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Foreword

 

A Bond To Bear by Harmony Raines

 

Billionaire Jared Sinclair has found his mate, but she doesn’t know it yet. He isn’t even convinced he wants a mate and all that goes with it. Yes, he wants to claim her, but children, and marriage, he’s not sure that’s the kind of man he is.

Although his bear disagrees.

Kelly is juggling two jobs to support her mom and brothers. With debts to pay, she can only fantasize about what it would be like to be with a man like Jared. Until he offers her half a million dollars for one weekend.

One weekend ... easy, right?

But they soon discover neither of them wants to walk away ... and this is a bond they will both have to bear. Forever.


Chapter One – Jared

Jared sipped his coffee, leaning against the wall of the employees’ lounge, a place he had never entered until she started working here. The first time he saw her, he knew she was the one for him. His mate. The first time he spoke to her, he knew this was one deal he was not going to win with brute force alone.

As the owner of one of the largest companies in the city, Jared Sinclair was used to steamrolling over everyone and everything in his way. He was used to getting what he wanted, but in the case of his mate, she was going to be the toughest hostile takeover he had ever undertaken.

And she was hostile. It was his own fault. On the day she started work, he had fired a finance clerk right there in front of her. The guy had messed up, not once, but over the course of four days, he had mishandled three accounts, and in the process lost around half a million dollars. It wasn’t the money that bothered Jared—he had managed to personally get the transactions reversed—but he could not stand incompetence. 

Since that day, he had tried to talk to her, but they had both noticed how the other employees looked at them. Jared was not known for small talk and social skills, so she had always politely brushed him off and got away from him as quickly as he could. He knew why. He knew everything about her. She was in trouble, and she needed this job. Yet the urge to claim her was growing to be an incessant clamoring in his head.

However, that was all he wanted. To claim her, to mate with her, and maybe have her as a mistress. The rest, a home, a wife and bear cubs, that wasn’t for him.

Although his bear disagreed loudly.

Jared had built the company up from nothing when his father left, leaving his mom and two brothers destitute. He had no desire to have the same thing happen to him. His mom was a shifter, his father a human: the bond had only worked one way, and that had led to devastating heartbreak. If Jared’s mate had been a shifter, too, and had found the bond as compelling as he did, things might have been different; as it was, he was content to have her at his beck and call. He just had to find the right kind of leverage, and as usual for Jared, money talked.

Sacrificing his personal life for money and power, he had amassed a large fortune. Not that having no life outside of work bothered him. At least not until Kelly Hanson walked into his office and into his life.

“Mr. Sinclair.” A tall man who looked as if he didn’t get outside enough came up to him with a sheaf of papers in his hand. Jared knew he should probably know the guy’s name, but it escaped him, as most things did when she was close by.

“Yes.” Jared’s voice was clipped as he answered, hating being interrupted on his musings when Kelly was close by. If any of his brothers behaved like a lovesick fool, he would have been the first to tell them to get a grip. However, this was all new for Jared. None of his brothers had mates, so he was out on his own, blazing a trail.

No, he wasn’t. He was leaning against a wall drinking coffee while she sat talking to a guy from IT. 

“I wondered if you would look over these?” the pale man asked.

His attention shifted to the papers being handed to him, and his glare must have been piercing, because the pale guy visibly quaked. “What are they?”

“It was a proposal I’ve been working on.”

“A proposal,” Jared said, taking the papers and glancing at them his eyes resting briefly on the name on the report. “What kind of proposal, Mr. Carson?”

“I have been looking into how the company can save money on a variety of purchases. Particularly office stationery.”

“Office stationery?” Jared looked at Mr. Carson and realized why the man looked so pale. “Do you ever get out?”

“Get out?” Mr. “Pale-face” Carson asked.

“You know, that world outside?”

“I… Is this a test?” Mr. Carson was visibly sweating now, and Jared was aware that more than a few people were now watching the exchange. Including Kelly. 

“You look like a few hours in the sun would do you the world of good.” Jared smiled, trying to look friendly.

“Are… Are you firing me?” Mr. Carson asked.

Jared let the smile dissipate as he stared at the man in front of him who had disturbed his coffee break. Was he firing him? His eyes flicked over to where Kelly sat, as they so often did. It was as if he had some uncontrollable urge to seek her approval. Damn this mating bond.

“Why would I fire you?” Jared asked, the good-natured question obviously lost on Pale-face, who looked as if he was going to puke. “No, on the contrary, I think you deserve a few hours off for compiling this proposal. After all you spent your free time on it. Didn’t you?”

The insinuation was there; he couldn’t help it. Had this man spent company time compiling a report he had never been asked to?

“Yes. I stayed late last week and worked on it.”

You sad little man, Jared thought.

“Then take the afternoon off,” Jared said, with a smile that didn’t spread naturally over his face. He probably looked like some kind of caricature. Damn, this was terrible. He was changing his personality, changing the way he treated people, all for a woman.

His mate. Yes. But he was changing for her and they weren’t even together; he hadn’t been able to get her to understand what he wanted. She had no idea what he was or how he craved her lusciously curvy body like it was a drug.

“Thank you, Mr. Sinclair,” Mr. Carson said with surprised relief.

“What?” His attention snapped back to the man in front of him.

“For the afternoon off…” Uncertainty reigned again in his employee’s voice.

“Oh, yes. Good work.” He held the sheaf of papers up, and then, with one last look around the room, stalked back to his office, a scowl on his face. From now on he would go back to drinking his coffee in his office, and find another way to spend time with Kelly.

Spend time with her. That was a ridiculous perception of their relationship. He spent time in the same room as her, for fifteen minutes every day at eleven o’clock when she took her break. Apart from that he never spoke to her except to say “Hello, Miss Hanson,” in passing, afraid to say more.

As he shut the door of his office and walked over to the window to look out across the city, he wondered what the hell was wrong with him. He was a take-charge kind of guy, and that was what he needed to do. Take charge. Tonight.

Yes. Tonight he was going to follow her home and then ask her out, just as he should have done weeks ago. He needed her out of his system, and the only way he was going to do that was to claim her as his mate and put his child in her belly.

Simple.

Damn it, no child, he told his bear.

His bear simply watched him with an all-knowing expression. We’ll see.

Jared shook his head. This was becoming more difficult by the day, and, his resolve firmed, tonight he would act.


Chapter Two – Kelly

She could not make him out. Not that it was up to her to make him out. Jared Sinclair was well out of her league, both in looks and fortune. No, the only reason a man like him would sleep with a woman like her was for sex. And she was not going to complicate her life any further by sleeping with him, no matter how many times he looked at her and made her panties melt.

Smiling to herself at the thought of him, she made her way back to her desk. Memories of his smile would see her through to the end of the day. She didn’t think he realized how sexy his dimples were. Even when he scowled there was something about him that made her want to reach out and touch a finger to his cheek. 

OK, so maybe she wanted to kiss his lips, too. Still smiling to herself, she began to type, her fingers dancing over the keyboard, as her eyes grew more tired and her neck began to ache. Kelly worked hard, she needed this job, needed the money, and the stability it gave her and her family. Ever since her mom had been laid off from work with a bad back, she had become chief breadwinner, and she took the responsibility very seriously, never complaining despite the fact that straight after work here, she had to go on to her second job.

At that thought, her eyes flicked up to the clock: only another hour to go. Stretching her neck, tilting it from side to side, she relaxed for a moment and let her eyes become unfocused. When she brought them back into focus, she was staring at Jared Sinclair, who had entered the office and was prowling around like a caged lion. 

She didn’t know what it was about him, but she found him exciting and dangerous in equal measures. If she didn’t have so many responsibilities, she might have looked up and smiled at him, but she didn’t want to bring his wrath down on herself. Dimples or not, he was a predator, an alpha male, and dangerous.

She was sure if she kept those descriptions in mind, she would be able to talk herself out of fancying him; after all, he was everything she was not looking for in a man. Kelly wanted safe, she wanted security, but she knew she would never have time to find those things in her crazy life.

“Miss Hanson.”

“Hmm?” She looked up into the face of her manager. “Oh, sorry. Miles away.”

Her manager cast an anxious glance at Mr. Sinclair, and then said, “We don’t employ slackers, Miss Hanson, remember you are still on probation.”

“I… I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” She looked at her screen and then began to type, blanking out those piercing eyes of Mr. Sinclair, who she knew was staring at her. She suspected there would be no dimples on display now, but she didn’t dare look up to see.

As if they had some kind of metaphysical connection, she felt a small loss in her soul when he walked out of the room. The words on the computer screen seemed to blur slightly before she pulled herself together and gave herself a firm talking-to. She needed this job, her family needed her to keep this job. Mr. Sinclair did not even know she existed, and that was a good thing. Any other thoughts she had toward him were nothing but romantic nonsense, and she had no room in her life for what amounted to a girlish crush.

That’s what she told herself every few minutes as the time crept slowly around to five o’clock and she at last was free to leave one job and head over to the next. 

Wearily, she grabbed her coat and her purse and waited for the elevator, sure she could feel Mr. Sinclair’s eyes on her back, but when she turned around, he wasn’t there. She was beginning to have a fixation on him, one that was unhealthy and unneeded.

As she rode the elevator down to the ground floor, she gave herself a good lecture. There was no room in her life for any kind of distraction, she had to keep her family together, and that meant working to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table.

Leaving the building, she turned left, heading across town. It would be quicker to take the bus, but she liked to walk, it was a time of solitude, and time where she could feel the breeze caressing her skin and dream that one day she would be free to follow her dreams. It didn’t help that right now her head kept telling her that Jared was her dream.

“Hi, Kelly,” Kev, her other boss, said as she walked into the diner. 

“Hi, Kev, busy?” she asked.

“Getting there,” he said, hopefully. 

“I’ll just go get changed.” Kelly had worked here in The Rambler’s Rest, a stupid name for a city diner, for around seven years, ever since she had been old enough to take on a part-time job to help support her family.

“You look tired,” Kev said, concerned, not critical, and he raised his eyebrow in a question. “Doing too much, Kelly?”

“I’m OK, Kev, thanks for the concern.”

“You know you are my favorite girl.” He winked at her, and she smiled back at him; he was as close to a father figure as she had these days. Knowing how much this job meant to her, he had always given her extra shifts through school vacations, making sure she got good tips and ate a good meal while she was here.

“So you tell me every day.” She headed out back to put her purse in her locker, and then changed into her uniform. After hanging her office suit up, she closed her locker and then leaned against it, taking in a deep breath and letting it go, trying to summon the energy and enthusiasm to put a smile on her face.

Heading back out towards the bar, she picked up her note pad and pen, and walked over to one of her tables, and said, “Hi there, are you ready to order?”

Smile fixed in place, she tried to ignore the ache in her back and the way her feet were beginning to throb. Only five more hours and she could go home, fall into bed, and sleep. Only to wake up tomorrow and do it all over again.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the menus and heading to the kitchen to hand over the first of many orders she would take tonight.

“Looking tired, Kelly,” Violet, one of the other waitresses commented.

“So everyone keeps telling me,” she said evenly.

“How’s your mom?”

“A little brighter. But her back is so bad, there’s no way she can go back to work.” Kelly turned to look over to her next table.

“You can’t keep this up forever, you know that, Kelly,” Violet said kindly.

Kelly rubbed her hand over her eyes. She didn’t think of her future anymore: one day at a time, that was all she could cope with. “I know. But what else am I supposed to do?”

Violet sighed. “Find a rich husband.”

“Like any man would want to take me and my baggage on, let alone a rich one.”

“Listen, I’m going to take your Friday evening shift, you can have the money,” Violet said, before Kelly could protest. “I’ll tell Kev to just pretend I’m a curvy five-foot-six brunette.”

“Violet, I can’t let you.”

“Yes, you can.” She gave Kelly a quick hug. “You already have Saturday off. Go home and rest.”

Kelly felt tears prick her eyes. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Yes.” With that, Violet walked off to her next table, and Kelly felt an overwhelming sense of relief. Until Violet had made her the offer, she hadn’t realized just how tired she was. Exhausted, more like, as if every movement was an effort, every step she took a strain. She hid it from herself every day.

Working hard, trying to keep busy because she knew that once she stopped she would want to collapse, the evening passed quickly. With a reminder from Violet not to come in the next day, she got changed, grabbed her purse, and headed out the door into the night. 

One bus ride and she would be home.

However, as she walked across the parking lot, a voice called out. “Need a ride?”

She spun round, scared as to who it might be, and wondering if she would make it back into the diner before she was abducted. Then she looked closer and realized the person sitting in the car was none other than Jared Sinclair.


Chapter Three – Jared

This was a mistake. He felt as if he was propositioning her, and that was when the idea struck him. Jared had double-checked her files after she had left work, and then he had checked her employment record and found she worked here at The Rambler’s Rest as well as working for him. Digging deeper, he had found out her mom had been involved in a car accident with an uninsured driver and was trying to claim compensation, but so far nothing had come of it and the family was out of money.

So she works two jobs, a good provider, his bear had said. 

Therein lay his opportunity to get her alone and into his bed. It was simple, but not as simple as asking her for a date. 

“Do you need a ride?” he repeated.

“I can catch the bus,” she said, and took a couple of steps away from him, but Jared wasn’t ready to let her go. He had spent the last few weeks trying to figure out how to get her alone, without ending up with a sexual harassment lawsuit hanging over him, because when he got too close to Kelly, it became hard to control his needs and urges towards her.

“It’s no trouble, I won’t hurt you.” He winced at his words: What reason did she have to think he would hurt her? Why put such an idea in her head?

“What are you doing here, Mr. Sinclair?” she asked, and he liked how she was direct, straight to the point, and how she made him fumble over his words, like a young adolescent bear cub.

“I’m sitting in my car,” he said, trying to think of something plausible. How had he ever survived in a business meeting when he couldn’t dodge such a simple question?

“In the parking lot where I work, at the exact same time I’m leaving?” Direct, straight to the point.

“I hope you aren’t suggesting I was waiting here for you?” he asked, feeling like he was back in the game again.

For a moment she looked flummoxed and genuinely scared, and he remembered how much her job meant to her. How much she needed the money to support her mom and two younger brothers. He should have pushed for the advantage, gone for the kill, and bent her to his will. He wouldn’t have to offer her money; he could simply blackmail her into his bed.

His bear rumbled in disapproval. 

“No, of course not.” She took a step toward him; that was all he needed.

Leaning over, he opened the passenger door. “You look dead on your feet.”

She grinned. “So I’ve been hearing all evening.” Nervously, she ran a hand through her hair, and then noticed what she was doing and let her arm drop to her side. 

“Let me drive you,” he offered, softening his voice for effect.

She tilted her head to one side and looked at him, really looked at him, and it took all of his willpower to maintain eye contact and not look away. Kelly was beautiful, sweet and obviously loyal.

But she was also his. She just didn’t know it yet.

Sighing wearily, she gave in and walked to the car, sliding in beside him. His breathing immediately quickened and he found himself inhaling deeply, not to calm himself down, but because he wanted to capture her scent. This was the closest he had ever been to her, and he wanted to absorb a part of her into his bloodstream.

If only she had been a shifter, too, he wouldn’t be in this state of utter confusion. She would have been attracted to him instantly and they would have fallen into bed and consummated their relationship. Why couldn’t life be that easy? He had battled his whole life to protect and provide for his family; couldn’t he have been given this one break?

He waited for her to do up her seatbelt and then started the engine, pulling out of the parking lot and headed across town. The silence between them became thick, as if a barrier was being built up between them that he found impossible to knock down. Glancing at her, he could see that she was nervous, and kept clutching her purse and looking out of the window. Was she thinking of jumping out of the moving car?

“What’s wrong?” he asked when he could bear it no longer.

“Nothing,” she said turning and smiling at him, trying to look relaxed, but he could read her body language, he had studied it in the brief moments he had been close to her, and he knew she was tense.

“We’ll soon be there.” He winced as he said those words and caught her expression. “You’re wondering how I know where you live.”

She turned to look out of the window again. “What is this?” she asked. “It wasn’t a coincidence you were at the diner, was it?”

He slowed the car down to a crawl. It was late, and there wasn’t much traffic on the roads as they drove toward what he considered a less than stellar neighborhood. “No.”

“So, what? What is this all about?” Did he really hear hope in her voice? He shook his head. No, she probably just hoped she was going to get out of this with her life and her job.

“I want to make you an offer,” he said, his voice tight with tension.

“I am not sleeping with you to keep my job.” Now he heard fear in her voice.

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

“Then what do you want?” she asked, her voice no more than a whisper.

“I want you.” He hesitated, for a moment, realizing just how monumentally he was screwing this up. “I want you to come away with me for a weekend.”

“What? Why?” she asked.

“Because I want you.”

She raised her eyebrows, and her voice kicked up a notch too, coming out as a squeak. “You want me to drop everything and go away with you for the weekend … because you want me?” She sounded stunned, and then her face turned to anger. “You really are a piece of work. You don’t think I have enough problems without you dumping this on me too?”

Her hand reached to open the car door; he couldn’t let her go. “Wait.”

“Get off me.” She pushed him back, although she wasn’t strong enough to overpower him.

“I’m willing to pay you.”

“I am not a prostitute,” she spat.

“Half a million.” Should he have gone higher? He would give his whole fortune to have her.

“What?” She let her breath go and her face went pale.

“Half a million dollars for one weekend.” 

“You’re mad.”

“And you are desperate.” That cut into her, and he winced at the pain as if he had cut himself.

“So that makes me easy pickings. Like one of those small, helpless companies you are so fond of taking and crushing with your expensive shoes.”

She opened the door, and got out. As she slammed it she said, “Good night, Mr. Sinclair. I am willing to forget this conversation ever happened. I suggest you do the same.”

Then she was gone.

You blew it, his bear said.

Oh yeah, Jared answered. Since when had he forgotten how to treat people as if they were human beings? Since he had stopped behaving like one and become exactly what she had described him as: the type of man who liked to crush things under his expensive shoes.


Chapter Four – Kelly

Somehow, she got her hand to stop shaking long enough to let herself into the small, rundown house she lived in with her mom and her two younger brothers. It wasn’t a nice house, it wasn’t a tidy house, but it was home, and right now Kelly wanted the security of being home.

Pushing the door open quietly, knowing everyone else would be in bed, she stepped inside and shut it, putting her back against it as if to form a barricade. But what was the barricade for, to make sure Jared Sinclair didn’t try to force his way in, or to stop herself dragging the door back open and going out there and throwing herself into his arms?

Shaking her head, she looked down at the threadbare carpet and felt the tears, hot prickles in her eyes before flowing down her cheeks. Sliding down to sit on her haunches, she let all her emotions bubble out of her like an over-boiled pot. Hot and fierce, they spilled unchecked; only because she didn’t want to wake her family did she gulp down the heaving sobs instead of letting them spew out into the cold, dark hallway.

Unable to stand, she crawled on all fours, making her way to the sofa that smelt of her family, of spilt drinks and sticky fingers, of her mom’s cheap perfume, all mingled together into a stench of hopelessness. That was what Jared Sinclair was offering her. Hope.

Yes, it would come at a cost, but then everything did. The money she earned now came at the cost of her health, at the cost of her life, because right now she had no life, she simply had an existence. Working up to fourteen hours a day, six days a week, was no life. Any days off were spent doing grocery shopping and laundry, together with all the other chores her mom couldn’t manage.

She never complained. This was her way of paying her mom back for the years of self-sacrifice while she brought Kelly up alone. Their only happy period was in the three years when her mom met David, who offered them security, love, and a stable home. But her mom had not been able to deal with it all and had driven David away.

For a long time, Kelly had struggled to forgive her mom. It became a harsh lesson in understanding that everyone had their own needs and wants, and often those needs and wants were unpredictable. What was good for Kelly, and the baby boys David had fathered, was not good for her mom. Or so her mom thought. Chained, that was how her mom said she felt. After years of doing what she wanted, she suddenly had to consider another person. Had to listen to him when he came home late, after a bad day at work when she was trying to watch her shows.

Wiping her eyes, Kelly thought of Mr. Sinclair’s offer. Was he serious? No. He couldn’t be. Why would he want her? The guy was gorgeous and rich, richer than Kelly could ever comprehend. If the rumors were true, he made more in a day than she would make her whole life. 

Yet, she could not see why he would proposition her like that if it was a joke. Why would he risk her telling anyone? Because he knew she wouldn’t say anything. She needed her job, and that gave him control over her.

Closing her eyes, she pictured his face as he asked her to spend the weekend with him for half a million bucks. His expression had been strange. Not the usual hard expression he wore when he was in a meeting or dealing with a member of his staff who had not performed well. Neither was it the look of a man who might sneer at her and see her as an object, instead of a person.

No, if she tried to picture his expression clearly, she saw a man who truly wanted something. Maybe for the first time, he wanted something he thought was unattainable. He wanted her.

“Ridiculous,” she said out loud, and then hauled herself off the sofa, knowing she had to get to bed because tomorrow she had to go to work. She planned to walk right in as if nothing had happened, as if he had never picked her up from work and propositioned her.

However, when she collapsed into bed, her teeth clean, but her makeup still on, she couldn’t help thinking of him, she couldn’t help the heat that spread out from her stomach to pool between her thighs. Neither could she help the need to imagine him touching her down there, kissing her down there. Slowly she began to convince herself that she could take the deal.

Hell, if he hadn’t offered her money, she might have slept with him anyway. He had been featuring in her fantasies a lot since she had begun working for him. Many nights that dimpled smile would hover above her head while she imagined what it would be like to escape this life for just a couple of hours, into his bed. To know what it was to be made love to, for him to cater to her every desire, while telling her how beautiful she was.

By the time she woke up the next morning, she had decided that the money had only complicated the situation. That sleeping with Jared would be incredible, if only for a weekend. But she also knew that if she told him that, he would think she was needy, too emotionally attached and no doubt put her off.

So why not kill two birds with one stone, as the saying went. Indulge herself in being in the arms of a man who she had no doubt knew exactly how to please a woman, while also easing their finances.

Yes, she would have to find another job afterwards, but it would be worth it.

It would be worth it, not for the money but to be thought of as a person, a desirable person, instead of a daughter, a sister, a provider. Did that make her selfish?

Shaking her head, she decided she didn’t care. She was going to march right into Mr. Sinclair’s office and tell him she had changed her mind.


Chapter Five – Jared

Before today, Jared had never been afraid to go into work. OK, maybe afraid might be too strong a word, but as he parked his car in his personal parking space underneath the offices, he had to wipe the palms of his hands; they were sticky with sweat. He hadn’t been this nervous since the day he realized that it was up to him to save his family from ruin.

That was the day his life changed and he put aside his own feelings for those of his mom and his brothers. As the alpha male of the family, it was his duty and responsibility to keep the roof over their heads and food in their bellies. The saying a bear with a sore head was nothing compared to a bear with an empty belly.

His life before that was a blur, as if the memories belonged to someone else. Not Jared Sinclair, billionaire.

Getting out of his car, he grabbed hold of his briefcase and headed for the elevator, Jared pressed the button and waited for the numbers to count down. Normally this wait only made him impatient; today it could take all the time it wanted. If it broke down, he wouldn’t care.

Coward, said his bear.

I blew it last night, he answered. What was I thinking, offering her money like that?

You were thinking she needed it, his bear pointed out.

It was true: despite asking her to have sex with him in return for the money, part of him simply wanted to ease things for her, she looked so tired. Damn, he was already starting to have feelings for her. 

There were other ways he could have helped her out, without involving sex. Maybe a fake lottery.

Simple, his bear reminded him.

However, Jared had forgotten what simple was. A simple life was not something that belonged to him. Not when his brain was constantly filled with spreadsheets, mergers, and acquisitions. Did he even have room in his life for a mate, for a woman to bear his cubs? Would it even be fair to have cubs when he would never see them? 

No, he reminded himself. That life is not for me.

Stop talking yourself out of it, his bear told him.

What would I do without you? he asked sarcastically as the elevator door opened and he stepped inside, watching the door slide shut and wondering if he could squeeze back through it and run for freedom.

Stray thoughts of Kelly seeped into his mind. He could make time, for her. If he hadn’t blown it completely. He groaned, wondering how he had ever managed to amass such a vast fortune when he had acted so stupidly in this situation.

By the time he reached the floor where his office was situated, the urge to mate had been replaced by the urge to do damage control. Maybe if she risked losing her job, she would change her mind. However, he had to be careful, he didn’t need to be hit by a sexual harassment suit. If she hadn’t already filed one.

“Mr. Sinclair.”

“Yes, Rosemary,” he acknowledged the woman, in her fifties, with her hair scraped efficiently back off her face. Everything about Rosemary, the company receptionist, was efficient.

“One of the secretaries wanted to speak to you. A Miss Hanson. I told her you were busy, but she was insistent.”

“Miss Hanson?” he asked, and his blood drained from his face. This could mean one of two things: she was about to accept his offer, or she was going to ask for the money in return for keeping her mouth shut, and he would lose her forever. Damn, he was a fool.

“Mr. Sinclair?” Rosemary was looking at him strangely, and his heart faltered. Could she see the guilt on his face? Rosemary had always been good at figuring people out by the time they had exited the elevator and walked to her desk. That intuition was part of why he had hired her, and kept her on even when she had a long bout of depression.

“Yes.” He sighed, trying to remember how he would normally react. “Send her in.”

“Are you sure? I told her whatever her problem was, she should take it up with her manager, not you.” Rosemary had the phone in her hand, ready to efficiently deliver the message to Kelly once she had efficiently confirmed it with Jared.

“Yes. I’ll deal with her,” Jared said, and stalked away from the desk, trying to keep his composure. As soon as he was in his office, he had to go to the small washroom that led off it, and wash and dry his hands, as they were damp with sweat again.

He had only just made it to his desk and sat down, when there was a light knock on the door. “Yes.”

“Miss Hanson,” Rosemary announced, and then opened the door wide, her eyes efficiently fixed on Jared as Kelly appeared, sliding past Rosemary to enter his office, her arms folded across her chest and a tight expression on her face, which gave nothing away.

“Thank you, Rosemary. Coffee. Miss Hanson?” he asked, and saw Rosemary’s frown deepen.

“No, thank you,” she said.

“Thank you, Rosemary,” Jared said and watched as the door shut slowly, the receptionist taking a moment to check out the body language of each of them before she shut the door quietly. He was in two minds whether to get up and check she wasn’t eavesdropping at the door, when the phone rang.

“Excuse me,” he said to Kelly. “Hello.”

“Is everything OK, Mr. Sinclair?” It was Rosemary, her voice filled with concern.

“Yes. Everything is OK. Why do you ask?” Jared asked calmly, trying to infuse his words with a cool tone.

“No reason.” However, he could tell by Rosemary’s voice that her brain was conjuring up lots of reasons that everything might not be okay. “But if you need me, I’m here.”

The line went dead, and Jared found himself frowning at it, before he hung up. He would have to be more careful, or else the whole office would be talking about him. And he couldn’t risk losing his authority with anybody.

His eyes moved from the phone to the woman standing in front of him. “Please sit down.”

“I’m fine just here,” she said, as if she wanted to stand so that she could bolt for the door if she needed to.

“What can I do for you?” Jared asked.

It was her turn to frown, her eyes narrowing, fixed on his face. “What can you do for me?”

“Yes?” Jared leaned back in his chair, trying to appear relaxed, but relaxed was definitely not how he felt. The scent of her was drifting into his nostrils, and he found himself taking a deep breath, and holding it in his lungs as if trying to absorb the essence of her into his body, before exhaling slowly.

“You do remember last night?”

“What do you want me to say?” He stood up and walked around the desk, to stand in front of her.

“I don’t want you to say anything. I came here to talk to you about the offer.” Her emphasis was on the last word, and his suspicions grew.

“Are you trying to trick me?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head, and the look in her eyes told him she resented the accusation.

“How do I know you’re not recording this conversation?”

“I’m not,” she insisted.

“Then you won’t mind if I search you?” he asked. A look of uncertainty spread across her face, but then she nodded. “Go ahead.” It came out as a challenge, and he found himself liking her even more, if that was possible. He was already beginning to see what a good mate she would make. Not only was she loyal and hardworking, but she was brave too. However, Jared didn’t know if he was worthy of all of those things. What did he have to give in return, except for lonely days and nights while he was here working?

He lifted his right hand, and put it on her shoulder, and prepared for the shock of recognition that passed between them. Jared saw it in her face too, saw the look of confusion as her eyes darted across his face and fixed on his eyes as if looking for some kind of explanation. He gave her none.

Once he regained his composure, he placed his left hand on her other shoulder, and then proceeded to pat her body down, just like he had seen police officers do in the movies. Although he suspected that police officers didn’t end up with a painful erection in their pants.

Before the search was complete, he pulled away and walked back behind his desk and sat down. “Why are you here, Miss Hanson?”

“The offer you made,” she said, and he noted the flush of pink across her cheeks. His touch had had an effect on her, and he wanted to slip his hand between her thighs and feel how much heat dwelled there, how wet she was at the thought of him.

“What about it?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

“Did you mean it?” she asked, her head tilted upwards, as if in defiance, but it was something else: she was trying to hold onto her pride. And in that moment, he knew that she had made up her mind to accept him.

She was ready to sell her body to him. But had he made a mistake?


Chapter Six – Kelly

“I never say anything I don’t mean,” he said confidently, but he looked nervous, an emotion she had never seen in him before. Jared Sinclair was one of the most confident, arrogant men she had ever met. Whatever was going on with him, it was affecting him deeply, but she couldn’t allow herself to think that this change was down to her.

“Half a million dollars?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Her breathing quickened and her breasts heaved, as she tried to take in enough air to stop the room spinning. It had all seemed so simple when she had rehearsed this scene in her head, but she hadn’t taken into account the pure animal magnetism of this man in front of her. Even though he looked as if his composure was slipping, he was still in charge of the situation, making her think he would take what he wanted, because he could.

He was rich, used to getting whatever he wanted, and right now it just happened to be her. She could not allow herself to slip into her fantasy and believe it was real. She was simply his toy. This arrangement would only be for a weekend, and then he would walk out of her life, and she would put hers back together. Piece by piece.

“When?”

“I’ll pick you up tonight at 6 PM.” He stared at her face, watching the shock as it spread across; she hadn’t expected it to be so soon.

“There are a couple of things I need to get sorted out first.” Her mind was a muddle of shopping lists, lists of chores, and excuses she would have to give her mother.

“Then take the rest of the day off.” The excitement in his eyes unnerved her, as if she was walking straight into his trap. She needed to get out of there.

“What do I tell my manager?” Her voice was breathy and high. Was this even real? Or was he playing with her?

“I’ll tell her that I sent you on an errand for me. I’ll explain to Rosemary that I had already asked you to gather some information. That will put her mind at rest too, and stop her gossiping.” He gathered up the report that Mr. Carson had been given him yesterday, on office stationery savings. “Take this with you, and they’ll think it’s to do with a money-saving exercise.”

That couldn’t have been further from the truth. She wasn’t saving him money; she was spending it for him. He was about to spend half a million on her body.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the papers from him, and jumping as if she had been struck by lightning when his thumb slid over the back of her hand. She took two steps backwards, too quickly, and tripped over her own feet. He reached out his hand and caught her, pulling her to him and her breasts squashed against his hard, toned chest.

“I’m forgetting something.”

She stared into his eyes, seeing something there that she had never seen before either in him, or anyone else. Something lurked inside of him, deep inside of him. Another part of himself that he kept hidden, and she trembled against him. She was right, he was a predator, and suddenly the thought of being alone with him seemed like a stupid idea, and she wondered if she would ever return from this trip.

“What?” she squeaked.

“Your bank information.” He released her, making sure that she was steady on her feet before he let her go completely.

“Don’t you want to wait until after…?” she asked.

“No. As a matter of trust, I will have the money deposited into your bank account today. By the time we leave, you’ll be half a million dollars richer.” He walked back to his desk, and sat down.

“I don’t have the information with me.”

“Go home, Kelly, and as soon as you get there ring my private cell number.” He wrote his number down on a piece of paper and then handed it to her. She walked towards his desk and took it from him, noticing his hand no longer trembled. He had what he wanted, he had her agreement, and the look in his eyes was one of triumph.

Go home, that’s what he had told her to do, and she followed his command. Going to fetch her purse, she felt all eyes on her, and she knew they must be speculating on whether or not she had been fired. 

Trying to keep her breath even, and her head held high, she collected her purse and her coat, firmly gripping the report Jared had given her, angled so that everyone could see what it was. Although halfway to the elevator, she realized it didn’t matter what they thought, because she wasn’t going to be coming back to work here. 

In a couple of hours’ time, she would have half a million in her bank account, enough to clear her mom’s debts, get her the best care for her back, and maybe even buy a small house, with enough left over for them to live on. She could keep her job at the diner, take on a couple more shifts to cover the bills, and actually have some time off to read, watch a movie or two, and become normal.

Only she wouldn’t be normal, would she? She would always be the woman who had slept with her boss for money. Blinking back tears that threatened, she told herself she could live with that. Other people did worse things for money. All she had to do was have sex with one of the most eligible bachelors in the city.

What if he was into kinky sex? She left the building, feeling guilty and walked towards the bus stop. She wanted to get home quickly and explain everything to her mom—well, maybe not everything… Kelly realized she hadn’t thought that part through very well. What exactly did she intend to tell her mom?

The bus pulled up, and she got on, sitting in a seat next to the window, but not seeing anything they passed, as she went through all the different ways she could make this work. A lottery win. That was the simplest idea, but she still had to give some excuse as to why she was going away for the weekend.

Keep it simple, stupid. OK, the truth, or as close to the truth as she could get. A weekend away with her boss was plausible, just. She would tell her mom he had a business meeting and she was one of the only people free on such short notice. Her mom might buy that.

She would mention he was paying her a large amount of money for her inconvenience. When she came back, she would say she had won the lottery. 

Hopefully, her mom would be so relieved their financial worries were over that she wouldn’t question the details. But Kelly would know. Stop it, she told herself firmly as she got off the bus. Walking along the street to her house, she cringed at the thought of Jared Sinclair coming here to pick her up. It must be the complete opposite of his home. She could only imagine how luxurious his house must be. How comfortable and secure, with all that money at his disposal.

“What are you doing home? You haven’t been fired, have you?” her mom asked anxiously from the sofa as Kelly let herself in.

“No,” Kelly reassured her mom. “My boss has to go away on business for the weekend, and he’s asked me to go with him. It’s a huge opportunity for me.”

“What about the diner?” Her mom’s anxiety increased. “You can’t let them down.”

“I know. Violet is already covering my shift today and I have tomorrow off, so I just have to get someone to work on Sunday, or maybe we’ll be back before then and I could go straight into work.”

“I would do that. Once you start giving shifts up left, right, and center Kev will stop putting you first on the roster.”

“I’ll go and speak to him now.” She went upstairs to her room, under the pretense of phoning the diner. Instead, she dug out a bank statement and rang Jared.

“Hello.” His voice was cool, and she swallowed her panic, still unsure if he wasn’t playing some big joke on her.

“Hello, this is Kelly.”

Immediately he let out a sigh. He had been waiting for her call; it surprised her that this meant so much to him. He’s offering you a large amount of cash, of course it matters to him. She had to sit down on the bed at that thought. What the hell was she getting herself into?

“Hello, Kelly. Do you have your details?” She paused, long enough for him to sense her panic.

 “Kelly. I won’t hurt you.”

“Then why?” she blurted out. “Why me?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said and laughed ironically. “But all I can tell you is I won’t hurt you. I swear.”

And she believed him.


Chapter Seven – Jared

Jared had made deals worth hundreds of millions, and yet he had never felt this nervous, or worried this much that it would fall through. Of course, it was because this one was personal: he was about to claim his mate. 

His mate.

He let that sink in. Somehow, despite his longing for her, he had let himself forget what this whole weekend was about. What exactly did he hope to gain from taking this woman to a secluded cabin and then screwing her every way he could imagine?

Jared had thought that once he claimed her, he would be able to get her out of his system, but he was beginning to realize that was not going to happen. The more time he spent around her, the more he wanted her in his life and in his bed. As he drove over to pick her up, his overnight bag in the trunk, he was thinking about what it would be like to have a real conversation with someone who wasn’t a blood relative.

Since he had embarked on his business career, he had kept everyone at arm’s length, only trusting his mom and his brothers. His brothers all worked for his company, and were all wealthy in their own right, thanks to his help. He had provided them with longterm security, and they had scattered to the four winds, so even these interactions were on the end of a phone, or on Skype. His mom was the only person he talked to.

He spent the week, which often turned into a seven-day week, in his city apartment, going back to the big house he had bought his mom years ago on occasional weekends. He hadn’t told her he had found his mate, and he certainly hadn’t told her he had offered his mate money to go away with him. Maybe because he knew exactly what she would say.

Stupid. That’s what she would say, and she would be right. Why hadn’t he just dated her? Because he didn’t know how.

He laughed at himself. Here he was, a billionaire with the social skills of a … bear.

His bear roared inside Jared’s mind, not liking the joke. Yet in some ways it was true. Because of his other side, he had put his personal life on hold; he knew it was something he could do without. The only woman they needed was their mate. Apart from an occasional clandestine meeting with a woman in a bar or club, purely for sex, he had only interacted with women at the office, both employees and executives, many of whom eyed him up as if they were undressing him, wanting to know what was under his hardened exterior.

A thing even he did not know.

Pulling up outside her house at 6:00 p.m. exactly, he was about to text her when the front door opened and she came out. His heart beat rapidly, and a sense of disbelief swept over him. She was actually going through with this!

Ever since he had transferred the money into her account, he had thought she would disappear and leave him feeling like a fool. Why he had offered her the money in advance he wasn’t sure, but it had something to do with wanting to find out if she were trustworthy. That character trait counted for a great deal to Jared.

Something that went back to his childhood and his missing father. Now presumed dead, William Sinclair had the perfect life to those looking in, until the day he ran off with his secretary, abandoning his mate and leaving the family debt-ridden and in danger of being destitute. His mom was heartbroken; being the shifter side of the relationship, she had taken her mate’s leaving hard, blaming herself for not working harder to keep him by her side.

Jared watched Kelly walk across to him, his eyes taking in every movement of her body, from the sway of her hips to the slight bounce of her full, luscious breasts. Forgetting his manners, she had reached the car and was looking about ready to bolt back inside her house by the time he had undone his seatbelt and opened his car door.

“Hi,” he said, and went to her, kissing her cheek briefly, thankful that she didn’t pull away. Then he took her suitcase and placed it in the trunk.

Kelly didn’t say a word, only slid into the passenger seat and did up her seatbelt without looking at him directly. He hoped it was only nerves making her so quiet. Not until he was driving away from her house did he relax a little. Up until they hit the highway, he was convinced she was going to tell him to turn the car around and take her home. Yet as his car ate away at the miles, he began to feel more confident.

“How was your day?” he asked, trying to break through to her.

“My day?” she asked. 

“Yes. I wondered how your mom is?” Jared asked, never having shown any concern with other people’s families. But that was what he heard other people in the office ask. How’s your family? How’s your cat? All these mundane little snippets of small talk he heard on a daily basis.

“She’s OK. A little shocked.”

“You told her?” he asked, surprised.

“No. Not about…” She looked out of the window, her face hidden from him. “I usually spend my weekends shopping and doing laundry. I tried to fit in as much as I could today so that they don’t starve and my brothers have clean clothes to wear. My mom will have to put a wash on to get their school uniforms ready, but apart from that, it’s all done.”

“What happened to your mom?” he asked, settling back in his seat as they left the highway and began to thread their way up the mountain roads. Being out here in the wild always made him feel more at home, more like himself. Whoever that was.

“A car ran into hers. She was on her way home from work, and another driver, most probably drunk, the police say, hit her. She spun off the road and ended up in a ditch. It was two hours before she was found, and her spine was pinching one of her nerves. The damage is most likely irreversible. And most definitely irreversible unless we pay for a specialist.”

“So that’s where the money is going?” he asked.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He looked at the road ahead, trying to work out if he was the good guy for giving her money, and giving her mom hope, or the bad guy for wanting so much in return.


Chapter Eight – Kelly

They could be just any other couple about to embark on a romantic weekend in the mountains. If she let her brain become unfocused, she might be able to believe that. It was like looking at one of those Magic Eye pictures: you look at it in just the right way and an image suddenly pops out at you. The image she was looking for was two young, carefree lovers wanting to be alone. 

But she was never good at seeing those images, and this was no different. As soon as she focused, the voice in her head screamed prostitute at her. Yet seeing her mom trying to make an effort to help today had proved to her they needed the money to get her well. She might have made David leave, might not have been willing to commit to marriage, but up until her accident, she had been totally focused on providing for her family.

Rarely sick, her mom had worked all day, come home and cooked, and kept the house and her three kids clean and tidy. She made sure they got good grades, always willing to sit down and help with homework, or listen to them read. The accident had changed her.

“How much further?” she asked, 

“Another five miles. We have to turn off a track to the left, and the cabin is at the end.” He glanced at her and she saw concern in his eyes, which put her more at ease.

“So no one will hear me scream,” she said, trying to smile and lift her mood.

“So no one will hear you scream.” His eyes grew darker, filled with desire. “The only way I’m going to make you scream, Kelly, is with pleasure. And if there’s any pain, it will be of the most exquisite kind.”

Her face went pale as she let his words sink in, because she believed him. Out of everything he had ever said to her, everything he had promised, that was the truest thing he had ever said. It was in the way his body angled towards her, the way his eyes were ablaze with longing, and the way her body responded. It was as if he had put some spell on her. One she didn’t want to break free of.

She swallowed, the lump in her throat, her desire, too much for her. That was her problem, she did desire him, and she wanted things to be different between them. Why had he offered her money, why hadn’t he simply asked her out on a date?

Glancing out of the window, she watched the trees as they thickened, becoming a barrier to the outside world, the world they had left behind. Up here, they would be in a world of their own, cocooned from everything and anyone, and she decided to enjoy herself, let herself experience what he had to offer.

If she could forget about the size of her bank balance, a thing she had agonized and worried over for so long, but for completely opposite reasons, then she might be able to fool herself and Jared into thinking she was girlfriend material.

She could, after all, pay the money back.

Couldn’t she? In the few hours since the money had transferred into her account, she had managed to feel free for the first time since her mom’s accident. To give it back would be to choose to go back to her old life of two jobs and no free time. Certainly that life would leave her no time for a boyfriend. Especially one like Jared Sinclair.

She let out a small groan. Then immediately tried to cover it with a cough.

However, he had heard her and asked, “What’s wrong? The thought of being in my bed not so appealing now we are nearly there?”

She wasn’t sure if he was joking. As the trees grew thicker, the light filtering through became dimmer, and the interior of the car was only light enough to make out his profile, not his expression.

“No,” she said too quickly. “I agreed to it, didn’t I?”

“Then what?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shook her head.

“If I give you another hundred, would you tell me?”

It was as if he had slapped her around the face. “You bought my body for the weekend, that does not mean you own my thoughts.”

“I’m sorry, that was a crass joke, and I didn’t mean it.” He swore under his breath, and the car stopped suddenly.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, letting the panic creep into her voice.

“You are a distraction, Kelly. One I hope this weekend will purge me of.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, trying to work out exactly what he saw in her that no one, especially another man, ever had. It wasn’t as if she was ugly, but she was no stunning high society beauty either. She wore minimal makeup, cheap clothes, and sensible shoes. There was nothing obvious about her that could tempt a man like Jared. Nothing at all.

“I missed the turn.” He placed his hand on the back of her seat, his body swiveled towards hers, and she inhaled, taking in the scent of the man. Her mouth watered; his expensive cologne wasn’t enough to mask the pure maleness of his own unique tang. She closed her eyes and took in the musky scent of his skin, she could imagine him out here in the wild; he smelled of pine trees and grass, of fresh air and dark moonless nights.

Her eyes flew open as the car turned sharply and they began the last part of their journey along a wooded track, filled with potholes. When she looked behind her, it was as if the whole world was closing in on them, blocking her escape.

“Do you own the cabin?” she asked.

“Yes. I bought it a few years ago for when I need some privacy and to get away from everything.”

“I thought you were a workaholic.”

“I am, at least I have been. But things change, people change, everyone needs an escape.”

“I thought you would find your escape in fine wine and beautiful women. Not an isolated cabin … and me.”

“I don’t always enjoy my life. I find business tiresome. Maybe I need to retire.” She thought he was joking, until he looked at her sharply and added, “I would appreciate your discretion in that.”

“Of course.” He did know she had a lot more to be indiscreet about than his possible retirement. Didn’t he?

“I’ve worked to build the company up since my dad left. I think in many ways you and I are the same, Miss Hanson.”

“Is that why?”

“Why what?”

“Why you’ve done what you’ve done … the money. Why you’ve brought me here. To what? Your private love nest.”

They had reached the cabin now. It was situated in a clearing with wildflowers all around it, making it look like something out of a fairy tale. She could just imagine Goldilocks running out of it with the three bears chasing her.

Tearing her eyes away from it, she turned to see him staring at her, his voice deadly serious when he spoke. “I have never brought any other woman here.”

“I’m sorry. I just assumed.”

“I need you to know that, Kelly. I need you to understand what you are to me.”

“What I am to you?” she asked, her voice almost extinguished by the growing panic inside her.

“Yes.” But before he told her exactly what she was to him, his hand was on the back of her seat, and he leaned across the small space between them, his mouth hovering over hers. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

It seemed such a weird thing to say, and he hesitated, making her question whether he had changed his mind. Her eyes lowered to look at his lips, and she involuntarily flicked her tongue out to moisten her lips in readiness. She wanted to know what his lips felt like pressed against hers more than anything in this world, except maybe to feel him inside her.

“This is the point when you tell me it’s what you want too.”

“What?” she asked, sounding like an imbecile.

“I am not going to force myself on you.”

“You paid me the money.”

“And if I hadn’t? Would you be here with me?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Nine – Jared

Driving here, he thought over how he wanted things to work out. He knew how the fated mate thing worked, and it had never held much interest to him. Yes, of course he wanted to find his mate. However, after what had happened with his father, when Jared found out his own mate was a human too, he had decided that the only way to stop her straying was to have some kind of control over her. When he found out about her family, and how hard she worked to look after them, he realized this was how he could leverage his control.

His offer had been generous, he knew that. He also knew that the money would soon be gone on the debts the family had accrued and on medical help for her mom’s bad back. If he could make her see that if she played things his way, he would keep her as his mistress, then he would never have to worry about her straying. He would become like a drug to her; he would be her addiction.

Yet as he sat there, with her lips only an inch away, he understood that it was he who was addicted. That was something he couldn’t afford. He had to be strong, although when he tried to be, he had failed. The words that had come out of his mouth, those talking about a future together, and hinting about giving up work had come from a stranger.

Or from his bear.

Of course, his bear wanted them to be together, their lives intertwined, for her to be always in his bed. But Jared knew that this relationship was one-sided; only half of it knew the desperate need to have a mate in their life. And that half wasn’t Kelly.

Maybe he should have backed off, told her he had made a mistake, and driven her straight back to the city. She could have kept the money; it meant nothing to him. Even if she blabbed about the whole thing, he didn’t care, his ego could take it. However, as hard as he tried to summon up the strength to turn her away, he just didn’t have it in him.

So it was with defeat in his heart, not triumph that he eased forward, closing the distance between them, and kissed her for the first time. It took only a split second for him to know that the taste of her, the scent of her, would bind him to her. If he wasn’t careful, he was about to be completely lost to a woman who had no idea what she meant to him. Or even what he was.

The softest of sighs escaped her lips, and his cock hardened in his pants. He wanted to make her more than sigh, he wanted to claim her as his mate and damn the consequences, he would deal with them later. Right now he wanted to live in the present, not the past, and most definitely not the future.

He moved his tongue along her lower lip, pressing for entrance into her soft, warm mouth, and she granted it. Seeking out her tongue, he flicked his over hers and then led her on a dance, their tongues entwining. He felt her shiver, and hoped it was desire, not disgust she felt for him.

Kelly moved, her hands going to both of his arms as if for support, and she grasped at the fabric of his shirt, pressing her body forward. He took full advantage, his right hand sliding along her thigh, and then dipping down between them seeking out her heat, and her need. She eased her thighs apart, allowing him access, allowing his him to press his fingers against her mound, and rub her there until she whimpered.

Breaking off their kiss, he lowered his head and nipped her breasts through her clothes, his teeth grazing the hardened bud of her nipple. Kelly threw her head back and offered herself to him. He hadn’t anticipated her wanting him so much. Jared had assumed he would have to coax her into his bed; instead, she was filled with a need that seemed as great as his.

Perfect mates, his bear said.

Jared reluctantly agreed, although he still would not admit to actually wanting her in his life. His bed, yes, his life, no.

Pressing the button of his seatbelt, and then hers, he freed them both. Then he opened his car door, kicking it wide, and lifted her across the seats and into his arms as he straightened. Effortlessly, he carried her over to the small cabin he used as an escape when he wanted to run as his bear, free of his human life.

When he told her he had never brought a woman here before, it was the truth. This was his special place, a place of escape, but it seemed right to share it with Kelly. She rested her head on his chest as he opened the front door, and went inside. He didn’t stop, but took her straight to the bedroom and laid her on the bed.

For so many nights he had lain awake imagining this moment, and now it was here. A surge of confidence rushed through him, he was going to make sure she never wanted another man but him. He would make sure she never strayed, that no man could ever satisfy her like he could.

Those words came from deep inside him; his bear was talking again. Shutting his four-legged beast out of his thoughts, he moved to kneel on the bed, wanting this to be between him and Kelly. He wasn’t in the mood for sharing.

His hands made swift work of removing her clothes. Kelly had to lift her bottom up for him to drag her skirt down over her thighs, and he only felt a moment of hesitation in her when he hooked his fingers through the elastic of her panties and yanked them off as well. 

She lay naked before him, and he had never seen anyone more beautiful, nothing so desirable. It hurt, just how much he wanted her.

Leaning over her, he pressed his lips to the soft flesh of her stomach, and slipped his fingers between her legs to feel her heat. He didn’t know how long he was going to be able to hold on without fucking her, but he wanted her to know her pleasure was paramount in his mind.

However, when her hand closed around his cock, still encased in his pants, things got a little bit jumbled.


Chapter Ten – Kelly

He had the mouth and fingers of a god, but she wanted to see what else he had, and how out of control she could make him feel. It only seemed fair since he was driving her wild. His fingers moved in and out of her sex, grazing her inner walls, making her arousal so intense she knew she would come soon. When his mouth moved up, over her fleshy belly, reaching her voluptuous breasts, the intensity of her emotions raged through her, and her hand grasped him harder.

She felt his breath hiss against her skin, and this urged her on. Sliding her hand higher, she covered the head of his cock, stimulating him, moving her hand until his hips thrust forward as he tried to fuck her hand. Wanting to feel his silky flesh, she undid his zipper, and then pushed her hand inside, grasping him firmly, wanting him to know that she could keep a cool head, even when Jared was licking her nipples with the flat of his tongue, before grazing his teeth across them.

Her orgasm raced towards her. She tried to deny it, but when he hit the magic spot inside her sex at the exact moment his thumb rubbed the sensitive nerves of her clit, she came. In response, her hand squeezed his cock hard. Kelly tried to maintain a rhythm, but she was lost.

Round one of self-control to Jared Sinclair.

He took her into the abyss and made sure she could not escape. His fingers moved roughly inside her sex, while he sucked on her breasts. Her hips bucked as she tried to ease the tension in her body, and then the wave swept over her, and she was left stranded on the shore. This was his first conquest of her body. It would not be the last. She sincerely hoped it would not be the last.

As if to answer her question, he pulled back, moving away from her, to strip his clothes off in a blur. She only had a couple of minutes to recover, before he was on the bed next to her, lifting her to kneel in front of him.

Kelly felt the press of his cock against her sex, and then he thrust forward, filling her completely. He stilled, and she looked behind her, wanting to see his face. His eyes were closed and a look of intense rapture covered his face. She had thought he was trying to make her feel better by telling her how much he wanted her, but if his expression meant anything, he was telling the truth.

Confused, she watched him pull back out of her, the sense of emptiness hitting her, before he thrust forward again. Each powerful stroke swept over her, and she had to brace herself, to stop herself spilling forward onto the bed. Jared moved his hands to her hips, and held her in place as the thrusts grew more intense.

In and out, he lunged, hard, rough, circling his hips to stretch her, his need intense, sweeping her along on a tide of emotion. He wanted her, he wanted to bury himself in her and lose himself. Until this moment she hadn’t been able to believe it. His mouth might lie, but his body didn’t.

In one last thrust, he came. Filling her with his seed, he cried out, an agonizing sound, primal in its need. Then he slumped forward, his mouth kissing her back, his hands stroking her skin. Her orgasm was unspent, and she ached for more.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I lost control.”

“It’s OK. You paid for the pleasure, after all.” She closed her eyes, wiping those thoughts away.

“That’s not why I paid you, Kelly.”

“Then why?” She moved away from him, but he caught her, his hand going around her waist and he lifted her so she sat in his lap, facing away from him, her legs tucked around his thighs.

“Not now,” he said, kissing her neck softly.

“Why not now?”

“Because I didn’t satisfy you. And that was selfish of me.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, trying to wriggle free, but he held her close.

“It does to me.”

Holding her tightly, he rocked his hips, and she felt him harden inside her, swelling to fill her sex. Jared kissed her back, his lips sending shivers down her spine, and her arousal grew to match his. 

“You are beautiful,” he whispered in her ear, his breath the softest of caresses across her skin. 

She closed her eyes. She wanted to be beautiful, wanted to be the person he saw when he looked at her. Kelly wanted this all to be real: so much it hurt.

Jared stroked her stomach, and then his fingers moved down to cover her mound, a light touch across her clit, but he drove her wild. Using his other hand, he cupped her breast, and brushed his thumb over her nipple, until her hips bucked as the sensations became too much.

Moving up and down on his cock, she closed her eyes and leaned back against him for support. Every nerve ending in her body was on fire. As she moved, her body settling into a hypnotic rhythm as she sought out her climax, she began to whimper, which became a cry, it was all too much.

His hands, mouth, and cock were instruments of torture and pleasure combined. She wanted him to stop, but she needed him to go on, to take her to the edge and throw her off, to let her drown in his touch, in his scent, and in the words he whispered in her ear. Words he couldn’t possibly mean, but words she would hold onto forever; even when this was over and she was back at home, surrounded by her old life.

When she came, it was a release: a letting go of the tension in her body, of her fears that he was some kind of madman intent on hurting her, and of the sense she wasn’t worthy. The last one took her by surprise. She allowed the sense of pure pleasure to wash over her, her sex gripping his hardness, tensing around him, until he thrust upwards, hard into her, and she felt his seed fill her again.

Only when he was utterly spent, did he let her lie down on the bed. He tenderly covered her with a warm blanket, kissing her bare shoulder. 

Then he left her, going out of the bedroom, leaving her feeling used and dirty.


Chapter Eleven – Jared

Grabbing his clothes, he left the room, and headed to the kitchen. There he placed both hands on the counter and leaned over, feeling lightheaded. What the hell was wrong with him? He had let her get under his skin; he had allowed her to make him want more. 

The first time he fucked her it had been hard, raw, and he had left her wanting. In an effort to make up for it, he had made love to her. Love. That wasn’t part of the deal. Yes, he wanted her to want no other man, but not because of love, he had seen what that did to a person. He had seen it firsthand in his mom.

Shaking his head, he got dressed, and then filled the kettle with water and placed it on the stove. He needed coffee, that was his problem; he needed caffeine to flood his brain and make him focus. The day had been stressful, and unexpected. 

Excuses, his bear told him.

Whatever, was his reply.

Could he feel any worse? Yes. He could. If he let her in, let her get under his skin, and then she walked away like his dad had, he would feel worse. So much worse. He remembered only too well the deathly look on his mom’s face, how she struggled to go through the motions of daily life for months after he had left.

Jared had been eighteen, the oldest, his brothers thirteen and fifteen respectively. He had been about to set off on a trip around the world, to explore distant countries, to allow his bear to roam free through Alaska. Instead he had to step into the role of breadwinner and fight for his family, learning to become harder, tougher with every decision he made.

In a need to get his head straight, he drank his coffee, and then headed out of the door and into the night. He needed to run as his bear, over the mountain and on and on until there was nothing to think about other than the ache in his muscles and the scent of the forest. At some point he returned to the cabin. Checking in on her, he found her asleep. But he couldn’t lie in the bed next to her, he didn’t trust himself. So he lay down on the sofa and waited until morning.

***

Waking up, he took a minute to go over the events leading up to him spending a night on the sofa. He had been an idiot, a complete and utter jerk to leave her alone like that. Getting up, he shook his head, and decided he needed coffee.

Stalking out of the room, he went to the kitchen to put the kettle on the stove to boil. Keeping busy, he went out to the car, and fetched all the luggage in, setting the box filled with groceries on the counter. Taking her battered suitcase into the bedroom, he saw she was awake and winced when he heard her crying. Then he ignored her, as she hastily wiped her eyes before reaching a hand out to grab her clothes.

“Here,” he said, collecting them up from the floor where he had dropped them and handing them to her. Although he wanted to insist she walk around naked so he could have access to her body whenever he wanted. He had paid for the whole weekend, after all.

“Thank you.” She took them from him and pulled them under the blankets, determined not to let him see her naked.

To give her some privacy, he went to the kitchen and made some coffee. He stood and looked out of the window while he drank a cup, waiting to see if she joined him, or if she was going to avoid him. He looked at the trees outside, knowing it was a mistake to bring her here. This was his sanctuary, his place away from the world. Now it would be forever tainted, each visit filled with the memory of this weekend.

Don’t deny her, his bear said.

But no matter how much he believed his bear was right, he couldn’t let go of his idea of self-preservation. If he fell apart, if she left him, then what?

You are not weak, his bear said. And she is not your father.

But she is human, Jared answered.

Doesn’t she deserve to prove herself? Jared hated when his bear spoke sense.

He poured another cup of coffee, and took two cups into the bedroom, setting them down on the nightstand. Kelly was dressed, her hair a mess and her eyes red from crying.

“I’m sorry.” He couldn’t remember the last time he had uttered those words.

“You have nothing to apologize for.” She said the words, but he didn’t believe them. He didn’t deserve them.

“I’m not used to taking other people’s feelings into account.”

“I know.” She sniffed and then wiped her eyes with her hands. “It was stupid of me to get upset, I knew exactly what sort of man you were when I agreed to this.”

“You don’t know me,” he said, his head filled with all the things he wanted to say to her, to try to prove to her that he wasn’t a bad man. He wasn’t a cruel man. But he didn’t know where to begin, because he no longer knew what kind of man he was.

“You have nothing to prove to me. You paid me a lot of money to come here. I don’t know why. And it doesn’t matter. If I could just use the bathroom...”

“Kelly. Please let me explain,” he said reaching out to touch her, but she shrugged away and stood up.

“The bathroom?” She folded her arm across her chest to ward him off, and his bear moaned in disapproval at the way he had treated her.

“The second door on the left,” he said pointing down the hallway.

Grabbing her wash bag, she left, and he sat down on the bed, knowing he had to make this up to her. 

Damn it, this was so confusing. He had focused so much on business, had become so successful at walking all over people’s feelings and lives, he was now beginning to see the other side. To understand what it was like to watch your life spiral out of control.

It’s not too late, his bear told him.

He hoped his old friend was right.


Chapter Twelve – Kelly

Going to the bathroom and shutting the door behind her, she went over to the sink, looking in the mirror at her red puffy face. She never looked good in the morning, even when she had been crying, but now the face that stared back at her was bordering on hideous.

She had overreacted. When she took his deal he had never promised her a happy ever after; if he had wanted to marry her and settle down with her, he wouldn’t have paid her. Instead, he would have dated her, taking her out to dinner or to the theater, not brought her here for sex. She had to stop living in the fantasy world she had created in her head. Ever since she had gone to work for Jared she had been crushing on him, and now it was coming back to bite her in the ass.

Running the cold tap, she filled the sink and then proceeded to scoop handfuls of it up, pressing it to her face in the hope that she would be able to get rid of some of the redness. The shock of the cold water hit her and made her gasp, but at least it seemed to bring her to her senses. All she had to do was get through two more days. It wasn’t as if the experience wasn’t pleasurable, perhaps that was the problem: it was too pleasurable. Her body still ached, her muscles sore from the tension that had threaded through them last night.

Thinking about sex was not a good idea; her body already felt needy for his touch. If she followed her instincts, she would be pulling the bathroom door open and running into his arms, begging him to make love to her again. That wasn’t going to happen. Going along with what he wanted to do was one thing, instigating it was another. She had some pride left, didn’t she?

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she repeated to herself. 

Cleaning her teeth and wiping away all her smudged makeup, by the time she was ready to go back out and face him, which she knew she had to, she had calmed down. More than that, she was ready to put on her waitress’s face, the one that fixed a smile on her lips, no matter how crappy she felt. She had done it for years; she could do it for a couple of days here with Jared.

“I’m sorry,” she said, as she headed back to the bedroom to find him sitting on the bed staring into space. In the weeks since she had started working for him, Kelly had always thought Jared was self-assured, self-confident, and arrogant. To sum it up, she didn’t think he was a particularly nice person. 

Yet the man before her didn’t look any of those things. Instead, he looked confused, as if he wasn’t sure what was going on or what he was supposed to do about it. About her. She frowned, and then remembered herself, and put the bright smile back on her face.

“Is the coffee still hot?” She picked up the cup, and took a sip. “Yuck, no. Do you mind if I make some more?”

“No, of course not.” He got up from the bed, eyeing her warily, and then led her to the kitchen.

“I would love something to eat too,” she said, her stomach hollow. She blamed it on not having eaten since yesterday lunchtime, but she suspected it had to do with Jared being so close to her. She was attracted to him in the worst kind of way. She thought back to the crushes she had on boys when she was at school, and figured this was the same thing.

“Sure, what can I get you?” he asked, going over to a box on the counter and proceeding to pull out all the groceries he had brought. “I can make you a breakfast of eggs and bacon, or there’s some bread; I can make toast.”

“I never expected a man like you to be able to cook breakfast. I thought it would be part of my job description this weekend,” she said, succeeding on keeping the smile fixed on her face, despite her muscles wanting to droop into a frown.

He relaxed a little and then said, “I enjoy cooking. I just don’t have the opportunity very often. Especially when I’m in town, cooking for one always seems a bit pointless.”

He began to pull pots and pans out of the cupboards, and she let him carry on, enjoying watching him work. For a man who spent most of his time in the office, there was nothing about him that screamed geek. His body was toned, and from what she could remember of him last night, he was also well tanned.

“When you’re in town, does that mean you live somewhere else too?” Of course, a man like Jared would have homes all over the world.

“We have a family home in the country. My mom lives there all the time. I try to get back and visit whenever I can. But business usually keeps me away.”

“So you still live with your mom? There, we do have something in common.” She shrugged her shoulders, rolling them backwards to try let go of the tension in them. If she stayed like this all day, she would be exhausted.

“I expect we have a lot in common. We both know what it’s like to have our families depend on us.” He began heating some oil in a pan and then putting the bacon in; the sound of it sizzling filled the air. Her stomach rumbled in anticipation.

“Only my family is a lot poorer than yours.”

“I just got lucky. When my father left, we had nothing. Well, that’s not true: we had a house, and so much debt we could have drowned in it.”

“I never knew. You always seemed to be the kind of man who had just been given it all.”

“I was never given anything.” He took some bread out to toast. She felt like she should help, but she also felt like it wasn’t her place. This cabin didn’t belong to her, this kitchen wasn’t hers, this man wasn’t hers.

“You fit into the world so well. The business world, I mean. I’ve seen the people who come to the office; I see the respect they have for you.”

“Respect or fear?” he asked. “I hold so many people’s lives in the balance. Their businesses, fortunes. I’ve never really thought about what it must be like for them. I forgot where I came from.”

“We all forget where we come from if we can.”

“Have you? You look after your mom and your brothers; you work two jobs to keep it all together. I don’t see that you’ve forgotten.”

“I’ve just never had the chance. I moved out when I was 20, got a place of my own, I really thought that I was a grownup. I knew everything. Then when my mom had her accident and I had to go home and live with her, I realized I knew nothing. Nothing about how hard it all is, how hard she worked.” Kelly shook her head. “Can we talk about something else?”

“What do you want to talk about?” he asked as he began to cook the eggs.

“Why this cabin? You live in the city, and you have a house in the country. I expect the house is big, maybe you have servants, and yet you choose to come here where there are hardly any facilities at all. Why?” She had calmed down and gotten used to being around him, and the sexual energy between them had dissipated. This might be the only chance she would ever get to have a proper conversation with him and to try to understand who he was. What kind of man he was. And why he was willing to pay her half a million dollars to come here with him.

“I like the peace and solitude. I spend a long time in the woods, not having to think about anything. No business meetings, no staff problems, no calendar. No Rosemary to tell me where I should be and what I should be doing.”

He got two plates out and began to serve the food. “Did you make some more coffee? We can go and sit outside under the trees to eat.”

“I’d like that.” Kelly made herself busy making two cups of coffee, while trying to work out if Jared Sinclair had multiple personalities. Because the man who stood before her, making breakfast, seemed in no way connected to the man who ran a multi-million-dollar company and paid women to sleep with him.


Chapter Thirteen – Jared

They talked, they laughed, and they ate. Jared actually began to feel like a human being, not some businessman in a stuffy suit, in a stuffy office. It had been months since he had been up here in the mountains, and he was beginning to realize that part of himself, the shifter side of him, needed this. His bear needed to run free, and in denying his bear, he had been tipping the balance in their relationship.

Of course it was made more special by having Kelly here. Her presence made everything complete. Her smile, her laugh, and the way her eyes danced when he said something funny, all endeared her to him. Why he hadn’t just asked her on a date, he couldn’t understand. Maybe it was because she was different too. Away from the challenges of her daily life, she allowed herself to relax and feel free, and let him in. The woman who had brushed him aside at the office was gone.

She no longer looked tired. The tears of this morning were gone; her eyes no longer red, she looked happy. He looked around, taking in their surroundings. The trees all had new leaves on them, the spring beginning to give way to summer, and in the branches of the trees the birds sang, calling to their mates, and calling to their young.

Inside him, his bear stretched, and then sat staring at Jared as if staring into his soul. There was a yearning inside him, a yearning to have cubs of his own, to have young ones to look after and feed and protect. Just like all the other animals in the forest around them. He had lost sight of what he was, of what he was meant to be. A shifter wasn’t supposed to spend his life in an office, surrounded by concrete and buildings so high he could barely see the sky. He was supposed to be out here surrounded by nature, surrounded by life.

“Shall we go for a walk?” he asked after they had finished eating.

“I’d like that.” She sounded surprised.

“Did you think I was going to chain you to the bed all day?” he asked evenly.

“I don’t know what I expected, Mr. Sinclair.”

He stopped collecting the plates, and looked at her. “Mr. Sinclair…? Jared, please.”

“Jared,” she said awkwardly. “I’m not sure what I expected.”

She was searching his face, trying to fathom him out, and he wanted to tell her, to show her his bear and make her understand that she was his mate. He wanted to make her promise that she would stay by his side forever, would raise his cubs, and live a long life with him here, or in the house in the country, in a world filled with love.

Yet he couldn’t do it. She wasn’t ready. He wasn’t ready.

Before he could tell her about his true self, he had to understand what it was he wanted. 

A wife. A mate, his bear said.

But what if she leaves? Jared asked.

And what if she doesn’t? his bear replied.

“A life without love, is no life at all,” he said quietly.

“I didn’t know you were a romantic,” Kelly said.

“Neither did I.” He smiled at her again, and she smiled back, a wistful smile that confused and comforted him.

By offering her money to come here and sleep with him, he had taken away any chance of knowing what she truly felt. It hadn’t mattered at the time, he only wanted to get her out of his system—foolish, he could see that now. The mating bond wasn’t a phase; it was a lifelong bond that he could not escape.

So his task had changed: his mission was to try to put things right. Damage limitation, a task he had never undertaken before. 

“I thought I would pack some food,” he said. “There’s a lake a couple of miles up the mountain with a waterfall that I would like to show you.” It was one of his favorite places to visit as a bear, and he could think of no other place to take Kelly that would perhaps show her that he had a softer side. It was a beautiful spot, and he wanted to lay her down on the spring grass and make love to her again.

“I’d like that. I can’t remember the last time I left the city. We used to go on vacations when I was younger, when David lived with us. David is the father of my brothers.”

“And he left?” Jared asked, thinking that this was one more thing they had in common.

“Yes … and no. At least, he did leave. But not in the way you think, my mom found it difficult to adjust to living with a man. Before David, it had just been me and her. I think that she was in love with the idea of having a proper family, of having a father figure for me. But the reality was different.”

“So she kicked him out?” he asked packing some food for them.

“Yes. It was very hard on him, hard on all of us. But she made up her mind.” Her face went pale, and he could see that she was reliving that time of her life.

“How did you feel about it?” he asked. What he really wanted to ask her was whether she was the same as her mother. Was she the sort of woman who thought she was better off without a man?

“For a long time I thought I hated her. Not that I ever showed her my feelings, I was too scared to lose her too. She did her best by us, but I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t want us to live together as a family. Why would she force David out, leaving my brothers without a father? I suppose it was because I’d seen what it was like, before when it was just me and my mom and then having David there; things were so much easier when we were complete. She was selfish, but how do you say that your mom?”

“My father left.” He turned to face her, wanting to let her in. His feelings had been shut away all these years. It was like he had shoved them all into a trunk, shut the lid, and bolted it, never to be opened. Jared was afraid of what he would find if he opened the trunk, but knew that if he wanted a life with Kelly that it had to be done.

“How old were you?” she asked.

“Eighteen. He walked away out of our lives, and my mom fell to pieces.”

“And did you have to pick up those pieces?”

“Yes. We would have lost everything. But I couldn’t let that happen.”

“You’re right. We are more similar than I could ever have imagined.” She walked towards him, hesitating only once before she reached out and put her arms around him and laid her head on his chest.

Jared stood there frozen for a second, not knowing how to react, and then he reached his arms around her and held her close. A long breath escaped his body. He felt as if a part of him was leaving, a part that had kept him going, kept him moving as if down a long tunnel. Now before him it all opened up. He was at a crossroads; he just needed to choose which way to go.


Chapter Fourteen – Kelly

The air was cool and fresh on her face as they headed into the woods. All around them, the wildlife went about its business, taking no notice of the two people who passed by. They were all too busy gathering food for their young in burrows and nests. Kelly smiled to herself. This trip had rejuvenated her, had given her something outside of her mundane existence to focus on.

“What do you usually do when you come here?” she asked, as she followed him along a deer trail. 

“Walk, run, explore. Although these days I know the mountain so well, I just tend to hit my favorite trails.” He gave her an odd look. Was he holding something back? The moment passed and he turned to focus on the path, ducking under branches and stepping over fallen logs, always keeping an eye on her and whether she was coping with the terrain.

“You know, from what I saw of you at the office, I would have put you down for a stuffy suit type.” She stepped over a log, her hair catching on a low branch. Pausing to extricate herself, she saw him smile and then come back to help her.

“A stuffy suit. Is that what my employees call me?” he asked, his fingers deftly untangling her hair. Instead of walking on further, he stopped and looked into her eyes. Humor replaced the desire she had seen last night. He was laughing at her, and she could see why. He was a lot fitter than she, and her breathing was becoming labored and her cheeks red, not to mention her hair probably looked tempting to any passing bird to set up home in. 

“I look that bad?” she asked.

Immediately his arm snaked around her waist and he pulled her close to him, she could feel the press of his cock against her hip. Damn, that made her feel horny.

“You look beautiful. Wild.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “And fierce.”

She laughed. “You don’t have to humor me. You pai…”

“Don’t say it.” Then his lips claimed hers, taking the words from her. Confused, she wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him as her legs threatened to give way. His hand moved lower, sliding over her bottom and caressing her flesh, exciting her body, while his lips moved against hers, soft, sensual, leaving her breathless.

“Do you want to explain what the hell is going on?” she asked, when at last he let her go.

“Not here.” He looked around them and then his eyes locked with hers. “When we get to the waterfall, I’ll try to explain.”

“Try to explain? Is it that complicated?” she asked, worried what secret it was he might be hiding.

“In a way, yes.”

He released her and headed off up the trail, his pace quickening as if he was eager to get to their destination. With her curiosity getting the better of her, Kelly half-ran to catch up, finding the stamina to keep up with him as they followed the winding path through trees, across an open plain, and then up a steep cliff, where he had to help her, pulling her up the steep parts, until they reached a wide ledge. There he stopped.

“This is one of my favorite views,” he said, gazing out across the mountainside.

“Wow. I didn’t realize we had climbed so high,” she said, taking in the small silver river that sparkled in the afternoon sun as it threaded its way through the green valley below. “It’s beautiful.”

“Feels like we are in a different world, doesn’t it?” he asked.

“Yes. I can see why you like to come here to escape.”

“Do you like escaping your life, Kelly?” he asked, and when she looked at his face, she could see it was a sincere question.

“In some ways.” She thought about it for a moment. “But I couldn’t just run away and leave my family.”

“Are they that important to you?” he asked.

“Yes. Why else would I have shackled myself with two jobs to keep us afloat?” She studied his face. “Just like you took on the responsibility of your family when your dad left.” She laughed. “You made a much better job of it, though.”

“I got lucky, and I traded on that luck.”

“Don’t undersell yourself. You might have had one lucky break, but that doesn’t automatically mean you can turn it into a fortune. Or in your case, a megafortune.”

“So even if I offered you a cool million, you wouldn’t run away with me?”

The smile vanished from her face. “You can’t buy me like that.”

“I thought I already had.” He stepped closer, the full weight of his animal magnetism almost crushing her.

“For one weekend, and that was just my body, remember?” She made herself sound confident.

“Haven’t I bought your soul too?” His eyes were dark, and a shiver of apprehension passed through her.

“No, Jared, you have not bought my soul. Nor my mind.” 

He relaxed and smiled at her. “Shall we go?”

“What? Are you mad?” She stepped in front of him as he was about to walk off. “You can’t just throw out comments like that and then walk off.”

“I just did.” His eyes were dancing, and a smile fluttered over his lips.

“Was that a test?” she asked, appalled.

“In a way.”

“Why? What do you want from me, Jared?” For some reason she was beginning to feel like his equal, and equals used first names. “Jared?”

“When we get to the waterfall.” He towered above her, and she should have felt intimidated, but something in the way he treated her made her feel as if he would never hurt her. Those exact words he had said in the car came back to her: all I can tell you is I won’t hurt you. I swear, and she stepped aside, wanting to know what exactly Jared Sinclair was up to.


Chapter Fifteen – Jared

He was going to tell her everything. He knew he must be crazy, but for once he and his bear were in agreement. It was time to quit messing around; they wanted their mate in their life, and that was not going to happen unless she knew about his bear.

And if she freaked out? He’d pay her off, pay for her silence, and live the rest of his life pining for her. 

The waterfall was only a hundred feet away; the thundering water could already be heard. Thanks to the spring rains, it would be at its most impressive right now, and as they turned a corner in the path, he heard Kelly gasp as it came into view. There was a large plume of spray hovering over the pool that the water plummeted into, giving the whole scene an ethereal quality. He liked that, it would make what he had to show her more believable.

Watching a man turn into a bear was much more natural when you were surrounded by trees and animals and nature. If this had taken place in the city, she would be more freaked out.

Wait, he had no idea if she was going to freak out anyway.

“This is amazing.” She rushed forward, running to the pool, her hair already damp from the spray and curling around her face. “Can we swim?”

“It might be cold,” he said, knowing his bear blood would stand it, but as a human, she would find it freezing.

“Who cares,” she said and began to strip. First she pulled her sweater off, and then she undid the buttons of her shirt. Looking up at him, she grinned. “Too chicken?”

“No.” He came to her, and took his clothes off, naked in front of her, with his cock hard. She just had that kind of effect on him.

She glanced down at his erection, and shook her head. “You are insatiable, Jared Sinclair.”

“Only for you.”

She laughed. “If you keep saying that, a girl could believe it.”

Before he could answer, she had stripped off the rest of her clothes and was sliding into the pool, a screech rising above the thundering falls as the cold hit her. Wanting to impress her, he dived in over her head. He knew this pool so well, he knew exactly where it was deep enough to dive, and where it was too shallow. Jared had spent many days up here, swimming in this pool, both in human and bear form.

As he came up for air he was so tempted to shift into his bear and surprise her. But he was worried he would panic her, and he didn’t want her to drown. Instead, he took a large gulp of air and then dived down again. This time when he surfaced, he was right next to her.

“It is cold,” she said, teeth chattering.

“If you swim, you’ll warm up,” he said, and began to swim away from her, turning briefly to check she was following. She was. With strong strokes, she was catching up with him, and he led her towards where the waterfall crashed into the pool. Going to the edge of it, he swam through the curtain of water, making sure he positioned his body to ensure she wasn’t caught in the drag of the immense flow.

“This is like a secret cave,” she said, as they trod water, looking out to where the sunlight caught the water and produced rainbows of color.

“It is.” He knew this was the moment. She was relaxed and calm, looking with wonder at the water. If only she would look at him in the same way. He got out of the water, and then held his hand out to Kelly. “There’s something I want to show you.”

“I can’t get out, my clothes are back there,” she protested.

“Please,” he said.

She looked at his hand, and then up at his face, trying to gauge what was going on, but eventually she put her hand in his and he felt the shock of recognition pass between them. Her eyes went wide, and he knew she had felt it as strongly as he had.

Once out of the water, she hugged herself, shivering as the cold air chilled her. He wanted to hold her in his arms and warm her up, but he had a much more burning need first. Maybe it was his bear exerting his influence on Jared, he couldn’t say, but the need to explain to her exactly what he was became so strong, he had to fight to take a few steps away from her, to give himself some space.

“I have something to show you.”

“What?” she asked nervously, looking around the cave.

“Nothing bad.” He shook his head, trying to form the words he needed to tell her. “I’m different than other people, Kelly.”

“I know.” She sounded wary.

“Not in the way you think. I mean beyond the money, and the power … and the arrogance. There is another side to me.”

“What kind of other side?”

He would have loved to know what was going through her head right now. Maybe she thought he liked to dress up in women’s clothes, but he bet whatever she was thinking, what he was about to show her wasn’t it.

“An animal side.”

“Animal.” She took a step away from him.

“Don’t move. Please, just let me show you.”

“You’re scaring me.” 

“I know. And I’m sorry.”

“Is this why you paid me? Not because of sex, but because you wanted to hurt me.”

“No, I told you. I could never hurt you.”

“Why?” 

“You’ll see, and then you’ll understand.”

He let his bear come forth. Once she had seen him, he would change back and explain everything to her. If it was possible to explain it all. The change was almost instantaneous, his human form shimmering out of existence for a nanosecond before he returned as a bear. 

In that nanosecond, there was no mate bond, there was no Kelly, there was nothing, and when he returned to stand in front of her as a bear, all he could hear was her screaming, and all he could see was her taking a step back, tripping over a rock and landing heavily on the ground. He rushed forward, trying to save her, forgetting he was a bear. She held her hand out in front of herself to protect herself from him. She was scared.

He stopped, lowering his head and puffing warm breaths over her. Couldn’t she see it was him, couldn’t she tell by the look in his eyes? He would know her anywhere, but then he carried the shifter gene, and she didn’t.

Yet then she looked, and then looked harder, her hand touching his snout as she said, “Jared. Is that you?”

Her fingers laced into his long, thick fur, and he trembled at her touch, and with the knowledge that she understood.


Chapter Sixteen – Kelly

“Jared?” she repeated. What the hell was she saying? There was no way this bear in front of her could be billionaire businessman Jared Sinclair, it wasn’t possible. Yet when she touched him, she felt that same spark of static electricity that had passed between them when he pulled her out of the pool. “I don’t understand.”

The bear stepped back from her, and then the air shimmered, and Jared was there in front of her in all his naked glory. 

“Shit,” was all she could mutter.

“Kelly,” he said, coming to kneel by the side of her. “Are you OK?”

“You just changed into a freaking bear in front of me, what the hell do you think?” Her breathing was becoming rapid, and a panic attack seemed imminent. 

“Breathe. Just breathe. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? I think you should have paid me more than half a million dollars. Damn, we didn’t use any protection. Was that your idea, to impregnate me with a freak?”

“It’s OK.” He held out his hands as if to calm her. “If I can just explain.”

“Explain?” She shook her head in disbelief. “All that stuff I shared with you. Was what you told me a bunch of lies? Telling me we were so similar, when in fact there is nothing about us that is the same? You’re a bear.” She put her hand to her head, feeling her temples begin to throb, and at the same time her teeth began to chatter as the shock mingled with the cold air to chill her.

“It was all true. It’s why my mom took it so hard when my dad left. You see, shifters mate for life. There is this bond between them and their mate.” He looked at her in that funny way again, his eyes ablaze with longing.

“You mean me? I’m your … what did you call it … mate?” It all made sense now, why he wanted her. He hadn’t had a choice. “And the money?”

“At first I wanted to deny the bond. I didn’t want a mate, because I didn’t want to risk my heart been broken like my mom’s. But at the same time I thought I could purge you from my thoughts, from my soul, if I made love to you. I thought that once the mating was over, I would be able to walk away, or at least keep you at arm’s length.”

“But you can’t?” It explained so much, and yet was totally unbelievable.

“No.” He looked almost defeated as he sat next to her on his haunches. This man who she had watched fire employees, and crush businessmen as if it was nothing to him, looked beaten. “Please, Kelly.”

“You’re not exactly selling it to me, are you?” she said, thinking on what he had said. “You’ve practically told me that if it wasn’t for this mating bond, you would never have wanted anything to do with me.”

“It’s not like that,” he said. “I thought you would understand. You know what it’s like, having to support your family. Hasn’t it put you off wanting a family of your own? Knowing what it’s like to carry responsibility. Of seeing how other people’s decisions, a father’s, a mother’s choice, can hurt a child. I don’t know you and I was scared that I might end up like my mom. And our kids might end up like me and my brothers.”

“What’s changed? You can’t think you know me already?”

“I know enough. I’ve learned enough.” He leaned towards her, and when she didn’t move away, he closed the gap and pulled her into his arms. “I want you in my life, Kelly.”

“It’s going to cost you.”

His face clouded, and he took in a sharp breath, as if she had punched him in the stomach. “How much?”

Kelly moved close to him, and stroked his chest. “Everything you have.”

“Everything?” 

“Yes.” Her hand closed around his cock, and his breath hissed as she moved it up and down really slowly.

“Kelly. I can’t. My family. My mom.” He bit his lower lip as she squeezed him a little harder.

“I’m not talking about money, Jared. I’m talking about your body and your soul.”

“They are already yours,” he said, and then he lowered his head, his lips capturing hers in a kiss that made his body shudder, and she knew this man, so powerful, so arrogant, had surrendered the last of himself to her.

“Lie down, Jared.” She released him, and he almost fell back away from her. But then he regained his composure, and a smile flittered across his lips.

“Whatever you want.” He lay down on the cold stone floor, and she moved to straddle him, her thighs resting on his. Then she rose up, supporting herself on her knees, while her hand wrapped around his cock and continued to bring him to life. 

He was confident once more, he could sense his victory, and he was right to. She had liked Jared Sinclair from the moment she had set eyes on him: who could resist those dimples? The fact he had paid her to come here with him had confused her; she couldn’t understand why he hadn’t simply asked her to go out with him. However, knowing his secret, she understood this was never going to be as easy as asking her to the movies.

As she slid down onto his cock, letting him fill her, she saw the bliss spread across his face. “You know I’m going to have to pay you the money back.”

She lifted herself up, and then let herself sink back down onto him, a moan escaping his lips as she rocked her hips backwards and forwards. It was a few minutes before he could speak. “I want you to keep it, to help your mom.”

“I can’t. I don’t want it hanging over us for the rest of our lives.”

His hands went to her hips, his fingers digging into her flesh as he held her in place, and thrust up into her, his cries filling the cave. She rode him, her hands resting on his chest, fingertips tweaking his nipples, feeling him react to her touch, until her orgasm rushed toward her, and she was swept away by the sensations flooding her body. Closing her eyes, she let her body move instinctively, her sex gripping his cock as it pulsed, her head thrown back, and she pressed down onto him, impaled on his rock-hard cock.

Jared cried out, his voice echoing around the cave as he came, his hips lifting off the ground, to push up inside her, straining to push deeper into her sex. Jerking his hips, he emptied his seed into her, until he was utterly spent, and he slumped back down to the ground, his breathing ragged.

Kelly leaned forward, her lips kissing his chest, and then his neck, feeling the warmth of his body like a furnace against her cold skin. Lifting her head, she looked into his eyes, her fingers stroking his cheek, and then touching his dimples. “I always found these adorable.”

He laughed, his chest rumbling against her. “I have never been called adorable in my whole life.”

“You have never had me in your life before.”

“I know,” he said, his hand fisting her hair, and his mouth claiming hers. He kissed her fiercely, full of longing and desire. “My life changed the first moment I saw you. It’s just taken me a while to accept it.”

“It might take me a lot longer to accept you are a man who can turn into a bear,” she said, snuggling against him.

“We’ve got all the time in the world.” He held her close, and kissed her cheek. “Now that I have you, I’ll never let you go.”

“You might change your mind and want a refund.”

“Never,” he said, and she believed him. 


Chapter Seventeen – Jared

“He is beautiful,” Jared’s mom said as she stroked the baby’s head.

“Just like his mom,” Jared said, smiling. He looked over to where Kelly was standing talking to his brother Ryan. They had all gathered together for the baby’s naming day. The birth of a new Sinclair bear cub was something to be celebrated.

Kelly, as if sensing his gaze, looked up and smiled at him, and then spoke to Ryan before walking over to Jared. He could feel her presence, and with each step she took, that feeling became stronger.

“You made a good choice,” Jared’s mom said.

“I had no choice,” he said. “The mate bond is too strong. I understand more now about what it was like when Dad left.”

She placed a hand on his arm. “It’s in the past. I hope, with the birth of this little man, I can see a way to happiness.”

“I hope so, Mom,” he said, as he turned as Kelly approached, and kissed her on the cheek. “Everything went well.”

“Better than I thought.” She took the baby from Jared, stroked his round baby cheeks and then kissed his head. “Typical that Thomas here would sleep through the whole thing.”

“At least he didn’t cry. Like his father did on his naming day,” Jared’s mom said.

Kelly laughed. “Thank you for letting us use the house.”

“How could I say no? The house belongs to Jared.”

“It’s your home, Mom,” Jared said. “We are going to go and live in the cabin for a while, until this little guy has to go to school.”

“Are you sure?” his mom asked.

“Yes. I have a lot of time to make up to my bear. And now I’ve sold the company, I think it’s a good idea.”

“It’s not as if it’s far away. I’ll have to come back to the city every week for my mom’s treatment,” Kelly said.

“How is she?” Jared’s mom asked, looking over to where Kelly’s mom was walking across the larger lawn with her two boys, who were kicking a football.

“So much better. I can’t believe it. It’s like she has her life back.” Kelly smiled up at Jared. “Thank you.”

“What’s mine is yours.”

“You know the only thing I want is your heart, not your money.”

It had taken Jared a few weeks to persuade Kelly to keep the money and use it to help her mom. She hadn’t wanted him to think she was only after his money. 

“We are family now,” Jared’s mom said kindly. “We all can see how much you love Jared. And this little chap makes it all complete.”

Jared turned to look around the garden. It was late autumn, but the weather had been kind and the day was perfect. Everything was perfect. His family, his wife, and his child. They were about to embark on a new venture, one he was looking forward to. Once Thomas was old enough, they intended to take the round-the-world vacation Jared had once planned. 

As he stood and breathed in the autumn air, he could almost imagine his time in the city hadn’t happened, that he had never been that stuffy-suited man who had offered a woman money in return for a weekend of sex.

He had changed so much, and instead of him having a bond he had to bear, he had a bond he wanted to strengthen, and enjoy, for the rest of their lives.
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