatever is important to you,” she added.

      “We’ll be together.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. But this time they weren’t tears of sadness or frustration. Only happiness. Because despite everything that had happened, for the first time that Natalia could remember, she felt safe. Really and truly safe. And more importantly, with Cyrus by her side, she was home.
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      Two weeks later…

      

      “Bring it in. Just a little bit more to the left.” Natalia waved her arms wildly to the left, but the guys couldn’t see her through all the branches of the bushy pine. “Careful, you’re going to—”

      “Crash.” Next to her, Ella laughed. A moment later, she clutched her belly and gasped. “Mi amour. This baby. It can’t come soon enough.”

      Natalia laughed. “Any day now?”

      “With any luck at all. Pardon me, mi amiga. I must sit.”

      Natalia waved her friend away to sit on the couch and put her feet up. She was in charge of directing the tree into the Den, and she really did need to focus. The tree the men had chopped down was massive and so far had taken four of them to carry into the house. Of course, they hadn’t managed to actually get it in the stand yet. Natalia refocused and waved her arms once more.

      “To the left.” She nodded even though no one could see her. “Okay, come straight. A little more. And good. Now, put it down and lift it up.”

      She stepped back as Ryker and Cyrus together walked the tree up into a standing position.

      “It has to be at least ten feet tall.” She shook her head in wonder.

      “Twelve,” Axel said next to her. “But who’s counting?”

      She laughed and smacked her cousin playfully on the arm. “I hope we have enough decorations for it.”

      “If Harper and Chloe have anything to say about it, we have enough decorations for three of these.” Luke wiped his hands on his jeans as he walked past and went straight over to the table, where he helped himself to a glass of eggnog Zoe had prepared earlier.

      The Den, and the entire ridge really, had been completely decked out for Christmas. It was beyond anything Natalia could have ever imagined for the holiday. And once again, she was glad she and Cyrus had decided to spend the holiday there.

      After she healed from her injuries, which were much more extensive than even she could have imagined, she had insisted on having Cyrus take her up to Kodiak Island so she could see where he grew up. Besides, she knew he had business to take care of. And even though he insisted, and continued to insist, that there was nothing more important than her and their relationship, his business and his philanthropic activities were important and they were part of what made him who he was. And she loved who he was.

      Besides, Cyrus had decided to make his friend and business manager, Phillip, acting CEO of Steele Industries. It was the perfect decision and Phillip had been thrilled and honored to finally make it official. After all, he’d been doing the work for longer than even Cyrus cared to think about. It was long past time he got the recognition for it.

      Nat had fallen in love with Kodiak Island. Even at the end of November, it was stunning and right away Natalia could see why Cyrus loved his home. The people were all equally welcoming and warm and it didn’t take long at all for Natalia to feel at home there.

      But it wasn’t home.

      At least, it wasn’t her only home.

      More and more as the days went on, Nat started to realize that the only home she really had was right there with Cyrus. Wherever that was. As long as they were together, it didn’t matter where they were.

      Except for their responsibilities.

      Responsibilities they both took seriously.

      The idea for a clan committee was received better than even Nat could have imagined, and with Kristine agreeing to be the resident committee member, she and Luke were free to come and go as needed. There were a few details to work out, but she was confident it wouldn’t take long before everything was running smoothly.

      “Hey, sexy.” Cyrus came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her as he pulled her close to him. “You look like you’re deep in thought.”

      “Just thinking about how lucky I am.”

      “It’s not luck, my love.” He kissed her neck. “You deserve all of the happiness in the world.”

      She turned in his arms and kissed him deeply, uncaring who was there watching.

      “Merry Christmas, Jacksons!”

      The kiss was cut short by the announcement, followed by a giggling, “Ho ho ho.” Nat turned from Cyrus’s embrace to see Bree Brooks with a sack over her shoulder.

      “It’s too early for Christmas.” Harper crossed the room and gave Bree a hug. As such a close family friend, she was practically family herself.

      “No way.” Bree dropped the sack on the coffee table with a plop. “You guys need this gift early. Is everyone here?” She scanned the room and her eyes snapped back to Harper. “Where’s Kira?”

      Nat answered. “She’s on strict bed rest.” She shook her head and crossed the room. “The doctor was here a few days ago and said that she’s not even allowed to get out of bed anymore. The babies are taking too much out of her.”

      Bree’s hand covered her mouth. “But they’re not due until January.”

      “The doctor said she’d be lucky to make it all the way to Christmas. I guess twins are normally early, but these twins are…well, they’re something else.”

      “They’re killing her,” Kade grumbled from the couch where he was rubbing his mate’s feet.

      “No!” Ella scolded her mate. “It’s just more to be pregnant with twins.”

      “Shifter twins,” Chloe added.

      “Bi-shifter twins,” Axel said.

      “We’re taking turns sitting with her and doing Christmasy things. My turn is next. Is there something I can show her? Or maybe you’d like to go in?” Natalia gestured to the giant sack and grinned.

      “Well, since you’re mostly here…” Bree shrugged and dipped her arm into the bag. “You know I think of you all as family,” she said. “My family.” There were a number of murmurs around the room as everyone agreed. Bree was like family. “So, I wanted to make you all something.” Bree was a very talented seamstress, but still, no one was prepared for what she pulled out of the bag.

      A perfect, red quilted stocking with Luke’s name embroidered across the front. “For you.” She handed him the Christmas stocking and reached in for another. She pulled out one for baby Lily. It was smaller, but perfectly detailed. She handed it to Harper, whose eyes welled up with tears.

      “It’s amazing, Bree. Thank you. She’ll cherish it when she’s older.” Harper laid the stocking next to the sleeping infant.

      Bree turned back to her sack and pulled out one gorgeous stocking after another, handing them to everyone in turn until everybody in the room held a beautiful, handcrafted Christmas stocking.

      “Bree, they’re absolutely amazing.” Natalia, who was one of Bree’s newest friends, pulled her into a tight embrace. “Thank you. It really means a lot that you included us in this.”

      “Are you kidding?” Bree swiped at a tear on her cheek. “I meant it when I said it, Nat. You’re like family. All of you and I know especially you with your brother and…I’ve never met him, but…”

      “Maybe you will.” Nat took Bree by the hand and led her over to the table to give her a cup of eggnog and also to take her out of Cyrus’s earshot. It wasn’t a secret. In fact, it was something they’d both discussed at length, but although he’d agreed to it, Cyrus still wasn’t happy about it. “Liam is going to be coming for Christmas.”

      “What?” Her new friend looked genuinely shocked. “But I thought that he tried to—”

      “He didn’t mean to hurt me.”  When Liam had apologized, Natalia knew without a doubt, that it had been sincere. He’d never intentionally hurt her.

      Cyrus still wasn’t completely convinced, but Natalia insisted on compassion. They were surrounded by family and love, and if there was ever an important time for that kind of connection, it was during the holidays. Which was why Natalia had insisted that Liam join them.

      “In fact,” she said to Bree, “I asked him to come to the tree trimming. So you might actually meet him—”

      She was interrupted by a knock on the door. The entire room grew quiet, and they all turned to watch the door open. Liam stepped inside, looking more than a little unsure about being there.

      Behind her, Natalia heard Bree gasp. She looked from her brother to Bree. “Are you okay?”

      The other woman nodded, but nothing about her looked certain.

      “Bree?”

      “Is that your brother?”

      “It is.” She narrowed her eyes and watched the other woman for a moment. There was something about the way she was looking at her brother. Something almost instinctual. But that didn’t make sense. Bree wasn’t a shifter. She was human. She’d grown up around shifters, so she knew all about them, but she never missed an opportunity to remind them all that she was definitely human.

      Natalia looked again to her brother, who hadn’t moved from the doorway. He stared directly at them.

      No.

      Not them.

      He stared directly at Bree.

      What the…

      “Bree? Don’t you have a stocking for Kira?”

      Her friend shook her head as if out of a trance and stared at Natalia blankly for a moment before blinking hard.

      “Yes,” she said. “And I have some for the twins.”

      “Maybe you want to take them to her, or would you rather I do it?” She lifted an eyebrow and tipped her head in Liam’s direction.

      Bree laughed uncomfortably before picking up the stockings. “You know what? If it’s all the same to you, I think I should take them to her.”

      Before Natalia could answer, Bree had taken the stockings and was gone, leaving her standing there wondering what the hell had just happened.

      “Nat?”

      She turned to look at her brother. For a moment, she thought she saw Liam’s eyes follow Bree out of the room, but then he was looking at her, his eyes full of regret and uncertainty.

      “I’m glad you came, Liam.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” She pulled him into a hug to prove it. “I want to move forward.” Over Liam’s shoulder, she saw Cyrus watching them intently. He’d be protective, and he’d be worried, but she wasn’t concerned about him pulling any more of his caveman antics. “We’re family and I love you.”

      “Nat, I really am…” Tears welled up in her big brother’s eyes. “I’m so sorry, Nat. I never meant for it to go so far. I don’t know what happened. I just—”

      “Enough.” They’d had the same conversation at least three times. She didn’t need to keep hearing it. “I accept your apology, Liam. I think it’s you who needs to accept it now.”

      Liam glanced over his shoulder and jabbed his thumb in Cyrus’s direction. “I think he needs to accept it now.” A small smile turned up on his lips.

      “He will.” She laughed and handed him a glass of eggnog. “But it’s the holidays and you’re part of this family.”

      “You are,” Axel said as he joined them. “It’s good to see you, cousin.”

      They shook hands and Natalia relaxed a little. “I asked Mom to come too. Maybe she’ll come for Christmas dinner. I don’t want her to be alone in that house for the holidays.”

      Liam stiffened, his glass poised halfway to his lips. He lowered it and looked at her intently before looking at Axel.

      “What?” Nat tried to laugh off his intensity, but Liam wasn’t smiling.

      “I thought you knew.” He looked around at the room full of people who had begun stringing lights on the tree. “I thought you all knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “Nat, Mom’s not alone. She’s there with her sister, Tonia.” Liam shook his head and fixed his gaze on his cousin. “Axel, your mom’s back.”
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