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Ranger Bear

Return to Bear Creek

(Book Eleven)

 

Police officer, Avery, is on the trail of two drug dealers. In an attempt to break up a smuggling ring, she finds herself in the small town of Bear Creek. There is just one problem, she isn’t exactly there in an official capacity. Determined to clear the name of a family friend, and unmask a dirty cop, Avery is determined to succeed. 

However, when the bad guys head into the mountains, she knows she can’t do the job alone. She needs a guide.

Bear shifter, Jacob, is a mountain ranger, born and bred in Bear Creek, he loves the outdoors, and hates the idea of drug smugglers using the mountain for their deals. When he meets Avery, and discovers she is his mate, this gives him one more reason to team up with the tough female officer. There is only one problem, Avery has no idea he has another side, a side that will do whatever it takes to keep her safe.

Jacob will fight tooth and claw to bring down the bad guys, but he soon realizes Avery is brave and fearless, and capable of handling herself. Can these two fated mates work together to bring down the bad guys, and make the world a better place? Or will Avery reject him and destroy his dreams of a wife and cubs?

 


Chapter One – Avery

“Hi there, I’m Avery Cooper, I work with the police department over in Holloway County.” Avery flashed her badge at the sheriff, and hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions. Get the information she needed and get out. That was her plan.

“Hello, Avery Cooper.” The sheriff smiled. The lips said howdy, the eyes said wary. He wasn’t going to be the backwater sheriff she’d hoped he’d be. “I’m Brad, the sheriff around here. What can I do for you?”

“I am looking for two men. I have reason to believe they are in Bear Creek.” Avery took out a printout that showed the faces of two men she’d been tracking. “Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop.”

Sheriff Brad took a close look at the photos and nodded. “Sure, I’ve seen them.”

“You have?” Avery had come to Bear Creek expecting to hit blank walls and blank expressions. At last, she might have a breakthrough, something she desperately needed.

“Yes. They visit Bear Creek every couple of months. Sometimes more often. They were in the bar night before last.” Brad walked over to the coffee pot, and lifted it up. “Coffee? Then we can sit down, and you can tell me why you are looking for these two fellas.”

Avery didn’t have time for coffee. And she certainly didn’t want to share any more information with Brad. “Sure, coffee would be great.” She smiled sweetly, sat down across the desk from Brad, and breathed away the tension building in her shoulder blades.

Brad sat down and leaned back in his seat while he assessed her. Men always assessed Avery, trying to see if she was worth their time, if she had the mettle to do her job. It irritated the hell out of her, but she kept her sweet smile on her face. Brad’s eyes narrowed.

“Why don’t you start from the beginning?” It wasn’t a suggestion.

Avery tried to control her rising need to get out of there and chase her quarry down. “Look, I don’t need to trouble you with this. All I need is to know where these two guys are.”

“That’s where we have our first problem,” Brad said easily. “I don’t exactly know where they are.”

“I thought you said they were here.”

“The night before last.” Brad nodded. “Now they are somewhere on that mountain, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Any idea which trail they took?” Avery sipped her too-hot coffee. Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop already had a head start; she was going to have to move fast if she didn’t want to lose them.

His eyes appraised her again. “I can ask around.”

“Thanks.” She shifted in her seat, preparing to leave.

Brad wasn’t finished with her yet. “Listen, Avery, I can’t just let you go running up into the mountains. You might be an exemplary police officer in Holloway County, but this is Bear Creek, and that mountain is likely to get you killed if you don’t know what you are doing.”

“Brad, I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” Avery let her smile drop. 

“I’m sure you can, Avery. However, I am not willing to let you leave here and go after two men alone without knowing exactly why. If something happens on that mountain, it is my men, and the men of the mountain rescue team, that will be putting their lives in danger to rescue you.”

“I appreciate your concern.” She was losing this. She knew it. He was right, of course. She didn’t want any more lives ruined by those two men. “I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” He nodded and sipped his coffee, then he reached into his drawer and took out a Tupperware tub and opened it up. “Here, my wife makes the best chocolate muffins this side of the mountain.”

“Thanks.” It was an icebreaker, and Avery appreciated the gesture.

“Now, from the beginning.” He leaned forward. “This isn’t personal,” Brad added. “But when a police officer comes into my station with a look of vengeance in their eyes, I need to do my job. Which means protect him, or her, from themselves if I have to.”

Avery relaxed. “I thought it was because I am a woman.”

“I know you did.” Brad chuckled. “But here in Bear Creek, the women are as strong as the men.” His grin widened. “And if you met Mrs. Sheriff Brad, you would know I am more than well versed in the equality of the species.”

“Sounds like a great place to live.” Avery ate her muffin. “Oh, this is good, compliments to Mrs. Sheriff Brad.”

“Well, we’d best not let my wife hear me calling her that.” He winked, setting her at ease. Damn, he was good: he’d shared a secret and asked her to keep it. He’d placed his trust in her. Now he expected the same.

“Our secret.” Avery played along. “So, the beginning. Not too much to tell. These two,” She jabbed her finger at the photo, “are known drug dealers. A friend of mine has been tracking them for months. But he was never able to figure out where they meet with their suppliers.”

“And you think it’s here in Bear Creek?” Brad shook his head. “Drugs are not a problem in this town.”

“You have several young offenders living in the area…” She’d done her homework while eating a burger in a roadhouse. You had to love the internet.

“Who are here to make a fresh start.” Brad’s voice held a low-level warning. “Avery, unless you have any kind of proof one of them is involved, they are going to be kept out of this. I personally know the guys who run the projects employing these people. They would vouch for the employees and I would vouch for my friends. The sheriff’s office is supportive of anything that helps offenders turn their lives around.”

“A little hostile there, Brad,” Avery pointed out.

“With good reason. It’s easy to point a finger at an obvious target. These kids are not it. As I said, we do not have a drug problem in Bear Creek.” He shook his head, his forehead creased. “It’s not our style.”

Avery arched her eyebrows and rocked back on her chair. “Not. Our. Style. That doesn’t mean the problem isn’t there.” Maybe Brad was a small-town cop, after all. He was burying his head in the sand if he figured that his town was unique in any way.

“Let’s get back to the facts.” Brad drank his coffee and got up for a refill. “More?”

“No, thanks.” She didn’t need any more of a buzz in her brain. “So the facts are, these two are known dealers. What I am trying to do is track their suppliers. And that led me here.”

“Do they have records?” Brad settled back down in his chair.

“Yes, but not for drug dealing. Small-time thieves, that kind of thing. To anyone looking in, they are clean. But they are dealers. Again, small-time, not worth the cost of a formal investigation.” She breathed out the building tension once more. 

That was what Lonnie Parnell, her dad’s old partner on the police force, had been told when he asked for a small task force to investigate Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop. Just before he’d been suspended from duty. Avery was here to clear his name. However, it was quickly becoming obvious she was in danger of ruining her own career if word of her unauthorized investigation got out. Officially, Avery was on a week’s leave. Unofficially, Avery had possibly gotten herself into some kind of conspiracy that went all the way up the chain of command.

“But here you are.”

 “Here I am.”

“OK, so you tracked them to Bear Creek, and I admit they do come here regularly. But all they do is hike into the mountains.” Brad’s frown deepened. “Are you suggesting their dealer meets them in the mountains?”

“I wasn’t until now.” Avery leaned forward. “Think about it. It is the ideal place for a deal to go down. They hike up there with backpacks, no one checks them, we have no idea what they come back down with. And no one sees them. No one takes any notice, they just blend in.” 

This was sounding more plausible by the second. Even Brad looked halfway to being convinced. He got up and walked to the window facing the mountain. “Do you have backup?”

Avery winced. “No, I was hoping we could join forces.” She kept her voice even and calm.

“Join forces?” Brad looked thoughtful as he turned back to face her. “I don’t have the manpower to send someone up there with you. Not without something more concrete. My deputy is on maternity leave, and we run on a skeleton crew as it is.”

“Let me guess, crime isn’t your style?” Avery only just stopped herself from rolling her eyes. This guy must have blinkers on; there was always crime. You just had to know where to look for it.

“Correct. Look, we are a close-knit community. Everyone knows everyone. We respect each other. Sure, the kids get up to stuff, but nothing bad. Just letting off steam.” Brad came and sat down opposite her. “How dangerous are these men?”

Avery shrugged. “Honestly, bar brawls and bullying. But the people supplying them? That I don’t know. Your mountain could be the tip of a large smuggling ring.”

“Let me think about it,” Brad said, getting up, making sure she knew the conversation was over.

“Thank you.” Should she risk telling him she was here unofficially? No, Brad had already warned her not to go onto the mountain. If he had an excuse to stop her, then he would.

She was on her own. He was going to make some phone calls, and she was going to be heading back to Holloway County. Unless she got out of town fast. If she was going to go after her quarry, she was going to have to get herself kitted out with hiking gear, and up on that mountain before nightfall.

What she needed was a guide, someone who could track.

“And, Avery? Don’t do anything stupid.” Brad’s words made her falter. His words about other people risking their lives came back to her.

“I never do.” She smiled and left his office, her conscience nagging at her. Was she letting her personal feelings cloud her judgment?

As she walked along the street, she gazed at the mountain. She was so close. So damn close. 

She couldn’t let this go.


Chapter Two – Jacob

“Hello?” Jacob was a mile away from home. The fact that the call was from the sheriff’s office could only mean one thing: he was about to be called on to climb back up the mountain. He’d love just one cup of fresh coffee first.

Just one.

“Hey, Jacob, how are you?” Brad’s voice sounded conversational.

“I’m good. You?” Jacob answered. He looked out over the valley below to where Bear Creek nestled safely under the watchful eye of the mountain. Shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare, he pinpointed the sheriff’s office in town. A tiny speck in amongst the other buildings, but Jacob was an expert on this view, and could locate any building if asked.

“Yeah, good.” Brad took in a deep breath. Jacob had worked with Brad a lot of the years. He admired the sheriff professionally and they respected each other. “I’ve had a visit from an out-of-town police officer, Avery Cooper. It appears there is some concern over a couple of hikers who visit us regularly.”

“Concern in what way?” Jacob asked as he followed the trail back under the trees; the town momentarily disappeared from view.

“Drugs.” 

“Come on, Brad, it’s not unusual for hikers to take recreational drugs into the mountains. I don’t like it any more than you do, but we can’t have eyes and ears everywhere. As long as they don’t drop their needles, I don’t see what we can do.”

“This is more than recreational use. The officer, Avery Cooper, is convinced these hikers are small-time dealers. What interests me is that Avery thinks they go into the mountains on a regular basis to meet with a supplier.” 

“OK, now you have my interest.” Jacob stopped walking, his full attention on what Brad had to say.

“I don’t like the idea of this going on in my town,” Brad began, “let alone the damage these drugs do to people’s lives.”

“I agree.” Jacob had never felt the urge to dabble in drugs; being a bear shifter was a big enough high for him. There was nothing like the feel of the wind in your face, and dirt in your paws. “But why are you calling me?”

“I’m short-staffed. I don’t have anyone spare to go off on what could be a wild-goose chase. If Avery has this wrong, then…”

“Then you don’t want to have to explain away all those extra man-hours,” Jacob finished.

“Plus, you can track better than anyone in town.” Brad dropped his voice. “I don’t think we’re going to stop Avery going after these guys. What worried me is if they are shifters…”

“And Avery isn’t?” Jacob asked.

“No. Unless my senses aren’t working as they should.” Brad tapped a pencil on his desk. “I can’t make you do this. I can’t even ask you to do this. But we both know we need to avoid any…trouble.”

“I understand. Listen, I’m just on my way back from Cougar Ridge. I’m gonna need a shower and a cup of coffee. Then I’ll head over to you.” Jacob started walking again, picking up the pace. He got the feeling Brad was leaving out some information, and he wanted to know what it was, and why. But a cell phone was not the smartest way to share sensitive information. Jacob trusted the sheriff’s judgment. Brad was smart, and good at his job. 

“I appreciate it, Jacob. See you soon.” Brad ended the call, leaving Jacob to muse over their conversation. Who was this Avery Cooper? And what was the deal with these two hikers? Maybe nothing. Jacob had to keep an open mind. Drawing conclusions before you had all the facts was never helpful.

Damn it. Jacob shifted into his bear, and ran down the trail, ignoring his own rule of only going bear at night. This was important. More than that, if there were drug deals going down on the mountain, on his mountain, he wanted to get to the bottom of it, and end them. The mountain, and the towns surrounding it, were his to look after and defend.

He ran fast, keeping his senses alert. If he crossed paths with a hunter, he was going to regret shifting, and he didn’t want that to happen. Yet he also felt the sense of urgency left unsaid by Brad. 

His house came into view. It nestled on the side of the mountain, higher up than most of the other dwellings that dotted the lower slopes. He liked the peace and solitude. There was only one thing that would make him leave here. His mate.

And so far, she had eluded him. 

He shifted back to his human form when he reached his house… House might be a bit too grand to describe his cabin. It was cozy and compact, big enough so he didn’t trip over himself, but small enough that he didn’t have to spend hours each week keeping it clean and tidy. Jacob much preferred to be outside than in. It didn’t matter how hard the rain came down, or how deep the snow piled up, he was an outdoors kind of a guy.

Who needed coffee.

He opened the door and went inside, heading for the kitchen where he put on a fresh pot of coffee before running to the shower. Stripping down, he stepped under the warm jets of water, and washed his body and his hair, before wrapping a towel around his midriff. On the way back to the kitchen, he dragged his fingers through his hair and grabbed his laptop.

Pouring a large mug of coffee, he placed a couple of croissants in the oven to warm, and sat down at the small wooden kitchen table he had carved himself out of a fallen oak tree. Waste not, want not.

He smiled to himself as he recalled getting his brothers, Neil and Kit, to help him drag the thick trunk home. He’d somehow persuaded them to shift into their bears, and put on a harness; he even had pictures to prove it. Like a couple of horses, he’d driven them down the mountain, towing the tree.

It had taken him most of the summer to cut and dry the wood, and then shape it into the sturdy table that was the heart of his kitchen. This was where he sat and drank beer with his brothers while he cooked for them. It was where he prepared the fruit and vegetables from his garden, ready to dry or pickle for the winter.

It was also where he placed his laptop and studied the weather forecast. He was fairly good at predicting weather patterns from the signs nature sent his way. But those signs did not compete with modern technology.

The screen lit up, showing a nearly dead battery. Rummaging around, he found the power cord and plugged it in. He quickly navigated to his favorite weather station, the one he’d found most accurate, and checked the forecast. Three days of nonstop sunshine, followed by an increase in humidity and a thunderstorm. Jacob then cross-referenced the forecast with his second favorite weather site, and made adjustments for the discrepancies.

The outcome of which left him confident he could go up the mountain and track these guys of Avery Cooper’s, at least for the next three days. After that, heavy rain was likely to wash away any tracks and make conditions unpleasant.

OK, if the second forecast was correct, downright atrocious.

Draining his cup, he placed his croissants on a plate, added cheese and ham from the fridge, and poured another cup of coffee. While he ate, he caught up on the news. Local, of course. Anything outside of Bear Creek didn’t hold much interest for Jacob, he was Bear Creek born and bred.

Nothing exciting had happened while he’d been trekking over the mountains, just as he liked it. Washing his plate and mug, he made sure the cabin was in shut-down mode, as he termed it, and grabbed his backpack. He quickly went through the contents, although he knew it contained everything he needed. It was his duty to keep it ready to use at a moment’s notice since, sometimes, that was all the time he had to grab what he needed and head off into the mountains to help save someone’s life.

Shouldering his pack, he went back outside, shutting the door and locking it. He trusted everyone in Bear Creek, but he didn’t trust some of the hikers that came this way. Brad’s news about the drug dealers wasn’t too much of a surprise. In Jacob’s experience, a very small minority of people from outside of town had different views and values. Luckily, most of the hikers he met on the mountain came here to get away from their busy lives. They enjoyed stepping back into nature, and Jacob encouraged it, as long as they only left footprints behind, and not their trash.

He grinned. Damn, he was sounding like an old man, all his grumbling, and complaining.

Lifting his arms above his head, he stretched his neck from side to side. Then he opened the door of his truck and got inside. Jacob much preferred walking on two feet, but if he was going into the mountains with a non-shifter, he was going to need to drive. Especially if Avery Cooper was not used to hiking. 

He groaned. Maybe he should offer to go on his own: he could track the two suspects, take photos, and help identify the drug traffickers. It sure would be a whole lot easier to get himself up there on four paws.

Throwing his pack on the passenger seat, he hauled himself into the truck and started the engine. With one last look at his house in the rearview mirror, he drove down the steep trail that led to the narrow road and followed it as it wound down toward Bear Creek. From there he turned toward town, and the main street where the sheriff’s office stood.

Parking his truck, he jumped out, looking up and down the street. A strange sensation crept up his neck. Driving really didn’t agree with him. Shaking his head, he ran across the road and pushed open the door of the sheriff’s office to find Brad waiting for him.

“You were quick,” Brad commented, his hand resting on the phone on his desk.

“I figured there was no sense in hanging around. If these guys have gone into the mountains, the longer a head start they have, the harder they’ll be to track.” Jacob looked out of Brad’s window, his eyes on the deep azure sky that framed the mountain. “This is tourist weather. The lower trails are going to be busy. Plus, there’s a storm coming our way in a few days’ time.”

“So if the tracks aren’t lost under the trample of hiking boots, they are going to be washed away under a deluge of rain.” Brad sighed and stood up. “I’m not so sure about this.”

Jacob frowned, and asked, “What changed? I thought you said you wanted the drug dealing to end?”

“I do. But I spoke to someone over at Holloway County.” Brad dragged his hand through his hair. “Avery is on annual leave.”

“Annual leave, is that a fancy way to say suspended?” Jacob asked.

Brad grabbed his hat off his desk. “Let’s go find out. I think before this goes any further, Avery needs to give us some more information.” Brad yanked the door open. “Always when I’m short of officers!” 

“Maybe you could deputize me,” Jacob suggested lightheartedly and followed Brad out into the street.

“Don’t put ideas into my head.” Brad dropped his voice and said, “I’m certain Avery is going to go after those guys no matter what I say. Whether I send support or not.”

“So, what’s your other option?” Jacob asked.

“I could always stick Avery’s ass in jail for a couple of nights.” 

“On what charge?” Jacob knew Brad only bent the rules of law in extreme circumstances.

“I don’t know. But if there is something else going on, something the folks over at Holloway County are keeping to themselves, what am I supposed to do?”

A shiver crept up Jacob’s neck, and he placed his hand there to rub the skin until it had gone, but it didn’t pass. “So where is Avery now?”

“Where would you be if you planned to go up a mountain?” Brad asked, looking around and then pointing across the street.

“Mike’s Mountain Wares.” Jacob nodded. Damn, he hoped he wouldn’t get stuck on the mountain in a rainstorm, he already figured he was coming down with the flu.

“That’s my first guess.” Brad crossed the street to the one-stop store for hiking gear, then opened the door and went inside. 

Jacob followed, his body aching, really aching, but it didn’t feel like flu. Damn it, if one of those tourists had brought an exotic disease to town, he was going to be livid.

“Avery?” Brad asked.

Jacob looked for the police officer, waiting to weigh up the guy. To see if he was capable of going into the mountains. But all he saw was a woman. A real fine woman, with curves in all the right places.

“Sheriff.” She spoke, and Jacob swore his heart stopped beating.

He didn’t have the flu. It was much more contagious than that. Avery Cooper was his mate.


Chapter Three – Avery

“Sheriff.” Avery stared down Brad, who had brought backup with him. She was only vaguely aware of the guy behind the sheriff, although he seemed very aware of her. If he were a dog, his tongue would be hanging out.

Brad broke eye contact with her, and turned his attention to the man behind him. “Are you OK, Jacob?”

“I am.” Jacob took in a deep breath, forcing the air into his lungs as if he’d been thumped in the stomach and was winded.

“Do you want to wait outside?” Brad turned around and spoke to Jacob. Avery couldn’t hear what was being said, but Jacob nodded, and Brad patted him on the shoulder and chuckled.

“Thanks for the sympathy, but I’ll stay,” Jacob said sarcastically, making Avery frown. Were they talking about her?

“You realize this all got a whole lot more complicated?” Brad said and then turned back to Avery.

“Everything OK?” Avery asked with a smile. She was not going to force them into seeing her as anything other than a professional. Which she was. Although she was not exactly here on police business.

“Yeah, Jacob just needs a moment.” Brad nodded, and then seemed to remember why he was here. “Avery, could I speak to you?”

“What can I help you with, Sheriff?” Avery took the backpack she had chosen and walked over to the counter, where she placed it next to the other items she needed for her trek. With or without backup she was going to track her suspects. Just track them. If she couldn’t confront them, she would have to take photographs, and hand them over to Lonnie. He might be able to identify the supplier.

“Maybe we should talk privately.” Brad nodded to the guy who owned the store. “Mike, how you doing?”

“Good, thanks, Brad. You?” Mike began scanning her goods, his attention on his job, trying to pretend he wasn’t listening to police business. Even though he was.

“I’ll just be a couple of minutes and then we can talk all you want.” She handed over her credit card. Brad was right, this was no place to talk. For all Avery knew, Mike might be in on the drug deal. Or at least be friends with Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop. She didn’t want them tipped off. 

Paranoia came with the job. At least where she came from. Was it different here in Bear Creek?

“OK, we’ll wait outside.” Brad hesitated, and lowered his voice so Mike couldn’t hear. “If you run, I will track you down.”

“And what would be the charge?” Avery shot back.

“I’ll think of something.” Brad sighed heavily and looked back to Jacob, who was watching them intently from the doorway. “Look, I know what you intend to do, and I want to help make that happen.”

Avery looked him square in the eyes and nodded again. “You have my word, I’ll be out front as soon as I’ve paid for these.” She nodded toward Jacob. “Your friend looks sick. Is he OK?”

“Yes, he’ll be just fine. He’s had a shock, that’s all.” Brad smiled again and walked toward his friend, escorting him out of the store.

“Here we go.” Mike handed Avery her receipt and credit card, studying her closely. “You plan to go up into the mountain?”

“What makes you ask?” Avery put her card and receipt in her purse and collected her goods.

Mike pointed at her purchases. “It’s not rocket science.”

“I guess not, sorry.”

“I can recommend a guide if you are. Those mountains are not for the inexperienced.” Mike sounded sincere, and she switched her full attention back to him.

“I may take you up on your recommendation. First I need to speak to the sheriff, and the guy who’s with him.” She turned to leave. “You know who he is, the other guy?”

“Sure, he’s the local ranger, Jacob Malvern.” Mike leaned on the counter, a little too close for comfort. Then he inhaled deeply. “Have you been a naughty girl?”

Avery’s skin crawled at his words: they were somehow dirty, making her want to go and take a hot shower. Instead, she slapped her hand down hard on the counter, making Mike jump backward. “Are you harassing me?”

“Nope.” He held his hands up in defense. “Just trying to help ya out.”

“I appreciate that. But I don’t appreciate the attitude.” Avery glared at Mike until he lowered his eyes and pretended to be busy with inventory. “Have a good day, Mike.”

“You too.” His tone didn’t exactly convey his words, but she didn’t care. However, his attitude had placed her in a predicament. There was no way she was going to take him up on his offer of a guide. No way at all. She knew how to handle herself, and was trained in unarmed defense. But if she were outnumbered…

“Shall we go across the street and grab a coffee?” Brad asked as soon as her feet hit the sidewalk.

“Not to your office?” Avery asked, hitching her new pack on her shoulder. It felt too new, it needed breaking in, and she wished she’d come prepared, but when she got a lead on her suspects, she hadn’t expected to end up climbing a mountain in her near future.

“Nope, I think neutral territory would be best.” Brad waited for her to agree before crossing the street, and then he turned left and headed toward a coffee shop with tables outside.

“You’re the local ranger,” Avery said to Jacob, who looked a little pale, but no longer looked as if he were about to puke.

“I am. Jacob Malvern.” He nodded, his eyes fixed on her. What was it with this town, were they all perverts? “Brad said you are on the trail of a couple of drug dealers.”

“Did he?” So the sheriff had been spilling her story all over town. Great.

“Yes. He thinks you’re going to go after them.” They reached the coffee shop, Brad had already gone inside, and Avery was about to follow, when she turned to look back at Mike’s store. As she did, one of the display stands in the window rattled as if it had been shoved. The guy was watching her. Or watching the sheriff. Whichever it was, it made her uneasy.

“I am.” She walked into the coffee shop, which was dim compared to the bright sunshine outside. After a second, her eyes adjusted, and she walked over to Brad, who was ordering coffee.

“What can I get you?” Brad asked. He’d already ordered for himself and Jacob, which told her these two knew each other well.

“Americano, black.” She pulled her wallet out of her pocket. Avery was not a purse-carrying kind of a gal. She traveled light, and kept her essentials where they could not get lost.

“I’ll pay,” Brad insisted.

“I don’t want it to look as if the local sheriff is bribing me.” She kept her tone light, and luckily Brad took it for what it was, another icebreaker. Jacob smiled too, but he still looked a little out of it. Pity, he was one hell of a guy, the kind she would like to have on her side if she got into a tight spot on the mountain. Tall, dark, and handsome, those traits did not detract from his strong hands and lithe movements. This guy was fit, and she bet he could take care of himself.

And her. If she needed looking after, which was not on her agenda. Avery hated relying on other people, particularly men. Over at Holloway County she’d had to fight to be seen as one of the boys. Pity, she had likely blown it over helping Lonnie.

Not the time to think about the past. She could deal with that when her vacation was over. Helping her dad’s old partner on the force was the right thing to do. Whatever the cost. 

Avery had known Lonnie since forever. She’d grown up with him sitting across the dinner table from her father. With no family of his own, Avery’s family had adopted him, and Lonnie had repaid them by rescuing her father when he got trapped inside a derelict building that collapsed. Her dad had never worked again. Medically discharged with nerve damage in his spine, it was Lonnie who had taken Avery under his wing when she joined the police force as a raw recruit.

To Avery, chasing down this drug ring only repaid a small portion of the huge debt she owed Lonnie.

Pushing her worries to one side, she concentrated on what was immediately before her.

And she did not mean the muscles of the mountain ranger.

“Come on, let’s go find a table,” Jacob said, and ushered her toward the back of the coffee shop. 

“Are we hiding?” Avery said uneasily. If Lonnie was right about someone high up in the department being in on this drug ring, or whatever it was, could Brad and Jacob have been coerced into getting rid of her? Was that what was wrong with Jacob earlier, he didn’t want to get his hands dirty?

“Mike seemed to be taking a lot of interest in you. Or us.” Brad set the coffee down on the table. “I’d sure like to know which it is.”

Brad’s concerned attitude made her trust him. And if this was going to work out, she was going to have to trust someone. “I’m new in town, you tell me. After all, you were the one who said Bear Creek was a special place, with none of the problems of other towns.” Avery sipped her too-hot coffee, needing to feel the buzz of caffeine in her brain. It had been an early start, and a long drive, with not enough coffee in between.

“Mike took over the store about a year ago,” Brad began. “That’s about right, isn’t it, Jacob?”

Jacob was staring at her again, but quickly looked at Brad. “About that. He bought it when Lars left Bear Creek to go back home.”

“So you don’t know him well?” Avery asked, recalling his weird behavior; she’d never been sniffed in her life. Not like that, as if she were…dinner. She shuddered.

“No, he’s not come onto my radar,” Brad admitted. “I don’t routinely run background checks on the townsfolk, but I’ll go back and do one as soon as you two leave.”

Avery placed her coffee mug down on the table. “You two? You mean me and the ranger?”

“I do.” Brad nodded, looking at Jacob with some concern, but the ranger seemed to have shaken off whatever had been wrong with him. Maybe he’d had a heavy night drinking, and Brad had gotten him up out of bed to come meet her.

“You spoke to my boss?” Avery wanted to make sure she was definitely not being set up.

“I made enquiries. Turns out you are on vacation.” He let the statement hang in the air, and so did Avery. Brad gave a small smile before continuing. “It just so happens you’ve decided to take that vacation in Bear Creek, and our local ranger has agreed to give you a guided tour of our mountain.” 

Avery smiled. “Cute. I like you, Sheriff Brad.”

Brad nodded. “Not what you were thinking when you left my office earlier.”

“No, it was not.” She tilted her head and smiled at him. “I’m nothing if not honest, and so I’ll tell you, I figured I was on my own, that you were so convinced your town was perfect, that you would rather let Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop go than let Bear Creek be implicated in a drug ring.”

Brad leaned forward, his voice low. “I’m sheriff here, and I vouch for ninety percent of the population in town. Including the kids in the retraining programs. But the other ten percent, those that are new, or visiting? I don’t pry into their lives unless they warrant it.”

“Forgive me, I’m not a small-town girl. Where I come from, most people don’t even talk to their neighbors. Let alone the police.” Avery could like a town like Bear Creek. She could like it a lot. Her eyes slid sideways to Jacob. “Are you going to stare at me the whole time?”

His head jerked around. “Nope. Sorry.”

“I can trust him, can’t I?” Avery asked, jerking her thumb at Jacob.

“With your life.” Brad stood up. “Now, you two kids have fun. Jacob, you have the satellite phone. Call me if you need assistance, and one way or another I’ll get it to you.”

“I understand.” Jacob stood up and faced Brad. “Take care of yourself. I know you’re shorthanded.” 

“Oh, don’t worry, I can rustle up a posse if I need one.” Brad sauntered out of the coffee shop, calling a goodbye to the woman behind the counter.

“Small towns, gotta love ’em.” Avery fixed her eyes on Jacob. “So, Ranger, what’s the plan?”

“The plan is you walk out of here, get into your car, and leave town.”

He spoke with a really serious expression, and for a moment Avery thought he was sending her away. “You are telling me to get out of town?”

He nodded. “Do you have a GPS?”

“Sure.”

Jacob pulled a napkin toward him, and dug into his pocket for a pen. “Go here. I’ll meet you there. I want everyone in town who might be watching to think you left alone.”

“You mean Mike?”

Jacob shrugged. “He might just think he has a shot with you. There may be nothing more to it than that. We’re not going to take any chances.”

Avery got up. “I agree.” She slid past Jacob, heading for the door, her blood pumping in her veins. At last she had people on her side. At last she had a shot at clearing Lonnie’s name.


Chapter Four – Jacob

It took all his strength to keep his ass in the chair as she walked out of the coffee shop. The thought of her walking past Mike’s store, of his eyes on her…not to mention what his thoughts might be.

Jacob gripped the edge of the table. He wanted to tear Mike’s head from his body. 

He inhaled deeply and let it go. That wasn’t going to help Avery. 

Looking at his watch, he concentrated on the seconds passing by, then the minutes. It was unbearably slow. After three minutes, he got up, waved at Chloe behind the counter, and left to fetch his own truck. His plan was to follow some distance behind Avery, and check that she was not being tailed. He’d sent her to his house. It was situated on a narrow road, ending in a dead end; if anyone had followed her, he hoped to back them into a corner. A corner from which they would not escape. 

His bear rumbled his agreement. Whether on four wheels, or four paws, they would chase down anyone who threatened Avery.

Jacob left the coffee shop and headed back toward Brad’s office. He glanced sideways at Mike’s store, but there was no sign of movement. The temptation to go across the street and try to get any information out of Mike was a compelling one. The desire to protect his newfound mate was overwhelming: anything that threatened her, needed to be neutralized. Immediately.

Jacob clenched and unclenched his fists. He needed to let go of his temper. The mountain was no place to be if your mind wasn’t fixed on the job. Countless times people got into difficulty because they let their emotions take over, and they lost their respect for the dangers.

Pushing Mike to the back of his mind, he walked on at a steady pace. Ahead of him, he could see the roof of his truck, and that was what he focused on. Until Avery drove by.

He could sense her presence as her car neared him; it was as if they were attached by an invisible thread. Swallowing, he fought the need to release his bear and run after her. But it wasn’t easy. None of this was easy.

For so long he’d dreamed about finding his mate, a woman who liked the outdoors, who would climb the mountain with him and swim in the ice-cold lakes. In his dreams, their meeting had always been casual, two people passing on a mountain pass and instantly recognizing the other for who they were.

Life didn’t work like that. But it was good to dream. 

Reaching his truck, he pulled the door open and got in. Inserting the key in the ignition, he started the engine, and then swung around to head back out of town. He kept his speed within the limits, but only just. Maybe he should have insisted Avery come with him. But the idea had been to make it seem as if she were leaving on her own, maybe leaving town for good. If Mike, or anyone else watching, saw her leave with the local ranger, they would know she was planning to go into the mountains.

He conjured up an image of Mike, and then went over all the information he had on the guy. Not a lot. Taking over a business in Bear Creek was not unusual, and it also wasn’t unusual for a newcomer to keep to himself. Jacob gave a short laugh: a lot of townsfolk who had lived here for years kept to themselves. Shifters could be a secretive breed.

Which gave him an idea. There was a wolf shifter who lived in a cabin halfway up the mountain. Wyatt was his name. He’d lived there for years, after leaving Wolf Valley at the height of the trouble over there. Even with the town back under control, he had chosen to stay put in the home he’d built high above Bear Creek.

Jacob often stopped there for a cup of his dandelion coffee, or nettle tea. It was a good way to catch up on what was going on over on the mountain. Wyatt spent his days roaming the mountain in his wolf form, and heard and saw things no one else did. 

Maybe he knew something about where Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop went. He might even have some knowledge on the drug dealers themselves. If they existed. Jacob still wanted to believe it was a mistake. But Avery was certain, he could read it in her expression. 

The road ahead of him narrowed; he’d nearly made it home on autopilot, as he often did. Nothing had jumped out as unusual, and he’d passed no other cars. That didn’t mean there wasn’t someone ahead of him. Keeping his mind on the road, he slowed his truck and made the last part of the climb to his cabin in low gear, ready for anything.

But there was nothing, only empty road, and then the gravel track leading to his home, where his mate was waiting.

“This your place?” Avery asked as he got out of the truck.

“It is. I’ve lived here since I left home. It was a ruin, but my brothers helped me fix it up.” He looked at his cabin proudly.

“A fixer-upper. Nice.” She gave him a look that made him wonder if he classed as a fixer-upper too. He had to admit, he usually let his hair grow to shoulder length, and in the winter, he happily grew a beard, which he shaved off when the weather warmed. 

“There’s a barn around back, I store feed for the local wildlife in there during the cold months, but it’s empty right now. Let’s get your car inside.” He walked around the side of the cabin, and Avery got in her car and followed behind him.

Flinging the barn doors open, he stood back while she drove her car inside and got out. “Do you really think we need this kind of precaution?”

“You’re the cop. But I think the less anyone knows about what’s happening, the better.” He shut the barn door and pushed the bolt home.

“Do you get many people passing this way? It looks kind of remote.” Avery looked around at the trees surrounding the house and then at the view below. “Isolated.”

“I like the isolation,” Jacob admitted. “But to answer your question, yes, I do get people passing by. There’s a trail along the southern ridge of the mountain, you can see the front of the house from there.” He pointed toward the mountain ridge to the north.

She nodded. “Attention to detail, I like that.” She shouldered the pack she’d taken from the car. “Are we ready to go?”

“First, we should grab some more supplies. Or did you pack trail rations?” Jacob assumed his role as a ranger. They had to be prepared, especially with a possible storm heading their way in three days’ time.

“No trail rations,” Avery admitted. “But the grocery store was going to be my next stop.”

Jacob surveyed her pack. “Let’s go inside, I’ll make coffee and we can empty your pack and discard what we don’t need.”

“Hey, why empty my pack?” Avery sounded offended, which was not his intent.

“There’s no point doubling up in stuff,” he explained. “The lighter we can travel, the faster we catch up with your dealers.”

“Sounds reasonable.” Then Avery asked, “What if we get separated?”

“We won’t.” Jacob opened the front door of his cabin and went inside. Avery hesitated before following. 

“How can you be so sure? It’s a big mountain.”

“I’ll find you, if you get lost.” He placed his own pack down on the kitchen table and turned around to fill the coffee pot. Jacob needed to do something; having his mate here in his home was almost too much. The scent of her filled his mind with images of them in bed. His primal need to claim her was overwhelming.

“If I get lost? What if we have to split up for other reasons?” She set her pack down on the table. Avery had no idea how impossible it would be for him to lose her. His inner radar was trained on her constantly. However, she was right, they might have to split up for any number of reasons.

“We split the packs so we both have what we need to survive alone. Food, matches, and water.” He let the aroma of fresh coffee fill the room before he continued. “Look, you have your job, and I have mine. Plus, I have a couple of two-way radios. Even if we get split up, we can keep in contact. I have done this before.”

She nodded, looking happier about the situation. “OK, I won’t tell you how to be a ranger, you don’t tell me how to be a police officer. I can live with that.”

“Although, technically, you aren’t a police officer, since you are on vacation.” He cracked a grin, which she returned. His heart contracted with longing, while a certain other part of his anatomy hardened. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen: blonde hair, blue eyes, with curves to die for. His mouth watered for one taste of her full lips, which hinted of a passion she kept hidden away.

There was no way he was going to treat her with anything other than respect. She might be an incredible woman, but to Avery their relationship was cop and ranger. He was going to have to find a subtler way to introduce the shifter and his mate relationship to her.

“Great, a mountain ranger who also thinks he’s a comedian.” But Avery’s hostility had ebbed. He was making progress. One step at a time.


Chapter Five – Avery

Avery had spent her whole life in towns. Growing up, college, work, she’d been surrounded by concrete. Here it was so open, so fresh. She breathed in the mountain air, feeling it rejuvenating her. The last few days had been rough, her whole world turned upside down after one phone call from Lonnie. The job she loved had somehow been tainted by the corruption Lonnie had uncovered. Being here in the mountains, and meeting Jacob and Brad, who seemed honest and genuine, helped restore her faith. They were what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guys.

“I think we’re ready.” Jacob came out of the house and pulled the door closed behind him. He locked it and put the key in his pocket.

“Don’t trust your neighbors?” Avery asked as she turned to walk back toward him, a smile on her face. “I thought all you folks left your doors unlocked?”

“It’s not my neighbors I worry about. They all know I keep a spare key under a rock next to the door.” Jacob returned her smile, and her heart gave a small flutter. Must be the mountain air, it had nothing to do with the warmth his smile contained, which she found infectious.

He walked over to his truck. It was new, and well maintained. Exactly what she would expect from a man who might be called on at any moment to drive into the mountains in adverse weather conditions to rescue a hiker. Avery wondered if he cared for everything he possessed in the same way.

She cleared her throat, the thought of being one of those possessions making her throat constrict in longing. It had been a long time since she’d allowed herself to become physically attracted to a man. Her career had come first; her need to see pride in her dad’s smile had driven her to work hard to get a promotion. 

 “Coming?” Jacob asked as he opened the driver’s door and threw his backpack in. Avery hid her face from him, not wanting him to see her flushed cheeks.

“Where are we going?” Avery strode to the passenger side and opened the door. She put her pack inside next to his and then climbed in. “Can’t we walk from here?”

“We could, but there’s a main trail that leads into the mountains that’s nearer to town. I suspect that’s the path Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop would have followed. It also leads close by to a cabin where an old friend lives. He is the eyes and ears of the mountain. If there’s anything to know, he’ll know.”

“Informants. That’s a good place to start.”

“You sound surprised. Do you think us hillbillies lack the ability to communicate?” he teased, and gave her a wider smile, which was cute: he had dimples, something she hadn’t noticed before. But now that she had, she would never forget them.

“Not at all. But I didn’t know a mountain ranger would have informants, unless you count the birds and the bees.” He wasn’t the only one who could poke fun when the need arose. Jacob chuckled, and Avery leaned back in her seat, enjoying the ride. “It sure is pretty here.”

“You like it?” Jacob asked hopefully, as if it mattered to him that she did.

“I do. I’ve never been a country girl. But I sure could be persuaded.” She switched her gaze away from the view and looked at him. “You’ve lived here all your life.”

“I have, Officer.” He steered the truck along the narrow road, heading back toward town, but before he reached the outskirts, he took a right and drove around the edge of the mountain. Then he took another right, and they climbed again, the road steep as it meandered through the forest. Tall trees towered above them, and the light dimmed as the branches formed a green, leafy tunnel above their heads. The bright sun was muted, casting a green shade over the interior of the truck. It was incredible, otherworldly, and she glimpsed what was so special about this place. She could see the appeal of clean air and forests, of mountainsides and wide-open skies.

“It’s so empty.” She leaned her head on the glass and looked up at the trees, trying to see their tops, the place where they met the sky, but the canopy was too thick.

“Of people, yes, but it’s full of life. The trees, the animals.” He chuckled again. Whatever had bothered him back in town when they first met appeared to have subsided. Jacob was relaxed, a man in his natural habitat. “I’ll make an outdoor girl out of you. Although it’s going to be a baptism of fire.” He pointed to his pack, which was a lot larger than hers. “You get to put the tent up tonight.”

“How hard can it be?” Avery asked.

“I’m sure an officer of the law can figure it out.” Jacob slowed the truck as the road got steeper, and the twists tighter. A crease formed on his forehead as he concentrated on keeping the truck from stalling. “This is always the worst part of the road. When it rains hard in the mountains, this section becomes a riverbed.”

“These mountains are your backyard, aren’t they? It must be wonderful to see the mountain change through the seasons.” A wave of something akin to homesickness swept over her. How incredible it must be to belong to a place like this. To be part of the very fabric of nature. Not human nature, but the real kind, that lived by its instincts and the rhythm of the seasons.

“It is. I’ve never wanted to live anywhere else.” The truck slowed, and Jacob pulled over to the side of the road. “This is about as far as we can go in the truck. We’re going to have to walk from here.”

“OK.” She jumped out of the truck; her energy and sense of adventure were overflowing. Hell, she was technically on vacation, so she might as well enjoy the experience. Catching her bad guys and clearing Lonnie’s name would be the peak of the mountain. She grinned to herself, that didn’t work as well as icing on the cake, but it would do. She inhaled deeply. “The air is different up here.”

“We’re a lot higher up. Less pollution and the wind currents are different up here.” He came around to the passenger side of the truck and grabbed his backpack, lifting it easily. “Are you good to go?”

“I am.” She looked down at her feet. “At least I have the boots for it.”

“Worn in, too. I’m impressed. I brought extra medical supplies because I expected you to get blisters from new boots bought at Mike’s place.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” Avery gave him a lopsided grin. They were flirting, and she liked it. She liked it a whole lot more than she should. Vacation or no vacation, she had to do her job. But oh, the thought of his hands on her feet, and then on her ankles, and her calves, moving higher…

“I thought you said you were a townie?” Jacob slammed the truck door shut and she jumped guiltily.

“I am.” Her insistence was a little over the top as she tried to keep her arousal out of her voice. “But I like to walk, and hiking boots are the most comfortable thing to put on your feet.” She avoided his eyes, not wanting to see the same hunger there.

Turning her back on him, needing time to compose herself, she pulled the straps on her backpack, making sure they were comfortable. Pity she hadn’t had a chance to break the pack in. But the straps were well padded, and shouldn’t rub. If they did, maybe Jacob would massage her shoulders. She reluctantly shook off any thoughts of Jacob’s hands on her body.

Jacob pulled a map out of his pocket and opened it up. “This is where we are.” He jabbed his finger at an area shaded green on the map. “We’re going to follow this trail, to this wooded area here.”

“You need a map?” Avery asked incredulously.

“No.” He folded the map carefully, and handed it to Avery. “This is for you. So you’ll know exactly where we are. In case we get separated.”

“Thanks.” She glanced at the map and tucked it in her pocket. “Let’s get started.”

“Follow me, let me know if I’m going too fast.” He swung around, and strode off. Avery followed, glad she had made staying in shape a priority. However, Jacob sure set a fast pace. She would cope over the relatively flat terrain they were traveling over now, but the slopes that rose up in front of them…well, that was going to be tough.

Dismissing her thoughts, she concentrated on her breathing, ignoring the tightness in her muscles. That would ease once she was warmed up. Deep breaths in and out, she kept every part of her actions rhythmical and regulated. After ten minutes, she hit her stride, and things became easier. She took longer strides, which didn’t match Jacob’s, but at least she wasn’t having to jog along like a little kid by his side.

Avery recalled doing that exact same thing when she was a kid of five with her dad. Her dad, who was her inspiration, the reason she’d become a police officer. She’d joined the police force to carry on the work her father was so proud of, and to make a difference, and she had. Avery was damned if she was going to let a couple of small-time drug dealers ruin all that. Not for her, and not for Lonnie.

“How you doing?” Jacob asked, slowing the pace and taking a bottle of water out of his pack. He took a good slug and then passed it to Avery. “You need to keep hydrated.”

Avery took the bottle from Jacob. “Thanks.”

“We have to go around this ridge, and then cut up to the trees.” He pointed into the distance. 

“Sooner we get going, sooner we get there.” Avery passed the bottle back to Jacob, who put the bottle back in his pack, and set off again. 

“So, how long have you been a cop?” 

“It’s all I’ve ever been. It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be.”

“It’s your passion.”

“Yes. I get it from my dad. When I was a kid, I used to wait up for him to come home after his shift. We’d sit down at the kitchen table while he ate his supper, and he’d tell me about the people he’d helped.” 

“And that’s why you joined, to help people?” They were making good time, but the trail was beginning to climb up toward the trees, and she could feel the pull on her muscles. 

“Yeah, that’s all I ever wanted to do.” Avery focused her breath and kept pushing herself.

“And you do.” He looked at her over his shoulder. “I can tell.”

“I used to think so.” She shrugged, looking up at the steep slope. 

“What’s changed?” Jacob slowed his pace as his boots bit into the gravel trail.

“Internal politics. They never tell you about that at the academy.” She winced, not ready to share her life story with a stranger.

“Is that why you are here? Chasing two drug dealers on your vacation?” Too late, she’d given him something to chew on, and he wasn’t about to let it go. She sighed, this was going to be a long trek, and there was no way she was going to hold out on the not sharing, not when she’d given him a juicy tidbit.

“My dad’s old partner called me, told me he’d been suspended. He said he was certain he’d been set up because he asked the right questions in the wrong places.” Avery thought back to that phone call, and the sun seemed to dim; the light was not as bright, the air not as sweet.

“You mean these drug dealers are protected by someone in the police force?” Jacob asked, hanging back now as he asked her questions.

“Yes. I had to help him.”

“He’s important to you.” Jacob probed gently, and she knew what he was thinking, that she and Lonnie had been lovers. Normally, Avery would let the insinuation go, but she was compelled to put Jacob straight. Was it because she needed him to know she was available?

Damn it, what was happening to her? Avery had fought hard to never let her private and professional life overlap. But this trip was neither private nor professional: it bridged both, leaving her marooned in a gray area.

“Lonnie is old enough to be my dad. He has a special place in my heart, in the heart of all of my family because he saved my dad’s life.” She hadn’t realized how tense Jacob was until he relaxed, his breath slipping out as a relieved sigh. It might be crazy, but the attraction she felt for Jacob was not one-sided.

“And so here you are.” 

“And so here I am,” she repeated. “On a damn mountain. Trying to find these two guys in the hope that all the pieces fall into place.”

He looked up at the path before them. “We should get to Wyatt’s place in an hour.” Then he added reassuringly, “We’ll get them, Avery. We will.”

“Yeah, I hope so.” She placed her hands on her hips and let her breathing return to normal. “You know, when I tracked them to Bear Creek, I figured I’d made progress. When I knew they’d gone on the mountain, I still thought I’d find them and break this drug ring. But I never appreciated how big this place was.”

“We’ll find them. You have the best tracker on your team.” He started to climb again, and she fell in step behind him. 

“Prove it,” Avery taunted.

“Oh, I will,” Jacob promised. “I plan to make you see exactly how much you need me.”

Avery didn’t answer. His words confused her and excited her on a deep level, making her heart beat faster, and her face flush. She didn’t trust herself to answer. Because she wasn’t sure what that answer would be.


Chapter Six – Jacob

Jacob tempered his pace, trying to get a feel for how fast Avery could walk over a long distance. It was crucial he didn’t push her too hard, or she wouldn’t be able to go the distance. And they had a good distance to cover. If these guys were meeting a supplier up here, they would be meeting way out of sight of other hikers, or else why bother coming up a mountain at all?

That was what confused him. Why go to all this trouble? There must be plenty of places that drug deals went down where no one would see.

Who would choose a mountain?

The why didn’t matter, all that mattered right now was where the deal was going down. If the deal was going down. Jacob had to admit that if anyone other than his mate had come up with this idea, he might have thought they were crazy. But he could sense Avery was convinced she had this right. Or at least that Lonnie’s information was right. Jacob hoped Lonnie was not playing Avery in any way. If her dad’s ex-partner had set her up, Jacob would be exerting some vengeance—bear style.

“Wyatt’s cabin is just through the trees.” He pointed ahead to where the old wolf lived.

“It’s well hidden.” Avery peered forward. “He likes it that way?”

“He does. As far as Wyatt is concerned, no company is good company.” Jacob stepped off the trail and used his knowledge of the terrain to weave his way through the trees. 

“I can understand someone wanting to live that way.” Avery followed after Jacob, keeping close. There was no trail, and they had to duck under branches and step over fallen logs as they made their way into the forest. A couple of times he had to catch Avery as she stumbled over hidden tree roots. She might have enjoyed the mountain so far, but the thick trees posed a new challenge, and he sensed her relief when they eventually saw the outline of a small log cabin appearing through the trees.

“Let’s go see if Wyatt is home,” Jacob said quietly as they stepped into a small clearing. 

The cabin was cozy, well maintained, with a small vegetable garden out front that faced south and got a good deal of sun despite its sheltered location. On the front porch stood solid wooden furniture, consisting of a couple of chairs and a side table. There was also something that looked like a makeshift bed. Wyatt liked to sleep out here when the weather was warm, and Jacob often joined him for a beer on a long, lonely summer night, when the need for a mate consumed him and pushed sleep out of his reach.

He glanced at Avery, a wave of gratitude sweeping over him. Those days were gone. She was here, and he’d never be lonely again.

As long as we can convince Avery to stay, his bear reminded him.

“Hey there, Jacob,” a voice called from around the back of the cabin, and Wyatt appeared. Jacob guessed him to be in his late forties, with salt-and-pepper hair and faded blue eyes, framed by enough creases to show he’d lived a life filled with laughter. Wyatt was also extremely fit; his body was that of a man half his age. 

“Wyatt. Good to see you.” Jacob opened his pack and pulled out a handful of candy bars. “I bought these for you. I didn’t have time to bring your favorite coffee, though. Although I do have some of these.” He passed Wyatt a box of instant coffee packets.

“Don’t worry about it,” Wyatt said. “You know you’re welcome, with or without gifts.” Wyatt eyed Avery, waiting for an introduction. “So what’s the emergency?”

“This is Avery Cooper. She’s from Holloway County. I wanted to ask you about a couple of guys who hike through here regularly,” Jacob began. “They would have passed through yesterday sometime. Mid-day, they were in the bar the night before, and had a lot to drink, so they had a late start.”

Wyatt nodded. “Mountain is busy at this time of year, I’d need a description.”

“Oh, here, I have their pictures.” Avery pulled the printout from her pocket and handed it to Wyatt.

“Oh, yeah. I know these two. Come through here often enough, drop their trash.” He handed the printout back to Avery with a look of disgust on his face. “Why they can’t take it back down with them...” He pointed to a large black container tucked around the side of his cabin. “I’m the mountain trash collector.”

“It’s appreciated. I’ll take it back down with me when we come back this way,” Jacob offered.

“Thanks, Jacob. Want some coffee? Or do you need to get going?” Wyatt asked. 

“Coffee would be great, and maybe you can tell us what you know about those two fellas. Anything suspicious you’ve seen. Either when they are on the mountain, or at other times.”

Wyatt was heading for the porch, but swung around at Jacob’s words. “Suspicious? These two trouble?”

“They might well be, and that’s what we’re here to find out. Avery is with the Holloway County Police Department, and she has information that says they are involved in drug dealing.”

Wyatt swore under his breath. “I’ll tell you everything I know, which isn’t a lot, but I do know where they head each time they come up here. Always thought it was strange that they hike the same path. But then, people do strange things, don’t they?”

Avery agreed, “They certainly do. If not, I would be out of a job.”

“Wait out on the porch, I’ll bring the coffee.” Wyatt went into his cabin, leaving them outside.

“Wyatt’s a good man,” Jacob told Avery as they each took a seat on the porch.

“I don’t need to be a police officer to know that. He cares about the mountain.” She grinned at Jacob, at ease as she sat with her legs stretched out in front of her, crossed at the ankles. “So is this what you will become in a decade or two?”

Jacob shook his head and chuckled. “Oh no, I’m not the hermit type. I plan to have a wife and kids, and live in my cabin for the rest of my life.”

“Adventurous.” She stared up at the trees, their leaves rustling gently in the wind. “It’s so peaceful.”

“It is. But a solitary life was never what I wanted.” 

“Do you have family in Bear Creek?”

“I do. My mom and dad, two brothers. One has recently found his mate and got married.”

“Mate—that’s kind of a quaint way to describe his wife.” Avery frowned. “Sorry, is that some kind of colloquial term for his boyfriend?”

Jacob burst out laughing. “No, it’s not. Around here, mate means the one you are supposed to spend the rest of your life with. Although I guess it could be male or female.” 

“Here’s the coffee,” Wyatt said as he appeared in the doorway with three tin mugs. “Dandelion, I hope you don’t mind.”

He passed a mug to Avery, who sniffed it suspiciously. “I have never tried dandelion coffee. But it smells OK.”

“Not as good as the real stuff,” Wyatt said. “But close enough. And better than instant, in my opinion.”

She blew on the steaming mug and then sipped it gingerly. “Oh, I like that.”

“Good. Hey, Jacob, you’ll make a mountain girl out of her.” He knocked Jacob’s knee playfully as he sat down on the porch steps, an action Avery picked up on. Heat rose on Jacob’s cheeks, although his tanned weather-worn skin, hopefully, made it hard to tell. Wyatt was in tune with everything around him, so of course he’d picked up on Avery being Jacob’s mate.

“So, what can you tell us about those two hikers?” Jacob asked.

“They come up regularly, walk the trail up to Wide Plain, stay in the cabin up there for the night. Then they cut across around the Lodehead. From there they take the path toward the Beacon. It’s a well-used easy hiking trail and they camp next to the waterfall overnight. Then they cut across the southern face of the mountain and head through the Karakin Pass.” Wyatt sipped his coffee while he thought about what he was going to say next.

“The Karakin Pass?” Jacob asked. It was a notorious mountain pass filled with large boulders from an ancient avalanche. 

Wyatt nodded sagely. “They take the easy route until they get to that pass.”

“Have you followed them?” Avery asked.

Wyatt looked up at Jacob, who nodded imperceptibly. Avery was his mate, a point he was sure Wyatt had already picked up on. As his mate, Jacob had to trust her, and he wanted Wyatt to be open with her too. Jacob needed Avery to feel like part of the community of Bear Creek; he wanted her to fit in, and never want to leave.

“I like to know what’s going on up here. I don’t follow everyone, you understand.” This was aimed at Avery, who nodded. Of course she understood, it was part of her job to follow hunches. “Certain people grab my interest. When I came across these two hiking the same trail a few times, I figured it was my duty to investigate.” Wyatt sipped his hot coffee. “I followed their trail, they stop at the cabin for the night and then take a leisurely stroll to the Karakin Pass. Makes no sense.” 

“Why Karakin?” Jacob mused, to which Wyatt shrugged. 

“What is the Karakin Pass?” Avery asked.

“I used to go up there with my brothers when we were younger,” Jacob explained to Avery. “It’s not the kind of place you go for fun.”

“No, the rocks are sharp, and difficult to climb over on two feet. And there’s nothing of interest on the other side.” Wyatt shook his head and kept on talking, while Jacob hoped Avery hadn’t picked up on his comment about two legs. She’d most likely imagine they had to scramble over them on all fours. Unless she knew about shifters.

That hadn’t occurred to Jacob. She might not mention shifters, because she might not realize he was one. It wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that easily slipped into a conversation. Not unless you were sure.

“Did you see where they went after that?” Jacob asked.

“Nowhere. I mean, nowhere of interest. That’s what makes me suspicious. Unless I missed something, they climbed through the Karakin Pass and walked about a mile or so more. There is a basin, looks like a big pockmark. They were there, camping in the basin.”

“You didn’t see anyone else?” Jacob asked, then had to add, “Or anything else?”

Wyatt shook his head. “There was no way I could follow close behind them, not without being seen. By the time I got through the pass, it was nightfall.”

“And what were they doing?” Avery asked.

“Drinking. Laughing. They had a fire going, and looked like two regular guys out for a hike.” Wyatt shrugged. “Maybe they just like that place for privacy. I can understand that. But it just seems a hell of a way to go. A two-day hike, over rough terrain, to spend the night in a crater and then come home.”

“OK, well, thank you, Wyatt.” Avery made to get up.

“There is something else.” Wyatt had something on his mind. 

“What is it, Wyatt?” Jacob coaxed.

Wyatt looked perturbed. “I went back up there, after they’d gone. Had a real look around.”

“And?” Avery asked.

“There was a scent I’d never come across before.” Wyatt wrinkled his nose, as if he was recalling it, which he most likely was. Their animal sides often stored scents, in the same way a normal human stored images of things they had seen.

“What kind of scent?” Jacob thought for a second. “Could it have been drugs?”

Wyatt shrugged. “Could have been. I don’t know what drugs smell like. I couldn’t tell, and I have a real good sense of smell.”

“Thanks, Wyatt.” Jacob stood up. “We should get going. I want to get to the cabin before nightfall.”

“Good luck. And if you need me, just holler.” Wyatt took the empty mugs and went back inside. “Look after each other.”

“We will.” Jacob looked down at Avery, who was deep in thought. He offered her his hand. “Come on, we can walk and talk.”

She looked as if she were going to turn down the offer of a hand up, but he held it out all the same. Avery was a proud independent woman, he understood that, but he wanted her to know accepting his help would never be an admission that she wasn’t his equal.

“Thanks.” She slipped her hand into his and sparks flew over his skin, making the hairs on his arms stand up. Something stirred deep inside him: a connection had been made, one that would last for eternity. Avery felt it too, he was certain. Her eyes widened, and heat crept across her cheeks.

He pulled her up to her feet, and she immediately broke contact with him and proceeded to shake her legs and bend them at the knee, to stretch out her muscles. “We’ll take it slow, let you warm up again.”

“I don’t want to slow us down,” Avery insisted. 

“You’ll slow us down more if you pull something.” He put his arms through his pack and adjusted it on his shoulders, while Avery did the same. “Of course, I could always carry you if you needed me to.”

Avery pulled the straps of her pack tight. “Aren’t you the gentleman? But I can manage.”

“I am in no doubt.” They headed away from the cabin, back into the trees, where he picked up the trail they needed to take. Wyatt had given them all the information they needed.

Their first stop would be the cabin, a place next to a main trail where hikers could spend the night if they needed to. He hoped they were going to be alone, so he could start getting to know the woman who was his mate.


Chapter Seven – Avery

Avery followed Jacob, one foot in front of the other, as they climbed steadily upwards. He slowed his pace every time he saw her struggling, and would offer her his hand when she needed it. She hated having to accept his help, but it was quicker for him to half-pull her up steep rocks, and they were both aware that this was not a recreational hike. All thoughts of this being a vacation were gone after their talk with Wyatt, and with Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop having a good head start, if they hoped to catch up with them, they were going to have to push themselves.

OK, Avery would have to push herself. Jacob looked as if he had hardly broken into a sweat. She reminded herself that he walked this mountain day after day, that the peaks and valleys were his home. And what a home they were. The views were spectacular. Every time there was a break in the trees, she would take a precious moment to look down below them. 

At first Bear Creek could be seen, nestled in the valley, but as they climbed, and the trail twisted and turned, following the easiest path through wooded valleys, and along rocky outcrops, the town had become hidden. Now, when she looked down, it was as if they were in some prehistoric world, where no human life except her and Jacob existed.

Avery reminded herself why she was here. For Lonnie, for the man who had given her back her own father.

“Another half an hour, and we should be off this section of the mountain.” Jacob looked behind them, taking in the darkening sky. The sun was beginning to set, and the trail they were about to climb was too steep to risk in poor light. “Once we’re at the top, it’s another hour to the cabin.”

“OK,” she acknowledged his words, while trying to keep a foothold in the loose gravel. Avery had been fooling herself about being prepared. Yes, she could walk and run long distances, she had great stamina, but that had not prepared her for how hard the terrain was to cover. Her body ached; she’d used every muscle in her body, she knew, because they were all complaining. A nice warm bath would be heavenly right now, but she suspected she might have to make do with a drafty cabin.

Jacob scrambled up the trail in front of her, his strong legs powering him up the steep incline, while his hands grabbed at any rock or boulder, bush or branch, that would support his weight. Avery copied him, learning from him. She watched how he used his body, how he shifted his weight, so by the time they reached the top of the trail, despite her aching muscles, she was able to carry on.

“Let’s take a five-minute break,” Jacob suggested. They had walked clear of the steep mountainside and reached a small wooded area. It was darker under the dense trees, which clung tightly together on the inhospitable mountainside, but they were sheltered from the wind that was coming at them head-on.

“I’m OK to keep going,” she insisted.

He shook his head. “This crosswind is going to be tiring to walk against. Drink, and eat this.” He dug in his pack and pulled out an energy bar, which he passed to her, along with his water bottle.

“Thanks.” She couldn’t believe how good the energy bar tasted. Washing it down with a good drink of water, she could feel her energy levels increasing, only now aware of how low they had ebbed.

“You’re a natural.” He nodded back toward the slope. “That was a difficult climb, especially at a fast pace.”

“I thought you were taking it easy on me.” She hid the pleasure from her voice. It was stupid, but her reaction to his words was reminiscent of when her father would tell her she’d done well. 

“Not as easy as I should have.” He looked toward their destination. “But we would never have reached the cabin if we went any slower. I wouldn’t have risked the climb in the dark.”

“We’d have spent a night under the stars?” Avery asked, looking up at the trees above them and the inky-blue sky.

“I have a tent, remember.” He pointed his thumb at his backpack. “We could have squeezed into it for the night.”

Avery felt a thrill of excitement course through her. What was the matter with her? She read too much into his words. Yet, his expression led her on, made her believe he had the same thoughts as her. The two of them, squeezing into a tiny tent, lying side by side, needing to use their body heat to keep each other warm.

She sighed and tore her attention away from him. Whatever had come over her, she was not going to act on it. She was a professional, not the kind of woman who gave in to her baser needs, not when she was on a job.

But she wasn’t on a job, she was on vacation. And there was something to be said for a holiday romance, the kind that was no-strings-attached, a way to relieve a sexual itch. The only issue was, she wasn’t sure if a couple of days were enough for Jacob to scratch the itch that was becoming more and more incessant.

OK, so she didn’t need a hot bath, she needed a cold shower.

Avery finished the energy bar and took another good drink of water before handing it back to Jacob. “Do we need to look for water?”

“Nope, the cabin is next to a natural spring. There’s an old-fashioned hand pump in the cabin, not quite running water, but close enough. We can fill up our bottles there.” Jacob shouldered his pack, and turned to face the way they were going. “Last push, and then I’ll cook you dinner.”

“Mmm, rehydrated gloop, my favorite.” 

He laughed. “I might surprise you.”

“You might.” She plunged on, “You have so far.”

“I have?” He threw the question over his shoulder as they walked. Avery wasn’t going to let him out of her sight, as the dark gathered around them.

“Yeah, I expected you to be…different.” 

“In what way?” The trail twisted and turned through the trees, their low branches at just below head height. 

“I thought you would be more…overbearing.”

Jacob gave a short burst of laughter, which sounded loud in the darkness. “Overbearing?”

She was flirting with him. She couldn’t help it. If only she were on vacation, and not on the trail of drug dealers. “Yeah, since you come from a small town that doesn’t seem to have kept up with the times. I thought your opinion on women might be back in the dark ages too.”

“In that case, you would be making dinner.” He ducked low to avoid a branch, and then took a sharp left, which brought them out into the open. “That was a shortcut.”

“My legs thank you.” Avery staggered out of the trees. Her foot caught a hidden tree root, and Jacob put his arm out to stop her from hitting the ground. “And my face thanks you too.”

She straightened up, aware of his arm still around her waist. “Are you OK?”

Avery nodded. “How much further?”

“Another mile. But the terrain is flat and open.” 

“Good, flat and open sounds good.” She pulled out of his arms and he let her go, even if he seemed reluctant to break his hold on her.

“If you need to slow down, tell me.” He set off into the darkness, and she followed, watching where he placed his feet and avoiding anything that he did. Large stones, dips in the ground, anything that might snag her tired feet. If she fell, there was a good chance she might not be getting up again tonight. Her legs were getting heavier, each step taking more effort, and her energy was beginning to wane.

Focusing her mind on Jacob’s back, she concentrated on his movements, on the swing of his arms, the bunched muscles of his shoulders. And how much she really would like him to lift her into his arms and carry her.

“Nearly there.” Jacob left the main path they had been following and turned ninety degrees to join a path that led them across soft, springy mountain grass. To a cabin.

The building loomed like a shadow out of nowhere, and Avery was certain she’d never been happier to see anything, ever. Jacob pushed the door open and paused on the threshold, before taking a flashlight from his pack. Switching it on, he swung the beam around the room, illuminating every corner.

“Hello!” he called loudly. No answer. “Empty. Let’s get set up.”

He went inside and shone the flashlight around until he found a small lantern, which he lit. As it flared up, it cast a warm glow over the sparse cabin. “Here, I’ll light another one.” He passed the first lantern to Avery, who held it up so Jacob could light the next one.

There were four lanterns altogether, which he placed around the cabin. Next, he worked to get the stove lit. “Before we go in the morning, I’ll go out and gather some wood to replace what we’ve used.”

“So it’s always stocked for the next person?” Avery asked.

“That is the idea, although the wood pile looks low, so my guess is your drug dealers aren’t so courteous.”

“Figures,” Avery said. “What can I do?”

“Water pump is over the sink, it draws water from the spring. Fill a pan, and the kettle, and we can get some food on. I’ll light the fire.” 

“That sounds good.” She shivered, it might be summer, but up here it was a lot cooler, the temperature a good five degrees lower.

“We can sleep here on the hearth if you want.”

“On the floor?” she asked.

“Yes. We can pull the mattresses off the bunks.”

She looked at the bunks in the corner of the room. There were two, one on top of the other. Walking over to them, she pressed her hand down on the mattresses, trying not to think of how many other people had slept on them. Not to mention the bugs.

“Don’t worry, I brought you a sleeping bag.”

“What didn’t you bring?” Avery asked.

“The kitchen sink.” He nodded toward the kitchen area. “That’s over there. Where the water pump is,” he reminded her.

“Subtle.” She headed to the sink and used the lever to pump the water into the sink. Once she had the hang of it, she looked in the cupboards for pots and pans. Then she filled a large pan, plus the kettle, and set them on the stove to warm.

“There should be some coffee packets in your pack.” He was feeding the fire, which was beginning to flame, the orange glow looking inviting to her aching body. But a hot cup of coffee might revive her, and so she went to her backpack and rummaged around until she found a small waterproof pack, which contained instant coffee, along with two tin cups.

Once the kettle had boiled, she poured the hot water into the cups and stirred. Jacob left the fire and came to join her. “That is just what I need.” He took a mug and sipped it, letting out a long satisfied breath. “I’ll get food on, and then we can settle down for the night. We’re going to need to start early in the morning. Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop stayed here last night, which means they are still a full day ahead of us.”

Avery found the energy to help prepare the cabin for the night. She drew her strength from the need to find out what was going on up here. Why did Manny and Joe go through the Karakin Pass? It was the question she needed answered, and tomorrow, she might just get that answer.


Chapter Eight – Jacob

“Will we catch up with them?” Avery asked as she held her hot mug of coffee in her hands.

“We might, or at least get close. There are empty beer cans over by the hearth; I’m hoping they had a lot to drink and left late this morning. So that gives us an advantage.” Jacob nodded toward the fire, which was slowly chasing the chill out of the cabin, and her bones.

“But not enough?” Avery asked.

“Probably not. We’re a day behind them.”

“So, what do we do?” she asked.

“Do you have the map?” 

Avery pulled it out of her coat pocket. “Here.”

Jacob laid it out on the counter and looked at it while he drank his coffee. She came to stand by his side, her right arm pressed against his left arm while they studied it. She didn’t pull away, and he liked feeling her close to him.

“According to Wyatt, they take this trail every time.” He ran his finger along a winding trail. “If we go this way, we cut out a long stretch.”

“But?”

“There’s a reason why most people take the long trail. It’s easy, no steep climbs, and there are several places to camp.” He ran his fingers along the paper and jabbed it at a section where the lines were close together, indicating a steep hill. “To get in front of them and gain an advantage, we will have to climb.”

“Climb?” She took a step back. “More of a climb than today?”

“Much more. But it will put us in front of them. Here.” He swung his head around to meet her eyes: she looked scared, but the set of her mouth told him she wasn’t about to turn chicken. “I’m experienced at climbing this part of the mountain. And I have all the gear we need.”

Avery looked back at the map, examining the route her drug dealers would take and comparing it to the cliff his finger still pointed to. “OK.”

“Are you sure?” Jacob didn’t want to talk her out of it, but he didn’t want her to feel pressured either.

“I trust you. If you think I can do it, then I’ll give it a go.” Avery avoided his eyes. She didn’t give her trust easily, and given the circumstances he could understand her reservations. What happened to Lonnie would also explain her prickly attitude earlier today when they had met in Mike’s store.

“You can do it. I don’t just think it, I know it.” He folded the map and handed it back to her. “I’ll fix dinner. Why don’t you go take your boots off? You need to rest up.”

“That bad, huh?” she asked, but did as she was told, the warmth of the fire beckoning to her.

“You are going to need all your strength, and you know you’re going to ache tomorrow.” He opened his pack and began to empty it.

“I ache already.” Avery rubbed her sore calves.

“Go rest. And tomorrow will be OK. When we climb, you will be tied to me, and I will never let you fall.” She looked at him sharply, and he replayed what he’d said in his head and the tone in which he’d said it. Had he allowed too much emotion to slip into his voice? 

“Good, because if you do, I’ll never let you forget it.” She eased her boots off, and sighed as she wiggled her toes. “If I die, I’ll haunt you forever.”

“I’d never let you die,” Jacob said hoarsely, which earned him another quick stare.

“I’ll die of hunger if I don’t eat soon.” Her words were meant to lighten the mood and ease the tension; it worked, and he got busy preparing dinner. Jacob used some of the fresher ingredients he’d brought with him in his pack. Avery might be expecting rehydrated gloop, but he planned to serve something much more tasty.

“This is amazing.” Avery’s words when she tasted her dinner, beef stew with wild herbs, told him he’d accomplished his task.

“Thanks.” It was good, he had to admit. “My mom taught me to cook, and I try to use that knowledge to my advantage when I’m out here.”

“If ever I meet your mom, remind me to thank her.” Avery had no idea that his mom would one day be her mother-in-law. There was no way he was going to let his mate leave. But to make her stay presented a conundrum he’d been puzzling over all day. Before he could tell her she was his mate, he was going to have to tell her about shifters. But what if she freaked out?

“What about your parents?” Jacob was not going to put Avery in a difficult position before tomorrow’s climb. She trusted him, and he needed her to completely before they attempted what was a difficult climb.

“Well, I told you my dad is a police officer, and my mom teaches kindergarten.” Avery scraped her bowl clean and then ate the last of her bread. “But while we were young, my mom was a homemaker. She believed children needed to have their mom at home.”

“Any brothers or sisters?” Jacob finished his food and stretched his legs out in front of him. They were seated on the mattresses in front of the fire, their backs against the old sofa.

“A sister, she’s a nurse. We don’t see each other as much as we used to. We always seem to be on different shift patterns.” Avery held her hands out to the fire. “And you, you said you had two brothers?”

“I do, Kit, who has just recently got married, is a doctor, and Neil works for the fire department.”

“In Bear Creek?” Her tongue was thick in her mouth, and her eyelids were heavy. The warmth of the fire was sending her to sleep, and she wanted to go, to allow it to envelop her, and hold her in its soft, warm embrace. 

Or Jacob’s soft warm embrace. Her head dropped and rested on his shoulder. “Hey, sleepy head. Come on, it’s time you got ready for bed.” He took the bowls to the kitchen and then came back to help her up. “I’ll wash the dishes.”

“I should do that.” But she wasn’t sure she had the energy.

“No, go to bed.” 

She was too tired to argue. 

Ten minutes later she was in her sleeping bag, snuggled down in front of the fire. Two minutes after that, she was asleep. Vaguely, she was aware of Jacob getting into his sleeping bag next to her. In her dreams she was sure she heard his voice say good night. If she answered, she couldn’t remember; she was too comfy and too warm to think.

***

“What time is it?” Avery asked as Jacob shook her awake. She opened her eyes, but the light in the cabin told her it must be just past dawn.

“Time to get up. We need a good long day if we plan to catch up with Manny and Joe.”

“Urgh.” She moved, and her muscles complained. Her body wanted to stay here in the warmth, but her brain told her body to get its ass out of bed.

“Here.” Jacob pushed a cup of coffee into her hands, and it was only then that she realized he was already fully dressed.

“How long have you been up?” Avery struggled into a sitting position, keeping as much of herself inside her warm sleeping bag as she could, while nursing her cup of coffee.

“Long enough. I thought I’d let you sleep.” He sat down next to her. Getting out of a warm bed, and leaving her to go get the firewood, tore him in two. His need to stay with her, to breathe in her scent and know she was next to him, where she was meant to be, was almost too much to fight.

“Thanks.” She lifted her cup to her lips and groaned quietly.

“You’ll feel better once we’ve eaten and get moving again. Your muscles have tightened up, but it won’t last.” He drank his coffee and went over his plan for the day. If they made good time, and the drug dealers didn’t, there was a chance they might catch up with them later in the day.

Once they climbed the cliff, they were going to have to keep a close lookout for Manny and Joe. He could use his bear senses, but they would be much stronger if he shifted. Maybe once they got to the top of that cliff he’d tell her. 

“You dozing off there, Jacob?” Avery nudged him in the ribs.

“No, I’m just thinking about how this is going to play out.” Jacob drank his coffee, and then got up, heading for the kitchen. Behind him, Avery slipped out of her sleeping bag and reached for her jeans. With some difficulty, he kept himself from turning around and watching.

“We’re going to catch those bastards and whoever else is up here. Simple.” She came to join him in the kitchen. “I am going to need more coffee.”

“Help yourself. I’ll make some oatmeal. And there’s some fresh fruit. Apples and oranges. They don’t squish so easily in the pack.” He took a pan out, into which he emptied a couple of packets of oatmeal and added water. “This tastes better than it looks.”

“Good to hear.” She ate an apple while he heated the pan and stirred its contents. “Can we eat outside?”

“Sure, the sun hasn’t taken the chill off yet, though, so get some warm clothes on.” He pointed at his pack. “I brought a few extra thermal shirts.”

“You really do think of everything, don’t you?” She pulled a shirt out of his pack and went to the small bathroom. “I’m glad I let you tag along for the ride.”

“So am I,” he said quietly, pouring the oatmeal into two bowls and refilling their coffee mugs.

“Much warmer.” Avery came back to the kitchen and they carried their breakfast outside, sitting down on the steps leading to the cabin. Avery blew out a breath, smiling as a cloud of vapor appeared before her.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jacob asked.

“It is.” She picked up her spoon and began to eat. “I’ll enjoy it even more when we have those two in our sights.”

“There’s no rule about not enjoying the day anyway,” Jacob told her.

“I’ll do my best to try.” She blew out another breath and then turned her full attention on her breakfast.

As they ate in silence, the sun edged higher in the sky, the first rays spilling over the mountain peaks to the east, and casting a warm ruddy glow over whatever was in its path. The warmth of the rays seeped into the air, warning them that precious minutes were ticking away. 

“Finished?” He took the bowls inside, and Avery followed. “I’ll wash these up while you get ready. Don’t leave anything, make sure everything is safely stored in your pack and your boots are comfy.”

“Isn’t that what they tell soldiers, to look after their feet?” Avery asked.

“Yes, and don’t march on an empty stomach.” He dried the dishes.

“I am ready to put that advice to the test.” Avery came to the kitchen and helped him clean the rest of the surfaces, then they both put their packs on their backs and headed out into the new day, neither of them knowing what it might hold.

As long as Avery was by his side, he didn’t care. They were learning to work as a team. A team that would grow in strength as they learned more about each other.

She needs to learn about me, Jacob’s bear told him.

I know. Later today, Jacob promised. He would find a way to tell her. He only hoped she wouldn’t run from him. 


Chapter Nine – Avery

They left the cabin, Jacob making sure the door was firmly shut and the latch secure. “Keeps the weather out. Cabins like these can go days sometimes without being used.”

“If we don’t catch Manny and Joe with drugs, there’s a good chance they will be the next ones using it on their way back down,” Avery commented as they set off along the trail. The sun was rising rapidly now, and it seemed as if the light and shadows changed every second as they walked.

“You’re sure that’s what they are doing here? Lonnie didn’t get it wrong?” Jacob asked.

“Absolutely. It all fits. According to Lonnie, they must have a main supplier. These two are not overly bright, I don’t think they are very high up the food chain. Every couple of months they come here and climb the exact same trail, to a place that is out of sight and difficult to get to.”

Was she trying to convince herself? Avery went over it all again in her head. Lonnie said a tip-off had come from about them heading for a deal this weekend. He had asked her to come up here with him after his suspension, but they had agreed he should stay put at home, and make sure everyone knew he was there. If whoever was behind this got wind they were being spied on, the deal might be put off, and they would be back to square one.

Lonnie had promised to make enough of a nuisance of himself that everyone would know he was still in Holloway County.

“Maybe the dealer has drop-off points along the mountain,” Jacob mused. They walked along the same flat grassy area the cabin was located on. Each step she took loosened up her muscles, and Avery swung her arms to limber them up too. When they reached the rock face they were going to climb, she wanted to be ready.

“I guess. But really, it makes no sense.”

“I thought you said it all fit together,” Jacob said.

“I said it all fits, I didn’t say it makes any sense. Why climb up here with a stash of drugs? There are plenty of places to do a deal where no one would see without hiking all this way.” She shrugged as she voiced his own concerns. Unless there were shifters involved. Maybe Joe and Manny were shifters. However, Wyatt would likely have picked up on their scent and told him, so he let that idea go. “But then nothing about the drug industry makes sense. Profiting from other people’s misery. I don’t get it.”

“I admire your tenacity.” Jacob slowed as he looked around, and then walked on. She sensed they were getting ready to deviate from the trail Manny and Joe took. Taking out the map, she used it to pinpoint their location.

“Thank you.” She took a couple of quick strides and caught up with him. “We’re here, right?”

“We are.” He pointed to the high peak that rose above them to the west. “That is where we have to climb.”

Avery looked at the peak, and then located it on the map. If she ever got separated from Jacob, she was going to know her way off this mountain. He might be the ranger, but she could not allow herself to be completely dependent on him. 

“Lead the way.” She put the map back in her pocket and loosened her shoulders, as if she were doing a warm-up for the gym. As she walked she did long squats, stretching her muscles. Cramping muscles on the side of a cliff would put both of them at risk.

“You’ve never climbed before?” Jacob asked.

“What makes you think that?” Avery lifted her arms, clasped her hands together, and stretched out the kinks in her shoulders.

“You said you’ve spent most of your life living in town.”

“We have climbing walls. I’ve been up and down those a few times. But no, I’ve never actually climbed up the side of a mountain.” She stopped stretching. “You said you had the gear we need?”

“I do. A couple of harnesses, and all the rope we need. It’s not high, but if there is even the slightest breeze, it can make conditions hazardous.”

“Understood.” She sounded like a raw recruit talking to her training officer. “I’m a quick study, Jacob.”

“I figured. And I’ll be there to catch you if you fall,” Jacob said, as he ducked under a low branch.

“I do not intend to fall.” Avery’s stomach flipped at the thought. Heights had never been her thing. Sure, she’d gone up and down the climbing wall at her local gym, but as they got nearer to the cliff, it was obvious this was a lot higher. 

They skirted the edge of the cliff, Jacob looking upwards and then back down to the ground. “It’s little used, and not many people know about it, but there’s a route we can climb that has semi-permanent pitons in place.” 

“You’ve used this before?” Avery asked. Looking up, she couldn’t see the top from where she stood.

“I have. The rangers periodically come up here and climb. Partly for practice, and partly to ensure it’s safe. We use it if we have to get higher up the mountain quickly.” He took his pack off and dumped it on the ground. “Here it is.”

Avery could see small spikes sticking out of the rock. Small spikes. Yeah, they really looked safe.

“I’ll go first. I’ll test each one before it holds my weight.” He pulled harnesses and climbing rope out of his pack, laying them out on the ground. Then he pulled out a handful of metal devices with a spring attached. 

“What are those?” Avery asked.

“Spring loaded camming devices, they go into cracks in the rock. If the spikes are loose, I’ll use these to replace them.” Jacob studied the equipment and then picked up one of the harnesses. “Let’s get you into this thing.”

Avery took her pack off and placed it on the ground. “Where do we start?”

Jacob ran his eyes over her body. Usually she’d have given him a verbal warning about sexual harassment, but not today. He was doing his job, and so she tried to relax and let him look at her. 

“Done looking?” she asked as he approached her. Avery’s heart beat faster and her face flushed red. She wouldn’t mind if he did stare at her all he wanted. Which went exactly against her code. 

“For now.” He held the harness out. “I want to fit it right. Helps to have an idea of your size and weight.”

“Great, so you’re looking to see how big my ass is,” she joked as she stepped into the harness.

“Your ass looks perfect.” He coughed and stalled. “Sorry.”

She hesitated, not sure how she was supposed to respond. “What now?”

“These go over your shoulders, and then we make sure they are fitted snugly. But not too tight.” Jacob worked away, making sure her harness was comfortable and secure. Every time his fingers touched her skin, heat radiated out, until she thought she would internally combust.

“How does that feel?” Jacob’s words made her jump guiltily, although she had nothing to feel guilty about. She was a woman: of course she was going to be attracted to a man like Jacob. But acknowledging she was attracted to him and acting on that attraction were two different things.

“Feels good.” She moved around, flexing her legs and stretching her arms.

“I’ll get geared up and then we can start.” Jacob looked at the sun, before bending down for his own harness. “We’ve made good time so far. So let’s take this slow. There’s no rush.”

“I thought time was of the essence.” Avery picked up her pack and put it back on. She was going to have to adjust her climb for the added weight. “Wow, that was fast.”

“I am the expert.” He pulled his pack on and secured it before taking hold of the rope and the camming devices.

“You are.” She held her hands up and bowed her head.

Jacob laughed. “Now you get to look at my perfect ass.”

Avery lowered her eyes and did just that, only for a second, she just couldn’t help herself. He pretended not to notice; instead, he went to the rock face and looked up, then raised his hands, and reached for the first handhold. She watched him closely as he attached a carabiner to it, then he reached higher, and his feet found footholds, so he could boost himself up.

“Want me to follow?” Avery called up.

“I’ll come back down.” He moved further up the rock face, twenty feet or more, before he rappelled back to the ground.

“Everything look safe?” Avery asked, her nervousness evident.

“I wouldn’t let you go up there if it wasn’t.” He attached the rope to her harness. “I’ve tested the spikes, they’re all solid. I’ll go up in front so we keep our weight distributed over a larger area.”

“I’m good to go.” Avery nodded, and adjusted the straps of her backpack.

“You’ll be an expert by the time we get to the top.” Jacob turned away and began to climb once more. Avery watched where he put his hands and feet, and how he moved the rope. She could do this.

She took her time, making sure her fingers were secure, before she pulled herself up and placed her foot on a protruding ledge, testing it before she climbed higher. Looking up, she watched Jacob as he systematically moved further up the rock face. Watching him work made her more confident. He was a professional. Just as she was. They might have completely different careers, but they were very similar. 

When they worked a job, they were focused, dedicated to getting it done and getting it done right. She prided herself on her professionalism. Just like her dad. He was her role model, at least when it came to being a cop. While her mom was her role model when it came to being a strong woman.

She always figured she had the perfect combination in her parents…

Avery paused, hesitating as she reached for the next handhold. She’d let her concentration slip. Concentrating and centering herself, she refocused and reached upward. Her fingers found the handhold, and she heaved herself up, feeling the strain in her legs and arms. She could do this.

The weight of the pack tipped her backward, but she fought to keep going, until Jacob’s voice called, “Are you OK?”

“Yep.” She took a breath and reached again. Only this time it was easier. Jacob was taking the strain on the rope. “I can do it.”

“I know you can.” He pulled her up, and she was kind of glad he did; the strain on her arms and legs eased, giving her time to recover. 

She moved faster, Jacob taking the strain while she reached, found a handhold, pulled herself up, and then found a foothold. In minutes, she was only a few feet below him.

“Thanks.”

“I know you wanted a closer look at my ass.” He winked at her, gave her one of his cute smiles, and then looked upward. “We’re about halfway there.”

“Halfway. OK, that’s good. I can do it.” 

“It’s gonna get harder. Your muscles are gonna tire.” His warning wasn’t something she needed to hear, but she knew it was the truth.

“I get it.” She took a moment to flex her hands. Her fingers wanted to cramp up, but that was not going to happen. “I’m good.”

“OK, let’s do this.” Jacob began to climb. He was faster than her, stronger, but she kept going.

“Easy, this is going to be easy.” She spoke the words under her breath, keeping herself going, keeping herself focused.

When he sensed her struggling, he helped. It was as if he could read her mind, and she sure did appreciate it. He was right; the second half of the climb was harder.

“Nearly there,” he called down.

“Good,” she gasped, looking up at him. 

“You’re doing great,” he encouraged.

Jacob moved, and behind him, she could see the top of the cliff. It was so close. That’s what she focused on as she struggled to make it to the top. She counted how many stakes she could see hammered into the rock, and counted down.

When Jacob disappeared from view she knew he’d made it to the top. In seconds he was leaning back over, checking that she was OK, and then taking up the slack of the rope. He pulled, she climbed.

At last, she reached the top, and he hooked his hand under her arm and heaved her over the top of the cliff, where she lay face down, catching her breath.

“You did it. I knew you could.” He slipped off his backpack and lay down on his back, looking up at the sky. 

Avery lifted her head and looked at him. “Want me to get you a pillow?”

Jacob put his hands under his head, and smiled. “I think we deserve a short rest.”

She sat up, pulled her backpack off, and took out her water bottle. After a taking a drink, she passed it to Jacob. “Here, you also deserve a drink.”

“Thanks.” He sat up and accepted the bottle. “We should eat something too.”

“We just had breakfast.” But she pulled out a couple of energy bars and passed him one. “Where to from here?”

“Karakin Pass is that way. There’s a game trail we can follow. It gets muddy in the winter, but at this time of year, it should be dry and easy to follow.” He pointed at her pocket. “Take a look at the map. I’ll show you where the pass is.”

Avery took out the map and opened it up; crossing her legs in front of her, she spread the map out on the ground. “It’s here, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Jacob nodded. “They teach you map reading at police school?”

“My dad taught me. But we used to navigate the streets. It was like a game. But if you can read one map, you can read another.” She folded it back up and put it in her pocket. “I’m now regretting putting this extra layer on.” 

She took off her coat and folded it up, putting it in her pack. Then she lay down next to him, gazing at the sky. It was so blue, the palest of blues, with no clouds in sight. Turning her head to the right, she looked out over the mountainside. It was so pretty. So fresh, so not the city.

Jacob turned onto his side, resting his head on his elbow, looking at her. “You had a good childhood.”

“You sound surprised.” She stared at the blue sky, not daring to look into his eyes. Or at his lips. Because if she did, she might just want to kiss them.

“Not surprised, but happy. I’m glad you didn’t become a police officer because of something bad that happened to you.”

“You mean you’re happy I’m not some vigilante out to take my revenge?” Avery ran her fingers over the coarse mountain grass.

“I am. I want you to be happy.”

She frowned at him, raising her eyes to meet his at last. What she saw there made her stomach flip, and a thrill of excitement made her shiver, despite the sun that was warm on her skin. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you want me to be happy?” Avery asked.

He sighed and lay back on the grass. “I want everyone to be happy.”

It wasn’t the answer she expected, and she wasn’t sure it was the answer he meant to give. But she believed him. “That’s sweet.”

He stirred beside her, his expression becoming darker, more serious. “That doesn’t mean I won’t fight for what I want.”

“And what do you want, Jacob?” Her breath caught in her chest, and she had to force her lungs to work. There was something about this mountain ranger that fascinated her, she wanted to know more about him. She wanted to know everything about him, to peel back the layers and see what made him tick.

Yet part of Avery was scared of what she might find, and what he might reveal about himself. This fear was made more real when he lifted himself up to rest on his elbow once more, his eyes locked with hers. In that one look, he answered her question, with no need for words.

The thing that Jacob Malvern wanted was lying right there in front of him.

“We should get going.” He didn’t answer her question with words, and she let out a sigh of relief. This wasn’t the time for a physical relationship to blossom between them. 

Avery got up and dusted the dirt off her combat pants. Neither of them spoke as they took off their harnesses, and Jacob put his climbing gear back in his pack. Their relationship had shifted; it was subtle, but it was there between them, testing their professionalism.

“When this is over.” Jacob began to talk, and then stopped. He turned away from her to follow the trail, but then swung back to face her. “When this is over, I’ll tell you what I want.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. What was she supposed to say, when he looked so intense, so brooding? If she had to guess, the one thing he was not going to tell her he wanted was a fling, a one-night stand. 

Everything about Jacob told her he wasn’t that kind of man. No, this man would want more. A lot more. But could she ever be the person to give him more? Her career was her life. But as she followed Jacob, felt the sheer animal magnetism that emanated from him, she understood that they had awoken something in each other.

Something neither of them could ignore.


Chapter Ten – Jacob

“I thought that cliff face was the hardest part of your shortcut.” Avery grasped hold of the hand he offered her, and jumped from one boulder to the next to stand close to him while the water tumbled down the mountain all around them. They were crossing a ravine while water roared past them, threatening to drag them into its dark, dangerous depths if they made a wrong move.

“I should have factored in the shortness of your legs.” He gave her a wry smile, and she decided to bite. Jacob had shifted their relationship back to professional, or semi-professional. Avery had never met a police officer with quite the same sense of humor. Not while they were working a case, anyway.

“Didn’t you study them enough before we climbed the rock face? You seemed to take your time with all that staring.” A cloud of spray erupted as the water gushed down the steep ravine, hitting the large rock they were standing on, making it slippery.

Jacob wrapped his strong arm around her and held her close. “So that you don’t slip,” he told her in his husky voice. OK, so they hadn’t gone back to completely professional.

“So thoughtful.” She twisted around in his arms, and got into position to jump to the next boulder.

“Ready? Two more to go and we can reach the back.” Jacob waited for her answer and then sprang away from her, landing comfortably on the next boulder. He was going to have to teach her how he did that. He was so self-assured, so confident in himself and his body.

Now it was her turn. She judged the distance. “I can make it.”

“Take my hand.” He held it out for her.

“No, I can do this alone.” Avery leaped into the air, knowing instantly she was going to fall short. Jacob reached for her, and she tumbled into his arms. “See, I told you I could do it.”

Jacob chuckled a low rumble as he held her against his chest. “I am not going to argue.” He released her and turned to jump the distance to the next boulder. 

“You look like a gazelle,” Avery called over the loud rumble of water. “Maybe you missed your calling, you could have been in the ballet.”

“Yeah, my brothers would love that. I can hear them now, telling everyone their brother is a ballet dancer.” He held his hand out and coaxed her forward.

Avery reached for his hand as she jumped, and let him pull her forward. She landed safely beside him. “I could just imagine you in ballet tights.”

“You think I have the legs for it?” he asked, standing on tiptoes before leaping for the bank.

“Definitely.” Taking a deep breath, she launched her tired body into the air, her aching legs straining to cover the distance.

She made this final leap alone, landing safely on the bank, the rushing water behind them as they began to climb upwards. The terrain was tough, and her muscles burned, but her adrenaline kicked in and she pushed herself to keep up. She would pay for it later, her body was going to reach burnout if she wasn’t careful, but for now, she had to keep going.

As they crested the side of the ravine, Jacob kept low and headed for a stand of scrubby bushes that bordered the ravine. There he stopped and sank down to rest on his haunches. “We need to move quickly and quietly. The pass is a mile in that direction. From here on out, there’s a chance we may meet up with Manny and Joe. We don’t want them to know we’re here.”

Avery nodded, and took out her water bottle and drank her fill. “What if we don’t get to the pass first?”

Jacob looked through the bushes, his head cocked to one side, listening. He couldn’t be sure, but his enhanced hearing had picked up the sound of someone shouting. It was way in the distance, and at this range, he could not tell for sure which direction the voices were coming from.

“I hoped we would. But I’m not sure. We know when they were at the cabin, but we don’t know how fast they traveled yesterday. But by Wyatt’s reckoning, if they stick to the same schedule, they will reach the pass a couple of hours before nightfall.”

“And if they reach it before us?” Avery passed her water bottle to Jacob.

“Then we will have to wait. Wyatt was right, it would be too easy for them to see us if we follow too soon.” He took a slug of water, his eyes on Avery as she took another energy bar from her pack. Over the last twenty-four hours, he’d watched her, learning every curve of her body, every feature of her face. She was beautiful, funny, and smart. Everything he could have ever hoped for in a mate.

There was only one thing that concerned him. Would she ever want to settle down and have his cubs? She was so determined, so eager to do her job, that Jacob worried her career was her life. That following in her father’s footsteps would be more important than walking down the aisle on his arm. Of course, he wouldn’t mind if they didn’t get married. Tying the knot was not obligatory. Their bond went much deeper than that, its power, at least over Jacob, much stronger.

“I hope you’ve brought a board game.”

“A what?” He mentally shook off his thoughts and focused on Avery once more.

“A board game? Don’t tell me you and your brothers were always too busy climbing mountains to play Monopoly or Risk?”

“Oh, we played. Strategy was never my forte.” He stood up and stretched his legs; any voices he might have heard were gone. Or perhaps they were never there at all.

“Then we make a good team.” She stood with him, stretching her muscles, the strain on her face evident. He’d pushed her too far, too fast, but it had to be done if they had any chance of getting through the pass first.

“Are you saying I’m the brawn, and you’re the brain?” Jacob asked.

“Something like that.” She put her arm up and tensed it. “Although by the end of this, I’m going to have the brawn too.”

“You sure will.” He smiled at her, and watched her mouth as it turned up at the corners to mirror his. “I’ll make a ranger of you yet.” Jacob could imagine the two of them out here on the mountain, doing their job by day and making love under the stars at night. 

“I like being a cop.”

“Maybe a transfer to Bear Creek?” Jacob winced at his own words. He was being pushy. Avery had no idea what she was to him. No idea that one way or another he was determined she was going to come live here with him.

“Maybe I could.” She hid her face as she spoke. “Although, I always dreamed of being the police chief of Holloway County one day. But since I am on vacation, following a lead from Lonnie…”

“Surely when we catch them, and break the drug ring, you and Lonnie will be heroes. Perhaps you might even get your promotion.” What was he saying? Was he trying to talk her into not coming to live in Bear Creek?

What would he do then? 

Move to wherever she is, his bear told him.

Give up our lives here? Jacob asked in return.

Love works two ways. We have to do what is best for our mate. His bear’s sage words struck him as the truth. If he truly loved his mate and wanted the best for her, if she wanted to fulfill her own dreams, then he would have to go along with that. He wanted an equal partner in this relationship. 

Avery was lost in her own thoughts. She hadn’t answered him, and Jacob feared he’d overstepped some kind of boundary. He was a stranger offering her advice and trying to map out her life for her.

“I would never have dreamed of being happy in a small town like Bear Creek,” Avery finally said. “But the mountain. It’s amazing.”

“And the people aren’t half bad either.” Jacob couldn’t help himself, even though he knew he ought to keep his mouth shut.

“I’ve only met three people in Bear Creek. One stared at me through his store window, one is the sheriff, who you are proposing should be my new boss, and one is a ranger.”

“And what do you think of the ranger?” Jacob asked, and then stopped dead in his tracks, his hand raised to silence her.

Avery reacted immediately. She froze on the spot, and then sank down toward the ground. “What did you see?”

“A flash of color.” He pointed through the bushes.

“I can’t see anything.”

“How fast do you think you can run?”

“Depends on how far,” she replied.

“We’re still half a mile away from the pass. We need to get there first.” He peered through the trees. “OK, I have a plan.”

“You do? Great, let’s hear it.”

I’m a bear shifter. Yes, that really was his plan, to shift into a bear and frighten them off. 

“You have the map. I want you to run for the pass. When you get there, go straight through. It’s difficult terrain, but you can do it. Just keep going no matter what.” He moved through the bushes, wanting to go with her as far as possible.

“You want me to go through the pass on my own?” She frowned, studying him, trying to figure out what he had in mind.

“I’m going to frighten them off.” Keep it simple, that’s what he told himself; if she didn’t ask, he wouldn’t tell her how he planned to accomplish that.

“I thought we weren’t going to let them know we are here.” She put her hands on her hips. “I don’t like it. If they get even a hint that we are pursuing them, it’s over. One phone call to their supplier, and it’s all over.”

Jacob put his hands on her shoulders and looked her straight in the eyes. “Do you trust me?”

Avery pressed her lips together, returning his stare, as she prepared her response. Her eyelids fluttered, hiding her emotions as she nodded. “Yes.”

“I’ll catch you up.” He turned to race through the bushes once more. She followed, the branches of the low trees they passed under snagging at her clothes.

“You’d better.” She half turned as he stopped. “If you want that date, you need to be alive.”

“A date. Are you asking?” he called quietly. They were downwind of Manny and Joe, his voice would thankfully carry in the opposite direction.

Avery rolled her eyes. “I thought you already had. Forget it.”

“No.” His voice came out too loud. He shook his head and repeated, “No. I accept.”

Avery pulled the map out of her pocket, and gave him one last smile as she ducked behind a bush and was lost from view. But his other senses could pinpoint her. The bond between them a thread that tied them together for eternity.

Damn it! He had to put her out of his mind. Impossible. OK, to the back of his mind.

Yes, he could do that. 

Turning to head toward the trail Manny and Joe should be following, he ran swift and true. Once he was sure he was out of sight of Avery, he shifted into his bear, and went to scare the shit out of two idiot drug dealers.


Chapter Eleven – Avery

Avery pulled out the map as she ran, and slowed as she looked for landmarks to identify her location, so she could confirm she was heading in the right direction. She’d picked up a compass at Mike’s store, it was somewhere in her pack, but she hoped she wouldn’t need it. Her sense of direction was good, even if this wasn’t her home turf.

She traced the trail Manny and Joe were following, and then slid her finger down to where Jacob had led her across the ravine. This conjured up visions of Jacob, the spray from the water making his hair damp; she’d longed to run her fingers through it. He looked so incredibly wild, as if he were a part of this mountain, as if he belonged here.

Confirming her location on the map, Avery ran on, her heart racing, her lungs working like bellows as they forced the air back out, only to immediately breathe back in. Focus, that was what she had to do. Keep her focus on her destination and what lay before her, rather than the wild mountain ranger who was out there, on his own, possibly putting himself in danger for her. Or at least because of her debt to Lonnie.

Ahead, the bushes grew thinner. The trail she needed to follow was just beyond, and she slowed as she approached. If Jacob had gotten it wrong, and Manny and Joe were closer to the pass, then she didn’t want to burst out and let them see her. 

Creeping forward, she stopped and listened. There was no sound of voices, all she could hear was the beat of her heart and the sound of the occasional bird. Inching forward, moving sideways to avoid thorny branches that might tear her clothes, she stood at the edge of the bushes, looking left and then right. 

Before her, she could see the trail. It wasn’t well worn like the lower trails, not many people ventured this far up the mountain. It was more than two days’ walk from town; only true hikers would climb this far with a tent and provisions. There was no one there. But how much longer it would stay that way, there was no way to tell.

With a sense of unease settling on her, Avery stepped forward. Once her feet hit the trail, she broke into a run, keeping her pace at a sustainable speed, but covering the ground with a sense of urgency. However, with each step, her fear for Jacob grew. What was he planning on doing? How would he frighten the drug dealers away?

The pass was ahead, she could see where the mountain appeared to be cloven in two, as if a giant had tried to slice it open, to reveal its secrets. With no sign of anyone else around, she sprinted forward, turning to face the Karakin Pass. As she did, her heart leaped into her mouth, threatening to burst out of her body.

The Karakin Pass was as bad as Wyatt had made it sound. Large boulders littered the ground. Too big to step onto, she was going to have to climb. Placing her hands on the smallest boulder, she boosted herself up. Normally, she would have found this easy, but she was tired. Her muscles didn’t want to cooperate. 

With a great deal of grunting and wriggling, she made it onto the first boulder. Relieved, she lay still, face down, catching her breath. Then she drew one knee under her body, then the other, and pushed herself to a standing position. From this vantage point, she understood why they could not risk coming through the pass if Manny and Joe had already entered. The pass was straight: there were no curves, no corners to hide behind. Anyone standing on the boulders could see the whole length of the pass. This told her one thing. Either Manny and Joe had already gone through the pass, or they were behind her.

She had to go on. Avery turned left and right, and then jumped forward to the next boulder. It would be much easier and faster than climbing up each one in turn. She landed firmly and repeated the process, getting herself into a good steady rhythm, and ignoring her legs, which were like Jell-O.

Then she heard it. A sound that turned her blood cold. A bear. An angry bear. She stopped, and looked around. Where was it coming from? In front or behind? The sound came again, echoing through the pass. She had to go on. 

Avery moved forward, slowly at first, but as she developed an eye for the easiest path across the boulders, her pace increased. All the time, the pass echoed with the roar of a bear. Her only comfort was that each time she heard the sound, it seemed to be further away. It was behind her. It had to be behind her.

Jacob. She stopped, her feet planted on a wide flat boulder, and turned to look behind. What if it had attacked him? But he was a ranger. He must know how to look after himself and defend against a bear attack. 

On and on she moved. Her knees bruised as she slipped and fell when the gap between the boulders was too much and she had to scramble up and down. But she didn’t stop; she couldn’t stop. She and Jacob had worked too hard for her to give in.

At last, she could see a patch of green in front of her. She was nearly through. 

Who the hell would want to come this way unless they had to? Only people who didn’t want to be seen, or didn’t want to be found. 

Avery looked up at the high sides of the pass, and as she broke out onto the flat plateau beyond, she understood how perfect this place was. Completely hidden from view, only accessible via a rocky mountain pass. This place had to be chosen for a reason.

Jumping down off the last large boulder, she jumped from rock to rock until her feet touched down on the green grass that covered the plateau. She wanted to stop and rest, but now was not the time. Running on, using the last of her strength, she dragged out the map one more time, and headed for the basin that sat just off-center of the grassy plain. 

Ten minutes later, she stood on the rim of what looked like a crater caused by a meteor strike or something like that. Perfectly round, it was empty, except for around ten boulders that were grouped together along the eastern edge. The boulders were similar to those that filled the Karakin Pass. But how they would have gotten here, she had no idea.

Avery ran down the side, the downward slope pulling her faster. In the center of the crater, the ground was charred and burned, the remains of a fire. Placing her hand on the burned ground told her this fire was old. Manny and Joe hadn’t gotten this far yet. But they would. Unless they had been caught by the bear.

“Damn it!” Avery hauled herself back out of the crater, and jogged back to the Karakin Pass. She shouldn’t have left Jacob. Somehow, she’d developed tunnel vision. The thought of getting these dealers had gotten in the way of why she was a police officer—sworn to protect people. To protect Jacob. When she first heard the bear, she should have searched for Jacob and stood side by side with him to fight it off if necessary.

Protect and serve, that was her job. Not to run and hide.

Stepping up onto the smaller boulders, she made her way forward, breaking a fingernail when she hauled herself up to a standing position on the first big boulder. From there she looked at the pass, checking if anyone was coming, because her choice to go back and try to save Jacob would mean possibly exposing herself to Manny and Joe.

As she leaned forward, her hand shielding her eyes from the sun, which was sinking lower in the sky, she thought she saw movement. Was it Jacob?

At this distance, it was hard to tell. What she wouldn’t give for a pair of binoculars. She watched, whatever it was seemed to be lower to the ground. Or maybe the person had a different way of getting over the boulders. Or maybe they were injured.

She didn’t move, hoping that whoever it was, unless it was Jacob, they wouldn’t spot her against the green of the grasslands behind her. As she watched, she deduced one thing. Whoever it was, they were alone. There was only one person coming toward her. 

Great, if it was either Manny or Joe, she would be able to take them down if she had to. Avery had trained extensively in unarmed combat. As a woman, it often worked in her favor, because men didn’t expect her to know how to handle herself. Then she could question them to find out what had happened.

Avery had a decision to make. Stand here and be seen when whoever it was got closer. Or go and hide, until they were through the pass, and out in the open. 

Hiding was the best option. If it was Jacob, she would come out and meet him. If it was someone else, she would wait for her chance and jump them. Or wait for the drug deal to go down.

Did she have the luxury of time? If this wasn’t Jacob, where was he, lying injured somewhere?

Sliding slowly down off the boulder, Avery headed to the side of the pass, and worked her way along it, looking for somewhere to hide. Somewhere out of sight, but where she would have a view of the grassland basin.

She found it, an indent in the rock too small to be a cave, but big enough to hide in.

Avery wedged herself into the small space and waited. And waited. Until she heard the sound of whoever it was on the boulders getting closer. She could hear them, a thud as they jumped from boulder to boulder, with the occasional groan thrown in. 

The need to be small, to make herself invisible, swept over her. It wasn’t Jacob, she was certain. So, who was it? 

Keeping low to the ground, she peered out of her hiding hole, and her heart stopped for a nano-second before it began hammering in her chest as her flight mechanism kicked in. The thing that had come out of the pass wasn’t human. It was a bear.

Did that mean it had attacked Jacob and was now coming for her? The bear stopped and sniffed the ground, and Avery prayed it would pick up her earlier scent and go toward the crater, giving her a chance to escape.

It did. Head down, it moved away from the pass, sniffing the ground as it followed her tracks.

Then it did something she would never have expected. The air shimmered around the bear, and it changed into a man.

It changed into Jacob.


Chapter Twelve – Jacob

She was close. His bear picked up her trail and loped across the grass, heading toward the crater. Then he stopped. If his bear got too close, there was a chance she might see him and freak.

Although it would be faster on four paws, Jacob shifted back into his human form and jogged toward the crater, where he hoped to meet up with Avery. If she was still there. She might have gone to hide among the trees beyond the crater, just in case those punks got here before Jacob did.

No fear. He’d made them scatter. Sending them running back the way they came. It was a risk, because they might decide to go all the way back home, instead of chancing another encounter with a bear. It had been worth it, though, to see their frightened faces.

He grinned, feeling just a little guilty that he might have ruined this whole thing, and Avery would have made the trip for nothing. Not for nothing. How could it be, when he had found her. His mate.

His bear chuckled. I’m sure she’ll see it that way.

Damn it! Do you think you might have frightened them too much?

No, his bear replied. Think about it. Whoever they are meeting here is probably more scary than us. Most drug smugglers don’t operate a friendly service. They work on fear and intimidation.

His bear was right. Manny and Joe would give it some time, and then take their chances. It wasn’t as if he had actually bitten them or anything. Just roared, loudly.

Jacob slowed his pace. Something was wrong. Someone was here. Avery was here.

“Oh, crap.” Jacob swung around to see her slipping down off the rocks behind him. She was going to make a run for it, which meant only one thing. She knew his secret. “Avery.”

“Just stay over there.” She pointed at him, her voice hostile.

“I can explain.” He turned around and ran toward her, but she kept going, heading back toward the pass.

“Explain what an idiot I’ve been?” She wasn’t far from the first boulders, if she took them too fast, she might hurt herself. The last thing they needed was for her to fall and break her ankle.

“Why are you an idiot?” he asked, moving around at an angle to her, trying to get into her line of sight.

“Was it some kind of joke? Are Manny and Joe even on this mountain?” She didn’t look at him; she just kept her head down as she put as much space between them as she could.

“No, it’s not a joke. And yes, they are on the mountain.” He followed her. “Please, don’t run. Let me explain.”

“You don’t need to explain, I saw.” She turned to face him. “I liked you. I really liked you, but this. What even is this?”

“I’m a shifter. I can turn into a bear.”

“No kidding!” She had reached the small rocks and was stepping over them. In a few minutes she would be on the boulders. He couldn’t let her run from him.

“I won’t hurt you. I can’t hurt you.” He was putting his heart out there, willing to tell her everything.

“Why, did you blunt your claws on the rocks?” she asked.

“No, I can’t hurt you because you are my mate.” There, the truth had been said, and now he had to wait for her reaction. Knowing that if she still ran from him, he would live a miserable lonely life without her.

“What the hell! You think we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together? We’ve only just met!” She shook her head. “I don’t have to stay here and listen to this.”

Avery pulled herself up onto a boulder before pushing up to a standing position. However, as soon as she turned to jump to the next boulder, she ducked back down. “Shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Jacob quickly climbed across the rocks to stand next to her as she slid off the boulder.

“They’re coming.” Avery jabbed her finger toward the other side of the pass. “I saw them, but I don’t think they saw me.”

“Come on.” He took her hand and pulled her away from the boulders, but she jerked away from him.

“Just like that, we’re back on track?” she asked incredulously. “You were a freakin’ bear!”

“I was, and now I’m the ranger you came up this mountain with. The same ranger that offered to help you, because you needed a guide.” They didn’t have time to argue about this. “And those are the same drug dealers.”

Avery turned away from him, her hand covering her face, as she shook her head. “This is the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of crazy.”

“Your choice, but we have to move now.” His voice conveyed the urgency, and Avery turned to him and nodded. 

“Where?” She eased her pack on her shoulders, looking tired and drained. They needed to rest, but they needed to be near the crater, so they had a visual on any deals that might go down

“Do you think you can make it back to the crater?” Jacob asked, concerned for Avery.

“Sure, I’ll just pretend a bear is chasing me.” She gave him a humorless smile, and set off at a slow run.

“I can shift if you want me to,” he offered lightly.

“Once we get to cover, you are going to explain all this to me,” she warned. “All of it.”

“With pleasure. I’ve been wanting to tell you since we met, but I was afraid you might freak out.”

She slowed, and turned her head to look at him. “Why wouldn’t I freak? It’s straight out of a science fiction movie. Part of me still thinks it was all special effects and you are playing one big joke on Avery Cooper.”

“Never.” He spoke with a savage honesty, and she turned away from him, put her head down, and kept running.

He kept pace with her, matching her stride for stride, even though it meant tempering his own speed. This wasn’t a race, this was about them getting to safety, to a place where they could hide, and reassess their plan. He also needed to ensure she understood what he was, and what she was to him. She had to understand. Or he would lose her forever.

The scrubby trees, which Jacob hoped would give them sufficient cover, were close when he risked a look over his shoulder. His shifter eyesight was better than any human’s, and so he was thankful that he couldn’t see Manny and Joe. It meant they had not made it through the pass yet.

“Nearly there.” All he got in return was a nod. Avery was tired, her breathing ragged, but she kept on going. Jacob willed her to take the next stride, and then the next, until at last they were ducking under the branches of the trees, where his mate immediately stopped and dropped to her knees.

Slowly, she crawled along the ground, until they were hidden beneath the bent and twisted limbs of trees that clung to life in the mountain valley. Jacob turned to face the open valley as he too sank down to his knees, not from fatigue, but from a need to remain unseen. Ducking down further, he studied the terrain before him, making a mental note of landmarks that dotted the valley, and where the crater was in relation to them. In this way, he should be able to tell his position, no matter where he was in the valley.

Behind him, Avery took a granola bar and a bottle of water out of her pack. He kept watch while she ate and rested, watching for Manny and Joe. The time passed slowly, and he was convinced they’d either changed their minds and gone back, or that they knew it was a trap and were being cautious and keeping themselves hidden.

His relief, when they finally staggered out of the pass, was immediate and intense. Neither men paid any special attention to their surroundings: they didn’t stop and look around, they simply kept on walking. Their actions might indicate they were late, running behind schedule. This left little time for Avery and Jacob to formulate a plan. Although, before they did, there was the small matter of her being his mate, and him being a shifter, to deal with.

Jacob slid around to sit with his back against a gnarly trunk, angling his body so that he could keep one eye on the drug dealers while also looking at Avery. “How are you doing?”

“Better.” Avery put the granola wrapper in her pack, and offered him her water: he took it as a good sign.

“Want to talk?” Jacob didn’t want to push her. When she was ready, he would tell her everything she wanted to know. But until then, he wasn’t going to thrust himself onto her in any way.

She sighed, and shifted to a more comfortable position. “Not really. There are plenty of things I’d rather not have seen in my life, and a man turning into a bear might just be one of them.”

Jacob grinned, and took a long drink of water before handing the bottle back to her. “Don’t worry, I’m not contagious.”

Avery managed a smile. “So what, you were born like that?”

“I was born a shifter, yes.” 

“There are more like you?”

“A lot more, and not just bears.” He eyed her levelly. “It’s not make-believe, or fairy tales, it’s not special effects. It just is.”

Avery wiped her hand over her eyes. “You know, until a couple of weeks ago, my life was good. Everything was going in the right direction. Now I don’t know which way is up.”

“Avery, I want you to know that I’m still the same man.”

“I know.” She nodded. “The run gave me a chance to put it all into perspective. You’re the good guy.”

“I am. I know it will take some time for you to understand it all.”

“Or I could just walk away and forget about it all. We take these guys down, and I go back to my real life, and pretend I didn’t see what I saw.”

His stomach lurched at her words. “Avery, I…” He looked back out across the valley. The two men were halfway across the open ground, heading for the crater. “I can’t let you do that.” He turned back toward her. “Not without trying to explain what you mean to me.”

“Your mate.” She looked at him, really looked at him as if trying to see under his skin, trying to glimpse what might be hidden there. Good or bad, she needed to know; as a cop, that was her nature, just as shifting was his nature.

“My mate. It’s a shifter thing, maybe harder to understand than the simple fact that I can change from bear to man.”

“Explain it.” She folded her arms, shutting herself off from him.

“Shifters know their mate. As soon as they see them. There is only one, and no way to mistake them.”

“Are shifters male and female?” Avery asked.

“Yes.”

“Go on.”

“Fate decides, and we have to obey… I have to obey.”

“You get no choice?” Avery studied him. “But I do?”

“Yes, you get to walk away. I won’t ever stop you.”

“And you? What happens to you?”

“I live my life alone, feeling as if someone ripped by heart out.” He smiled wryly.

“No pressure, then.”

“No pressure. I mean it. Do what you have to do. But let me tell you one thing first. I will always be there for you. I’ll always have your back.”

“Good. Because I have a plan. But you might not like it.”


Chapter Thirteen – Avery

“That’s your plan? To go into the crater? With them?” Jacob asked incredulously.

“It’s a good plan.” She’d gone over and over it in her head, assessed all possible outcomes, and come to the same conclusion. “It’ll work.”

Jacob didn’t look convinced. “You think they’ll just let you join them? You don’t think they’ll see it for what it is, a trap?”

“I spent six months working as part of an undercover team. The one thing I learned from that experience is to keep your story simple and plausible.” She needed Jacob to understand she wasn’t asking for permission, she was asking for his help. Or at least his bear’s help. “You turn into your bear…” She still could not believe those words were coming from her mouth. “Make some noise, and I’ll pretend I’m running from you.”

“And they’ll invite you in with open arms?” He pressed his lips together, stopping himself from unleashing a tirade of reasons why this wouldn’t work. 

“I know you don’t want me to be in danger, but this is what I do.” Avery kept her voice low but her tone firm. He might think she was his mate, but that gave him no right to tell her what she was or wasn’t allowed to do. She was a police officer, here to uphold the law. Even if she was on vacation, and one step away from being suspended. If someone wanted Lonnie out of the way, it stood to reason if she blew this, her career might be as good as over too.

“I know you can handle yourself, but we don’t know what we’re up against.” Jacob’s frown deepened, his features dark as they sat in the shade of the trees.

“I think I have more of an idea than you do.” She was the cop after all.

Jacob rubbed his jaw, which was covered in stubble. Avery’s hand itched to reach out and run her fingertips along the rough bristles. Now was not the time to think of how sexy Jacob was, and how much she wanted him. She swallowed down her longing. It was brought on by the danger of the situation; it had nothing to do with the thought of being Jacob’s mate, a thought that conjured up all kinds of delicious images in her head.

“Listen, Avery, until an hour ago, you had no idea that shifters existed,” Jacob began.

“So? Knowing you can change into a bear has not made a difference in how I do my job.” 

“I’m not saying it has.” Jacob looked out across the valley. Manny and Joe had nearly reached the crater. They were moving slowly, obviously tired, but soon they would be disappearing into the hole and out of sight. The drug smugglers might be watching right now. A cold sliver of dread trickled down his spine. “What if the drug smuggler is watching? What if he’s seen us? Or they, we have no idea how many there are. That might be why they chose this place, it’s remote and secluded.”

“I thought you said there was no one around?” Avery watched Jacob’s expression; he was trying to figure out how to put his fears into words. “Just tell me.”

“What if the smuggler is a shifter too?” He rushed on. “That would make the location make more sense. I couldn’t figure out why anyone would haul drugs up a mountain. But what if the dealer is a smuggler, and brings them straight here?”

The air left her lungs in a rush. “Of course,” she breathed. “You said that shifters aren’t just bears. Which means, the smugglers could be anything.” Her eyes widened. “What about birds?”

Jacob nodded. “Makes sense. Although a mountain lion or cougar would be able to carry more drugs.” He gave a sheepish grin. “I’m holding onto the hope the smugglers are not bears. Or at least are not people I know.”

“A bird makes so much more sense. No customs. No passport controls.” She put her fingers to her temples, to stop the pounding in her head. “Shit. This is just crazy.”

Jacob looked up at the sky. “It’s going to be getting dark in a couple of hours. Those two looked as if they were in a hurry. My guess is whatever is going to go down, is going to happen soon.”

“OK. Let’s do this.” She stood up, and headed toward the edge of the tree line.

Jacob took hold of her arm and pulled her back to him. “Avery. Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’m going to go in there and tell them that I’ve been sent to help them. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they believe me.” She smiled. “You might want to give a roar or two, just to add to the atmosphere of panic I want to convey.”

“Panic?”

“I’m going to tell them that you chased my partner away. That whoever they answer to knows the ranger service is onto them, and I’ve been sent to lead them off the mountain.” She pointed to his pack. “You have the satellite phone. Any chance of us getting backup?”

Jacob shook his head. “Not without something concrete. Mountain rescue will come up here with Brad, but I can’t risk calling them too soon.”

“Agreed.”

“Agreed.” Jacob looked kind of distraught, as he looked at her, and then out across the open grassland. He really did care for her. More than a ranger should care. Her expression softened, and her body language followed.

“Listen, Jacob. I know you have this crazy stuff going on.” She circled her finger around as she pointed it at him. “But I have to do my job. Part of being in a relationship means letting the other person be who they are, and do what they are trained to do.”

She was as crazy as him. They were not in a relationship, they’d only just met. But the depth of passion and longing in his eyes when he looked into hers stole her breath. She would have to be made of ice not to melt into his arms…

Job to do, not happening, she reminded herself.

“Go do your job. I’m your backup.” A haunted look passed over him, and then it was gone. He straightened, and the man who swore she was his mate slipped away, to be replaced by the mountain ranger, who was also here to do a job.

Avery would be lying if she didn’t admit that a part of her slipped away too. The part that secretly longed for a good man and a couple of kids. But seeing the same crap people did to each other every day had worn away at her, made her believe that there were no good men, and the world might be too scary to bring kids into.

Was Bear Creek the answer? A small town, with a good man. Could she be content with that life? And if she chose it, would she be letting down her father, the man who had inspired her to be a cop?

“Avery?” Jacob’s hand on her arm pulled her out of her reverie with a start. “You OK?”

“Yeah.” She nodded once, before breaking contact with him and lifting her pack. “Here’s the plan. I’m going to go over there, and tell them a bear chased me and my partner, and I don’t know what happened to him. If I can gain their trust, I might be able to get them to tell me who in the police force is behind Lonnie’s suspension.”

“Then you want me to creep up on the crater?” He didn’t look too pleased. “You are going to be out of sight for longer than I’d like.”

“I can handle those two punks. But I’m going to need you to handle whatever else comes our way.” She meant whomever, or whatever, was bringing the drugs, she just wasn’t ready to admit that the dealer was a shifter. Getting her head around the fact that shifters even existed was going to take a good while.

“I’ll shift, and make my way to the crater. You need to make sure they stay down. I don’t want them to see me. My bear senses will keep me aware of anyone else who might be coming our way. Of course, that means if it a shifter who brings the drugs, they may have the same enhanced senses.”

“That’s a risk we have to take.” 

Jacob looked out across the flat valley, and then pointed to where a couple of small boulders sat to the north of the crater. “That’s where I’ll aim for. It’s further away than I’d like, but close enough.”

Avery looked with him. “Maybe we should go together. We can split off, and I’ll hang back until you are hidden.” Her brain reassessed and recalculated before she nodded. “Good, that’s the plan.”

“OK, we go together, split off, I go to the boulders and keep my head down.” He pulled his radio out of the pack. “We can use these to communicate, but once you go in, I’ll maintain radio contact unless you need me.”

“Good idea.” Avery took her radio out of her pack and switched it on. “Testing. Over.”

“Received. Over.” Jacob pulled her into a bear hug, and she didn’t resist. Instead, she clung to him, not wanting to leave his side.

“I can look after myself,” Avery said as she stepped back from him, trying to persuade herself she didn’t need him. Which was a lie, but her need for him was more personal, more intimate. But they had come this far, and she had to finish the job she had set out to do.

“My priority is your safety.” His breath was warm on her neck, and she pulled away while she still had the strength.

 “I need to do my job.” Her strength ebbed, the tiredness that threatened to consume her crowding in. 

Jacob peered past her, looking up at the sky. “Sunset is in an hour. If this deal goes down before dark, it’s going to be soon.”

She looked behind her out across the valley. It was truly beautiful. But she wasn’t here to sightsee. Turning back to Jacob, she took a step forward and kissed his cheek, watching the surprise spread out across his face. Then with a soft smile, she headed out into the valley, with her shifter by her side.

She could look after herself, but there was something about having a man who would always have her back, and never let her down. Warmth spread through her body, the woman inside of her recognizing the man by her side. But that woman wanted to do more than recognize him, she wanted to make love, and make babies.

Avery swept those romantic thoughts aside. Time to concentrate on her job. Once it was done…well, that opened up a world of opportunity.


Chapter Fourteen – Jacob

He didn’t like the plan, but there was no real alternative. Not unless they both waited outside the crater for the smugglers to appear. However, Avery wanted to attempt to get Manny and Joe to tell her who in the police force was involved. Which would be easier if they trusted her. But understanding her motives and being happy with them were two very different things.

“You should have rested more,” Jacob told Avery as they made their way across the open valley.

“In an ideal world I would have. But we don’t live in an ideal world.” She cast him a smile that was supposed to make him feel better. It didn’t work, the strain on her face made him question whether she could handle herself if it came down to a fight with the two men in the crater. 

“Bear Creek is about as ideal as it gets.” Jacob kept his eyes trained on the crater, and allowed his bear senses to roam. They were not as strong when he was in his human form, and this bothered him. “I need to shift.”

She looked at him sharply, and then nodded.

Jacob shifted mid-stride, not slowing as his human side slipped from this world, to be replaced by his bear. Avery gave him one quick glance, and then turned to look ahead. He was disappointed she still seemed hostile toward his bear. Then she did something unexpected; she reached out and touched his fur with her fingertips. His bear shivered in delight, and as he looked up a small smile flittered across her lips.

It was a start. A start of something he was determined would blossom and grow. She was his. 

His bear wanted to roar at the mountain, to warn the world that Avery was his mate, and anyone who touched her, anyone who hurt her, would have to answer to him, and his claws.

This was a completely new experience for Jacob. He wasn’t an aggressive man. The only people he’d ever fought with were his brothers, and those fights had never been serious. How he was going to keep himself under control, he wasn’t sure. 

But he would. For Avery. Anything for Avery.

“We should split up.” Avery slowed, adjusting her pack, and took the two-way radio from the outside pocket where she had concealed it. “I’ll wait until you are hidden, and you turn on the radio. OK?”

His bear nodded and forked off to the north, heading for the boulders that should provide him with good cover. He jogged on, reaching the boulders a few minutes later. Shifting back to his human form, he took the radio out of his pack and flicked the power on.

“I’m here. Over.”

“Going in.” The radio crackled and then she added, “Maintain radio silence. Over.”

“Will do. Good luck. Over.” I love you. If only he could tell her those three words.

Jacob settled down with the radio set to receive, and then he waited. Squinting, he looked out across the valley, which was cast in long shadows from the peaks that towered above them to the north. He watched as Avery approached the crater. Around ten feet out, she stopped, and her voice reached him over the radio as she called, “Hey there. Manny. Joe. Is that you?”

There was the sound of cursing, and someone moving around. Then a voice called, “Who the fuck are you?”

“Phoenix. Lazarus sent me.” Avery’s voice was confident, as if she belonged.

“Who the fuck is Lazarus?” the voice asked again.

“You don’t know Lazarus?” Avery sounded wary. “Are you Manny Maxwell and Joe Hislop?”

“What the hell business is it of yours?” A head popped out of the crater, and there was the sound of loose rocks falling before a man stood looking at Avery. 

Jacob’s bear itched to come forth and get over there to rip the guy’s head off. But Jacob stayed in control.

“I came here to find you. With my partner.” There was a hitch to her voice. “The bear got him.”

“Fuck!” Another figure appeared over the side of the crater. “That mad son-of-a-bitch bear nearly got us too.”

“He was sent to hunt you. Lazarus sent me and my partner as backup.” Her voice drifted off.

“Backup? Fuck.” The guy spun around, looking all around the valley. “Is he here? The bear.”

“No, he stayed on the other side of the pass. I don’t think he can get over the rocks, but I can’t be sure. All I know is we can’t go back that way.” Avery lied like a pro.

“You know another way down?” One of them asked.

“I do.” Avery’s voice turned to one of suspicion. “But how do I know you are who you say you are? If you don’t know Lazarus?”

“Tell us who Lazarus is, and we’ll confirm his identity.”

Avery held her hands up, as if to push them back. “Whoa, wait a minute. Are you cops?”

“No.” The sound of spluttering and a laugh came over the radio. At the same time, his bear senses picked up the presence of another shifter.

Come on, Avery, get your intel. 

“So you tell me who your contact is. Or I’m going to leave you to be bear fodder.” She folded her arms, and stood leaning back as she watched the two men look at each other. Avery pushed harder. “Look, I came here to protect my boss’s investment. I’m beginning to think you two aren’t it. What? You think I’ll just protect you from the bear anyway?”

“Listen, I’m Manny Maxwell. This is Joe Hislop. We don’t have code names.”

“Disposable,” Avery said, which didn’t go down well with either of the men in front of her.

“What the fuck do you mean, disposable?” Manny asked, his anger mounting.

“If you know real names, then my guess is Lazarus is going to make sure, if you are caught, that you don’t live long enough to give up his real name,” Avery mocked.

“What the fuck does that mean?” Joe asked, his voice wavering as he looked to Manny for reassurance.

Avery lifted her hand and he heard her make a sound like a gun going off. “Or maybe he’ll send someone to rip your throat out.” She gave a sharp intake of breath. “The bear. Shit, Lazarus has betrayed us all.”

“No fuckin’ way. Why would he send you to help us? And then send a bear.”

“A setup.” Avery began to pace up and down, more curses came from the two men. “I’m out of here.”

“No, wait. Maybe we can all get out of this alive. And if it is a setup, we take the drugs and split the money.”

“How do you know the drugs are even going to get dropped?” she demanded.

“We don’t.”

“So why would I stay? I don’t owe Lazarus a thing. I doubt I’ll see my money.” She stormed off, but one of the men followed.

“Look. You’re here. And we’ll give you half if you stay and help us avoid the bear.”

“First you have to prove you are who you say you are. I am not getting shafted again.”

“OK, how do we prove it?”

“Names. You prove to me you know Lazarus, so that I know you aren’t sleazeballs trying to con me.” She pointed her finger at the man, intimidating him, pushing him back toward the crater.

“Chief Banner. He heads up the police force over in Holloway County. This is his retirement fund. He’s my mom’s uncle.” Joe blurted the words out, while behind him Manny put his face in his hands and howled.

“What the fuck have you done?” Manny demanded of Joe.

“Got us a way out of this.” Joe turned on his accomplice. “We talked about this, we were always going to be the ones thrown under the bus. You knew that. He always says blood looks after blood, but that ain’t true.”

A sound pierced the quiet of the mountain valley. The two men started, and spun around to look up at the sky. “He’s here.”

“Let’s get the drugs and get out of here,” Avery said, taking charge of the situation.

“You should hide. If he sees you, he’ll split, there’s only supposed to be the two of us,” Joe said.

“Where the hell am I supposed to hide?” Avery asked.

“In the crater. There’s some boulders, and we can put our packs over you too.”

It had to be the dumbest idea Jacob had ever heard, but he watched as they all went into the crater, out of view. All he could do now was listen and hope that it all went to plan. The sound came again. An eagle, if he wasn’t mistaken. Of course, they were big birds, and would be able to carry a large amount of drugs. They also wouldn’t look out of place here on the mountain. Unless someone took a closer look with a pair of binoculars; if they did, they would get a big surprise to see an eagle carrying packets of drugs. He got a glimpse of how crazy this all must look to Avery.

Jacob ground his teeth together, hating to think a shifter was involved, but it seemed more likely. The only other explanation was that someone had trained the eagle to fly here and drop the drugs. Less likely, but still possible.

He shifted around the side of the boulders, scanning the sky as another cry pierced the air. Then he saw it, a big bird silhouetted against the skyline. Jacob kept still as the bird circled around, surveying the ground. This bird was ideal: big, strong, and no doubt with enhanced senses that would be able to detect any movement on the ground. Well, Jacob did not intend to be its prey. Not today. There was only one hunter on this mountain, and that was his bear.

As the eagle moved closer to the crater, its circling flight became tighter as it descended down toward its destination. Jacob held his breath, willing himself to stay in his hiding place. Then, the radio crackled into life, and he heard Avery’s voice as she whispered, “He’s here.”

Jacob didn’t waste any time: he propelled himself forward at a run, shifting midair to land on all four paws, his claws tearing into the dirt as he set off toward his mate. He had to get there fast, he had to stop the eagle from escaping. This was their chance, their one and only chance to break this drug ring.

He ran like the devil was chasing him across the valley floor, the crater getting closer with each huge stride he took. Jacob kept a constant watch on the skyline, dreading that the eagle might take off and escape. But he didn’t, and Jacob hurtled forward, only slowing when he neared the edge. He could not charge straight in there, not without the risk that they would get away. 

There were so many questions he needed answers to. Did the eagle shift? Were they facing three men or two? Was Avery still safe? Had they played her, knowing all along she was a cop?

He lay down on the ground and crawled toward the lip of the crater. His breath shallow, his heart thumping. He hoped the eagle’s hearing wasn’t good enough to hear his blood thundering in his veins as his adrenaline kicked in.

Lifting his head, Jacob looked down into the crater. There they were. The eagle, which was perhaps twice the size of a regular eagle, stood on the ground, while the two men removed a harness from its back. He could only assume the drugs were attached in some way to the harness. That was the proof Avery needed.

Avery. As soon as he thought of her, his senses prickled and homed on his mate. She was hiding behind a few boulders. From this angle, Jacob could see her legs, and wondered how the hell the eagle had missed seeing her; maybe it was because the light was so much dimmer down in the bottom of the crater. They had the element of surprise, now all they needed to do was grab these three and question them.

As he stared at Avery, she lifted her head and looked at him, he could just make out her silhouette. She was nodding, this was it. A shiver of apprehension passed through him. If anything went wrong, someone might die tonight. But it sure as hell was not going to be Avery.

 


Chapter Fifteen – Avery

He was there, watching. An inappropriate thrill of excitement passed through her. A bear had her back. She smiled, and the thrill spread, making her body pulse and vibrate, washing away the fatigue that had crept up on her all day. Only seconds before, she had been wondering how the hell she was going to summon the strength to take one guy down, let alone two, but now she was ready.

Avery’s eyes locked with those of Jacob’s bear, and a silent message passed between them. She reached across for her pack, which she had removed when she hid behind the boulders, and pushed the radio into the outside pocket. She was ready.

A quick glance at the bear, and a slow nod, and they moved as one, disturbing the deal that was going down on top of the mountain. Avery just prayed that the trade was drugs, and not something innocent. She shoved her doubts firmly to one side. The information Lonnie had given her was correct, and she was about to clear his name.

Manny and Joe swung around to face her. Manny put his hand up and said, “Stay the fuck down, you’re going to blow the deal.”

The eagle squawked like a parrot, taken by surprise by the sudden sight of Avery barreling down on them. However, Manny and Joe had the harness half on and half off him, which meant his wings were bound by his side. The eagle tried to pull free, but it was futile.

The first moment Manny realized what was really happening was when Avery’s fist came into contact with his jaw. She’d sparred with men his size before, she knew he would have the upper hand, unless she knocked him out with her first blow. Avery swung at him, putting all her strength and anger into the punch. As if in slow motion, Manny’s head snapped back, his eyes rolling up in their sockets, and she was certain he was seeing stars as his body crumpled to the ground.

“One down!” Avery’s hand hurt like hell, but she stood ready to fight. Joe’s eyes widened as he realized they were under attack and he desperately tried to free the eagle. She couldn’t let that happen. Launching herself at the bird, she made a grab for him, but the eagle’s beak was sharp, and tore at the flesh on her hand. With a quick lunge, she managed to divert the blow, and the beak tore into the fabric of her coat instead.

The eagle flapped and flapped, attempting to wriggle out of the harness. First one wing, then another came free, he flapped frantically, inching off the ground as he took flight, but as he skimmed the side of the crater, a big, brown grizzly bear leaped through the air and crushed the bird to the ground. 

Joe screamed like a girl, his eyes wide in horror. “I surrender.” 

Avery acted quickly, running back to her pack, and taking out the rope she’d seen in there earlier. While the bear still grappled with the eagle, she bound first Manny, and then Joe, hands and feet.

“Want me to truss up the turkey too?” Avery called over to Jacob, who had the eagle trapped between his massive front paws. The bear nodded, and held the eagle while she wrapped rope around its legs. “Now what?”

Jacob’s bear released the eagle, and ran out of the crater; a minute later he was back, looking incredibly handsome with his hair whipped up in the breeze, and his dimples on display. “I didn’t know you had such a good right hook.”

“A woman likes to know how to defend herself.” She turned to their captives. “What now?”

“I’m going to give Brad a call. There’s still enough light for the helicopter to make it up here safely.” He placed his pack on the ground, and dug out the satellite phone. “Hello, Brad, this is Jacob. We’ve got our guys. Drugs. Yeah.”

Avery went over to the harness that lay on the ground. Using her foot, so as not to taint the evidence, she pushed it to one side, and there lay several packets of what appeared to be drugs. Avery could see at least ten packets, each approximately the size of a bar of soap.

“Looks like drugs to me. Possibly cocaine.” Avery glanced over to Manny and Joe. “Does Brad want me to read them their rights?”

“Brad, did you hear that? We also know who is behind the drug ring. Avery wants to get over there as soon as possible.” Jacob listened and then nodded. “Will do.”

As he put the satellite phone back in his pack, the eagle made a run, or at least a flap, for it. The big bird flapped clumsily up the side of the crater, while using his sharp beak to tear at the rope around his legs. If he got himself free, and took flight, there was no way they would catch him again.

Avery lunged at him, her arms wrapped around his wings, but this left her exposed to his beak. Jacob moved in to help, grabbing the rope from his own pack and wrapping it around the eagle’s wings. Still the savage beak tried to slice their skin, and peck their flesh. Tired of this, Jacob clamped one of his large hands around the bird's beak, and said, “I know you can understand me. So, unless you want me to wire this beak of yours shut, you’d better behave.”

The eagle looked at Jacob unblinking, and there was a familiarity there that Avery couldn’t quite place.

“Are you OK?” Jacob asked, as he slowly released the eagle’s beak.

“Yeah.” She gave a shaky laugh. “Just peachy.”

“Brad’s on his way. He’ll bag the evidence and arrest these two…three.”

“The eagle is a shifter?” Avery was certain of it, but wanted to hear confirmation from Jacob.

“Oh, yeah. He tried to run when he realized Brad was on his way.”

“So how do we arrest him?” Avery asked. 

“Brad will deal with it. Eventually he’ll have to shift back into his human form.” Jacob glanced around the crater. “Drugs on the mountain. I’ve seen it all now.”

Avery placed her hand on his arm. “We did it, this will send a message to anyone else who thinks they can exploit the mountain.” She looked at the eagle, trussed up on the ground. “And to shifters who think they can exploit their gift.”

“You do see shifting as a gift then?” Jacob asked.

Avery stared at the eagle and then focused her attention on Jacob. “I do. A freaky gift, but a gift all the same. Although why anyone would want to throw that gift away by doing something illegal is beyond me.”

Jacob nodded in agreement. “He won’t be flying anywhere for a long time.”

They waited together, both of them keeping a watch on their captives, until they heard the steady thrum of spinning helicopter blades in the distance. Jacob climbed out of the crater, stood on the edge, and waved his arms wildly. The helicopter came closer, and then the tone of the blades changed as it came into land.

“Hey there!” Jacob called.

“Hey, Jacob. You tracked them down. Good job.” Brad’s voice came to her over the sound of the helicopter.

“Avery took them out, and got the name of the dirty cop who runs the smuggling ring.” Jacob’s voice was filled with pride and she smiled to herself, a warmth flowing through her veins. Her parents had always been proud of her, she’d worked hard to make sure she never let them down. But it was something else to have a man you’d just met say you’d done good.

“Right, let’s get this wound up and get them back to Bear Creek.” Brad came down into the crater and began to read Manny and Joe, plus whoever the eagle was, their rights. She did find it amusing to hear the sheriff talking to a bird.

With the evidence photographed and bagged, and Manny and Joe’s gear also taken as evidence, they were soon escorting the prisoners out of the crater and across to the helicopter.

“I’ll send the helicopter back for you,” Brad said once the prisoners were all cuffed and loaded. Except for the eagle who, still bound with rope, was placed on the floor with the boot of another police officer resting on his feathered body.

“OK. We’ll wait here.” Jacob nodded, but then a large shadow passed above their heads, circling around the mountain peaks.

“What the fuck!” Avery ducked down, scared that they were under attack from another shifter.

“Hey, we might have another ride home.” Jacob turned to Avery. “Stay here.”

He ran off in the direction the shadow had taken, and Avery soon lost sight of Jacob in the gathering darkness. She walked in the direction he’d run off in, staring into the gloom, afraid something might have attacked him. Then her radio crackled into life, and his voice said, “Tell Brad we’ll meet him in town. I’ve hitched us a lift.”

“Hey, Brad, Jacob said he’s got us a ride down the mountain,” Avery called out, trusting Jacob, even though she had no idea where he’d found a ride.

“OK. Stay safe, and I’ll see you back at my office. I’d like to get these guys processed tonight, and then maybe you can go make an arrest of your own.” Brad grinned, his face illuminated by the light from the helicopter. With a wave he turned from her and pulled himself inside, shutting the door securely.

She watched as the helicopter took off, and the sound faded into the distance, leaving her alone on the mountain. But she wasn’t alone: somewhere out there was Jacob and their ride home.

Avery waited. The night grew quiet, and the very last rays of sun left the basin. Then she heard it, the slow thud of big feet on the ground, sending vibrations through the very mountain under her feet. Her heart wanted to burst, she’d been afraid before, but never of the unknown. However, shifters had thrown her into a world where anything was possible.

“What the hell!” As she stared into the night, a large figure loomed over her, getting closer and closer. “A bear I get. But a dragon?” She felt the world spin around her, and the ground shift beneath her feet. Only the presence of Jacob, walking by the side of the creature, made her stand her ground.

“This is Harlan. He’s going to give us a ride back to my place, so we can get cleaned up.”

“A ride.” Avery looked up at the dragon looming over them. “You want me to get on that?”

“Harlan. His name is Harlan and…” Jacob was cut off by the static electricity that filled the air as the dragon shifted into a human.

“Good to meet you, Avery. Jacob tells me you’re his mate.” He held out his hand for her to shake. A man, who was a dragon only seconds before, wanted to shake her hand.

A bubble of laughter erupted inside her. “This has got to be the weirdest day of my life.” Still, she took hold of Harlan’s hand and shook it. “Thanks for the offer of the ride, Harlan.”

“Does that mean you accept?” Harlan grinned, his eyes crinkling with humor. He was a handsome man, salt and pepper at his temples, tanned skin, and a body that belonged to a much younger man. If Wyatt and Harlan were anything to go by, shifters sure looked after themselves.

“Why not?” Avery threw her hands up in defeat.

“Great. Grab your pack.”

Jacob and Avery shouldered their packs while Harlan shifted into his dragon. Then she climbed up onto the back of the dragon, and once they were secure, Harlan took a couple of running steps before launching himself into the air.

Jacob sat behind her, and his arms tightened protectively around her as the dragon banked to the right. Avery leaned back in his arms and let herself enjoy the thrill of riding a creature who belonged in a storybook. But as they climbed higher in the sky, and the wind whipped at her hair while tears streamed from her eyes, Avery knew this was real.

In that moment, she chose to embrace the chance of a life here in Bear Creek with Jacob. 

Avery was ready to make her own shift.


Chapter Sixteen – Jacob

They raced down the mountainside, Harlan’s dragon skimming the tops of the trees as he flew. In his arms, Avery trembled, not from fear, but from the thrill of flying on a dragon. Something few people alive would ever be able to claim to have done. As she threw her head back and laughed, Jacob laughed with her. They had done what they set out to do, and soon this whole episode would be over. Then Jacob and Avery would be able to get on with their new lives together.

Wherever that may be.

Familiar landmarks rose up out of the night; they were approaching his house. After they showered and had dinner, they could make their way down to the sheriff’s office and make their statements, before they went to arrest Chief Banner. 

He would go with Avery every step of the way. He’d be by her side if she needed him there. And if she didn’t, he’d cheer her on from the sidelines.

“Hold on tight,” Jacob advised Avery as the dragon put his great big feet out in front of him and raised his wings to slow them down. They landed in one piece, in front of his house, where they had set out from only two days ago. But so much had happened in those two days. So much that had taught them how to work together.

When Harlan folded his wings by the side of his body and bent his leg, Jacob slipped down off the dragon’s back to land on the ground. Avery followed, falling into Jacob’s arms as she landed.

“My legs are refusing to work,” she said as way of an apology.

“Why don’t you go and soak in the bathtub while I make dinner?” Jacob held her close until she was steady on her feet.

“I am not going to argue.” 

Harlan turned his head to watch Avery and Jacob, who was sure the dragon was smiling. “Thank you, Harlan. I owe you one.”

The dragon closed his eyes and nodded, before rubbing his scaly head against Avery’s hand. Then he stepped away from them, and launched himself into the air, circling them once before racing at full speed back across the mountains.

“He was in a hurry,” Avery commented.

“He has a date with his wife, and he’s late.” Jacob grinned. “And Fiona is not the kind of woman you keep waiting. Not on a date.”

“Is Fiona a shifter too?” Avery asked as she followed him on stiff legs to the front door.

“A dragon.”

“So he’s not like the last dragon or anything?” Avery asked in awe.

“No, there is a family of them. They live in the next valley.” He pointed across the mountain.

“Cool neighbors. I thought I was lucky having a bakery owner living next door who always supplies me with leftover cakes.” Avery wearily climbed the porch steps, and they went inside, where she immediately dropped her backpack on the floor. “I’m going to have to crawl up the stairs.”

“I’ll carry you.” Jacob lifted her effortlessly into his arms, and strode toward the stairs before Avery had a chance to protest. 

“I’m not a damsel in distress,” she chided him.

“I know. But you have no idea how many times I’ve wanted to help you over the last couple of days, but I knew you didn’t need it. That you could look after yourself. Please, let me do this one thing for you.”

Avery settled back against his chest. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt.”

He chuckled, and looked down at her. “There are plenty of other things I’d like to have done too.”

“Such as?” It was a leading question, and she knew it. Avery looked up at him through her eyelashes, a tinge of pink coloring her cheeks, evidence of the heat spreading across her skin.

He reached the top of the stairs, and stood still, his breath coming fast. Then he lowered his head and captured her lips with his. She tasted sweet, with a hint of honey that made his bear go crazy. However, this was not the time for bears, this was the time for humans. For a man and a woman to get to know each other more intimately.

She returned his kiss. And it wasn’t a chaste peck-on-the-cheek kiss, this was a full-blown, I want you in my bed kiss. Her hands encircled his neck, her fingers coiled around tendrils of his hair and grasped them tight, as if she never wanted to let go.

Jacob hesitated, not knowing what to do. Should he take her to the bathroom, or to his bedroom? Did she want this to go further? Or did she want to take it slow?

“I need a bath,” she whispered in his ear. “Or maybe a shower.”

She slipped her hand from his neck, and moved it down over his chest, and lower, then she reached down much lower and stroked his cock. His knees nearly gave out, but there was no way she would bring him to his knees, not when he was carrying such precious cargo.

Jacob shifted her weight in his arms, and with a deep guttural groan, headed for the bathroom. Avery slid out of his arms, keeping close contact with his body as she stood on her own two feet in front of him. He gazed into her eyes, cupping her head in his large hand and kissing her sweet lips once more. He couldn’t get enough of her. The last couple of days had been an agony of self-control, but now that he’d let it slip, he needed to claim her.

Her teeth grazed his bottom lip, driving him crazy, and he roughly unzipped her coat, and shoved it off her shoulders, while his tongue quested for entrance into her mouth. She let him in, sucking on his tongue, her teeth grazing it as she removed his jacket and threw it to the floor. They matched it each, removing each other’s clothing in a frenzy of need.

Only when she stood before him clothed in her panties and bra did he pause, and take a step back. He wanted to look at her, devour her body with his eyes, before he tasted every part of her with his mouth.

“Are you looking at my ass again?” she teased, before turning around and slipping her panties down over her thighs.

“I most certainly am.” He stepped forward, closing the space between them, and placed his hand on her round cheek, feeling the warmth of her skin. Avery leaned back against him, and rested her head on his shoulder, tilting her head back and offering her lips to him.

Jacob brushed her hair back from her neck, and kissed her sensitive skin. He wanted to tease her, to make her want him. As his right hand stroked her ass, his left hand stroked her stomach, moving higher, to cup her breasts through the lacy fabric that still encased them. Her bra had to go.

With fumbling fingers, he unclasped her bra, letting it fall to the floor. Using the palm of his hand, he chafed her nipples until they were hardened buds, before rolling them between his finger and thumb. Avery sagged in his arms, her mouth open as she gasped for air.

Claiming her mouth, he became the air that she breathed, robbing her of her senses. She writhed in his arms, her ass pushing back on his cock, moving in a circular motion to stimulate him until he thought he would explode.

Maneuvering them toward the shower, he relinquished her breasts for a moment while he switched on the water. Lifting her, he placed her down under the hot jets, and reached for the soap. He was going to massage every inch of her tired body.

As he lathered the soap, Avery reached for the shampoo, and washed her hair, then she leaned back under the jet of water and rinsed it off, before applying conditioner. He watched her, enjoying the sway of her breasts as she raised her hands to her hair.

He’d never wanted anything so much in all his life. Swallowing down his own desire, he soaped her body, starting with her neck and her shoulders and then working his way further down, paying particular attention to her breasts. She bent her head and watched him, her hands plunging into his hair, as he knelt before her and soaped her inner thighs.

Teasing her, he moved closer to the center of her need, before sliding his hands away. Avery inched her feet apart, opening herself to him, inviting him in. Jacob teased her some more, he couldn’t resist seeing how far he could push her. But it was a torture in itself. His cock hardened painfully; he needed to be inside her. 

At last, he slipped his hand between her thighs, his thumb rubbing against her clit, making her whimper. Back and forth, his fingers gliding across her sex, while his thumb circled her clit before he leaned forward and flicked his tongue over the tortured bud.

“Oh, please. Right. There,” she cried out as he licked and sucked her clit, while his fingers entered her, stimulating her inner walls, until at last she could hold out no longer and she came. It was a beautiful sight, Jacob looked up through the jets of water cascading down her body. Her mouth was open, in a silent Oh, her head thrown back, and her body moving in rhythm with his fingers.

As her orgasm passed, she looked down at him, and placed her fingers under his chin, encouraging him to stand. “Fuck me.”

Jacob switched off the water, grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her, then he grabbed one for himself and flung it around his hips. Taking hold of her hand, he led her from the shower.

“Here.” She indicated the chair in the corner of the bathroom, which she pushed him toward, her fingers on his chest as she made it clear he was to sit.

In one fluid movement, she straddled him, guiding him into her sex, and lowering herself down onto his hard shaft. Jacob closed his eyes and let himself experience every minute detail as she slipped down onto his cock. She was tight, her inner muscles strong as they gripped him. The friction was incredible, skin against skin, warm, wet, slick.

Avery impaled herself on his cock, before lifting herself up once more. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she steadied herself and then slid back down to take him inside her. She found a rhythm, her hips circling, her body rising and falling. As slowly his senses returned, Jacob cupped her breasts in his hands and licked them, his tongue flicking over the hard buds. 

Avery reacted to this new stimulus, her hips bucking, as she rode him on toward the inevitable end of this journey to pleasure.

When she came, her inner walls gripped him tight and she milked the seed from him, his essence flowing into her. Jacob put his hand on her shoulders, and lifted himself up, grinding his hips into her. She took all that he offered and left him begging for more.

Begging for an eternity with her by his side.


Chapter Seventeen – Avery

Sex had never been that good, Avery mused as they drove into town the next morning. 

She’d woken with a deep-seated ache in every muscle of her body, which she chose to ignore, she had a job to do. Brad had called while she and Jacob were eating dinner last night to say he had got a confession out of Joe, who had been easy to break. Partly because he said his mom was going to kill him, and also because he wanted to cut a deal.

In short, Brad had in his hands a signed statement that said Chief Banner had set up the whole thing. The only part of the puzzle Joe could not fit into place was the identity of the eagle. Joe Hislop firmly believed the eagle was a real bird and appeared to have no idea what Brad was talking about when he mentioned shifters.

From this, they had formulated a plan. Joe had placed a call to his mom asking her to get Chief Banner to meet him and pick up the drugs. He’d lied and said he was stuck in Bear Creek with Manny, who was in the hospital after a bear attack.

At the same time, Jacob had spoken to his brother Kit, who had arranged for the hospital to add a fake patient to their system. According to Bear Bluff Hospital, Manny Maxwell had been admitted with wounds likely sustained from a bear attack.

Chief Banner had duly called to check the details, and arrange a transfer of the patient to Holloway Country Hospital. The chief had lied and told the hospital in Bear Bluff that there was a warrant out for Manny’s arrest and that he would come over and see to the transfer personally.

When this was relayed to Joe, the implication that if Chief Banner took custody of Manny he likely would never be seen again was not lost on him. It was enough leverage to entice Joe to play along in the hope that Chief Banner would incriminate himself enough to make a solid case for the prosecution. There was no way Chief Banner was going to be allowed to wriggle out of this one.

Avery had placed another call to Lonnie, inviting him to Bear Creek, but not giving any details. Although she trusted Lonnie implicitly, she was not going to risk anything going wrong. There could be no leaks in this plan. 

“How are you feeling?” Jacob asked.

“Good. We have everything in place. Joe will wear a wire when he meets Chief Banner. Brad has arranged for someone to pretend to be Manny, since he is not cooperating.”

“Won’t he know it’s not Manny?” Jacob asked.

“Apparently, they’ve only met a couple of times, in dark places, so it’s doubtful, but just in case, Joe will tell the chief that Manny has facial injuries.” It all sounded plausible. She’d gone over the details several times with Brad this morning, while Jacob had taken a run over the mountain. As they worked out the finer details, she had to admit she liked Sheriff Brad. He was smart and professional. A man she could work with.

Was she really thinking of abandoning her career path, and coming to live in a backwater town?

When she looked across at Jacob, she knew the answer was yes.

“So, the fake Manny is going to look like a mummy?” Jacob asked.

“A little. Just enough to disguise his features.” Avery grinned at the image of Chief Banner trying to question a mummy. “I’m hoping Lonnie gets here in time.”

She looked at her phone. There had been no new messages or calls from Lonnie since she’d spoken to him last night. Avery hoped everything was OK with him. The whole thing had left him looking frail. Avery hoped if they could clear his name, he would bounce back.

“He will, and if he doesn’t, maybe he’ll be here to celebrate with you when Chief Banner gets what he deserves.” Jacob tried to soothe her nerves.

“Brad has a nice cell set aside for the chief. He’s kind of livid another member of the police force, a high-ranking one too, has brought drugs into his town.”

“He’s not the only one,” Jacob assured her as he parked the truck outside Brad’s office. They both got out and headed inside, where they found Brad making the final preparations. 

“Anything I can do?” Avery asked.

“Nope, we’re good to go.” He grinned as he looked at her and Jacob. “You two look happy.”

“We are,” Avery said hastily. “We cracked a big drug-smuggling ring.”

“You did.” Brad turned to face them. “You know that eagle is still sitting in the corner, sulking.”

“Any idea who he is?” Jacob asked.

“Well, I could hazard a guess, since a certain store in town has not opened for business this morning.” Brad’s brow creased as he nodded his head, his eyes opening wide as he waited for them to guess.

“Mike’s store?” Jacob asked, looking happy when Brad nodded again.

“One and the same.”

“Well, how about that!” Jacob looked equally pleased. “That will save me ripping his head off if he looks at my mate wrong.”

“Does he know that you know?” Avery asked.

“I called him Mike when I took his breakfast this morning, but he’s still sitting in the cell wearing his feathers. He’ll crack sooner or later. I have all the time in the world, since there are no rules about keeping suspect birds here indefinitely.” Brad looked at his watch. “Ninety minutes until show time. I need to get moving.”

“We’ll follow shortly,” Avery said. “I need to give Lonnie a couple more minutes.” She looked at her phone again and then decided to call him. Avery scrolled through her contacts and tapped the screen to dial his number, but he didn’t answer and she ended the call. “Must be still on the road.”

“Well, I’m going to get going.” Brad looked up as two of his men walked in. “Harrison, you’re with me. Tad, stay here and watch the other prisoners. Keep a check on Squawky back there, I have the camera on him in case he decides to shift back to being human.”

“Sure, I’ll watch him.” Tad went around to sit behind his desk, while Harrison waited for his orders.

“I’m going to get Joe. We’ll drive across to Bear Bluff and get the wire on him. Chief Banner is due in town in ninety minutes, I want us in position in an hour.” He nodded to Avery and Jacob. “Don’t be late and miss the show.”

“We won’t.” Jacob put his arm around Avery’s shoulder and she leaned into him.

“What if Lonnie doesn’t get here?” 

“Then we go to the hospital without him. Just tell Tad to make Lonnie stay put here.” Jacob kissed the top of her head. “Once we have Chief Banner in custody, Lonnie will get his name cleared no matter what.”

“I know.” She liked how Jacob tried to comfort her. 

“Is this him?” A big SUV pulled up across the road. As soon as it stopped, the doors were flung open and two men got out.

“That’s Lonnie. And my dad.” Avery peered through the window, and then went to the door and yanked it open. “What are you doing here, Dad?”

“I thought Lonnie might need some support. And since he was there for me when I needed him, I wanted to return the favor in some small way,” her dad told her, leaning heavily on his walking stick.

“It’s so good to see you both.” Avery put her arms around both men. “The team is back together again.”

“Which is something me and your dad have been talking about,” Lonnie told her as they walked back to the sheriff’s office.

“Are you going to tell me?” she asked as they went inside.

“We're going to go into the private investigation business. Your dad is great with the internet, and I’m still good on my feet.” Lonnie looked a lot happier; his features had lost their pinched look.

“You are going to leave the police force, after everything that’s happened?” Avery asked, a little disappointed.

“Semi-retired sounds good,” Lonnie admitted. “This has given me an opportunity to reassess my life. I want some time off to enjoy with my wife.” He saw the look on Avery’s face. “This thing hasn’t beaten me. And if we don’t get Chief Banner today, I will stay on until we do. I haven’t worked all these years in the police force to let a man like that taint my career.”

“Honey, Lonnie and I used to talk about this when we worked together. Before…Well, before I became useless.” Her dad gave a sad smile.

“You’ve never been useless.” 

“Tell that to your mom when she asks me to do chores around the house,” her dad joked. “Really, this is what we always talked about doing. But Lonnie stayed on to watch over my baby girl.”

“Dad, I’m a grown woman,” Avery insisted, aware of Jacob watching the whole conversation.

“You will always be my baby,” her dad answered, giving her a hug and a kiss.

Avery hugged him right back before pulling away. She had news of her own, and she could not wait to share it. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” She also needed to change the subject before her dad and Lonnie embarrassed her anymore in front of the man she loved. “This is Jacob.”

“Hello,” Jacob greeted the two men.

“Jacob.” Her dad stepped forward, hand held out in welcome. “It’s been a long time since my daughter has introduced a man to me.” 

“Good to meet you.” Jacob grinned as he shook hands with both of them.

“You too, son. You look like the kind of man who might actually have a chance at taming my daughter.”

“Oh, I don’t think she needs taming,” Jacob said, humor flashing across his eyes.

“Good answer.” Lonnie laughed and gave Avery a wink.

Before the conversation could go any further, Brad came out of the holding cells with Joe, who had his hands cuffed behind his back. “We’re all here. Are we ready to go?”

“We are,” Avery said. “It’s time we wrapped this up, so we can all get on with our lives.” Jacob caught her eye, and she blushed uncontrollably, which made him smile, his dimples showing. Avery’s breath caught in her throat. She was so incredibly lucky to have met a man like Jacob, and she planned to hold onto him with both hands.

Or maybe she should cuff him to the bed, so he never got away?


Chapter Eighteen – Jacob

They followed Brad over to Bear Bluff Hospital. After parking their cars, they headed inside to be met by Jacob’s brother Kit. 

“We have your fake patient in a room on the second floor. One of the orderlies volunteered, so we’ve bandaged him up. There is also a room next door where you can set up your equipment.” Kit kept looking at Avery. Of course, Jacob had broken the news to his mom that he’d found his mate. The news had spread. In truth, Jacob had been half-worried that all of his family would have been here at the hospital to meet her.

“Thanks, Kit,” Brad said, as they all headed to the elevator, the sheriff keeping a firm hold on Joe. “Joe, you know what your job is. If we don’t get an admission from Chief Banner, then the deal is off.”

“I get it,” Joe said acidly. “I just want this thing over with, and that bastard to pay for getting me into this.”

“You made a choice to be a dealer, Joe. You can’t blame anyone else.” Brad punched the button to call the elevator, and they all stood patiently waiting for it to arrive, except Joe who shuffled his feet nervously.

“Kit, this is Avery.” Jacob introduced his mate to his brother. At least it might stop Kit from staring.

“Hi, Avery. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to meet finally you. I thought my brother was going to end up on the mountain like Wyatt, all alone.”

“No, my backup plan was to move in with you and Suzie. So you could look after me in my old age.” Jacob grinned at his brother.

“Always room under my roof,” Kit said coolly.

“You say that now that you know it’s never going to happen.” Jacob took Avery’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly as the elevator doors opened.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Avery teased him, “if I get bored of you, I might kick you out.” His hand tensed around hers and she gave a small laugh. “With those big puppy dog eyes and those dimples, I might be persuaded to keep you.”

“I like this woman. She’s smart and not afraid to sass you.” Kit grinned, and Jacob experienced a wave of relief: Avery was going to fit in with his family. Just fine.

Kit pressed the button to take them to the second floor, and they all stood in relative silence for the short ride. When the doors opened, Kit showed them to the rooms set aside for the investigation. “I’ll have reception buzz you when your Chief Banner arrives.”

“Thanks, Kit, much appreciated,” Brad said.

“No problem. Glad to be of help.” Kit walked off and the rest of them entered a hospital room, where a man lay in bed, his face heavily bandaged.

“OK, we have to set up the camera and a mic. Then I’m going to uncuff you, Joe. If you run, you know I’ll hunt you down.” Brad’s voice held an open threat.

“I get it.” Joe stood by the bed while Brad, with the help of the others, hooked up a wireless camera that fed a live feed to a laptop in the room next door. It was good to be doing something while the time ticked away, and the trap they had laid for Chief Banner grew near to fruition.

“We’re good to go,” Lonnie called from the next room.

Brad looked at his watch. “It’s time. Joe, you sit by the side of the bed, and I do not want your ass to leave it until Chief Banner arrives. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Joe sat in the chair but looked mutinous.

“You have one shot at this, no second chances.” Brad pointed his finger at Joe as if he were scolding a child, then he signaled them to all clear the room.

Waiting for Chief Banner to arrive was tense; they couldn’t talk above a whisper, in case Chief Banner somehow found his way up here without tipping off reception. If he heard too many voices from the room, he might realize he was walking into a trap.

The time ticked by and they waited, the tension rising, so that when the phone finally rang, they all jumped and then stared at it. Brad lifted the receiver and spoke briefly to the reception desk. “He’s on his way.”

There was silence in the room as Brad checked the live feed, and then they waited. When the door opened into the room where fake Manny and Joe were, they all turned as one to catch a look at the chief’s face.

“That him?” Brad asked.

“Yes,” Avery replied.

“Good, let’s get this wound up. Come on, Joe, do your job.” Brad leaned in to watch the screen; the others leaned in to listen to the audio, which was turned down low. 

Jacob could almost reach out and touch the tension in the room. He’d never been part of a police sting like this. His life, his job, out on the open mountains was a hell of a lot less stressful. However, the situation fascinated him. He’d seen this kind of thing on TV, but he always suspected it was made up. The scene in front of him was real life.

“Joe, what the fuck is going on?” Chief Banner asked as he closed the door securely behind him.

“We got attacked by a bear.” Joe had been instructed to keep it short and simple.

“Where are the drugs?” the chief asked.

“I stowed them in the hotel room.” Joe was good at lying.

“Your fucking hotel room!” Chief Banner shook his head. “What if someone finds them? What if the maid accidentally trips over them?”

“I couldn’t bring them here,” Joe replied. 

“Go get them.” Chief Banner’s manner was intimidating, and Joe sunk back in his chair.

“What happens if I do?” Joe asked.

“I let you live. If you are lucky.” Chief Banner looked at fake Manny. “Although I might put him out of his misery. This is going to raise too many questions.”

“You’re going to kill him?” Joe asked, fear and realization in his voice.

“What’s it to you? I’ll find you another partner.”

“You want to carry on with the drug smuggling, even after this?” Joe pointed to fake Manny.

“Yeah, and the only reason you’re going to keep breathing is because you are useful to me.” Chief Banner shook his head. “And to think you are related to me.”

“The eagle got hit too.” Joe had been told to say this, even though he didn’t believe in shifters.

“Fuck.” Chief Banner put his head in his hands. “That fucking idiot Mike, he said he could handle this, he said the bears up here wouldn’t interfere, that they keep out of the way of hikers. We’ll move the transfer point. One of my officers has gotten too close anyway. I’ve dealt with him for now, but I need to cover my tracks. And deal with the collateral damage.”

“Who is Mike?” Joe asked as the chief made his way toward the bed.

Chief Banner shot him a quick glance. “Pet bird’s name.” 

“Right. I think we have everything we need,” Brad said to no one in particular.

“We don’t need for Chief Banner to actually have the drugs in his hands?” Jacob asked.

“No, Chief Banner’s admission on camera, plus Joe’s statement is enough. Along with his knowledge of Mike.” Brad stood up. “Lonnie, Avery, do you want to do the honors?”

“I’ll back you,” Avery told Lonnie as they made their way out of the room. 

“Thanks, Avery.” Lonnie burst into the room, and tackled Chief Banner, who had a pillow in his hand and was about to put it over fake Manny’s face.

Jacob watched as Lonnie arrested Chief Banner, who kept repeating it was all a mistake, and he would see Lonnie never worked on the force again.

“We have you, Chief,” Lonnie spat. “You’re a scourge on the force, but I would not like to be you when you go to jail.” He hauled the chief to his feet. “And I am going to make sure you go to jail for a long time.”

Brad led Joe from the room, and Lonnie followed, a smile on his face and a set of handcuffs on Chief Banner’s wrists. Avery’s dad followed behind, while Harrison packed away all the equipment with help from Jacob.

“You’ve got a good man there, Avery.” Her dad stood outside the room while Lonnie walked to the elevator. Jacob tried not to listen, but he couldn’t help overhearing. “Lonnie’s not the only one who’s going to be leaving Holloway County, is he?”

“No, Dad.” Avery looked down at the ground. “Are you disappointed?”

“Why would I be?” her dad asked.

“Because you always wanted me to follow in your footsteps. To go to the top.” Avery risked a look at her dad.

He shook his head. “Sweetheart, I always wanted you to be happy. I didn’t care if you joined the force or fell in love and had ten kids. I love your mom, I love her softness. If you had chosen the same path as her, I would have been equally as proud.”

“I didn’t know that,” Avery admitted, and her voice made Jacob want to go to her and hold her tight. But he kept working, taking down the camera from where it had been hidden among the spare bedding.

“Well, now you do.” He hugged her tight, just like he had when she was a girl. “You are a part of both of us. The hard and the soft. The yin and the yang. Whatever you choose, we will always be proud, and we will always love you.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Avery kissed his cheek. “You should go, Lonnie is waiting.”

“God job today, Avery.” Her dad gave her a wink and walked stiffly away, his stick tapping on the ground.

Avery watched him go, and walked over to Jacob, who was just finishing up. “Are you OK?” he asked, and she nodded. “It’s over.”

“It is.” She smiled up at him. “But then the next case begins, and the next.”

“Does that mean you are going back to Holloway County?”

Avery shook her head. “I’m ready for a change of scenery. A slower pace of life.”

“So, you’ll move to Bear Creek?” He tried to keep the excitement from his voice.

“I might be persuaded. For the right offer.” She looked up at him through her eyelashes, looking younger, softer, more relaxed. 

Jacob dropped down on one knee. What else was a guy to do? “Will you marry me, Avery? Although I don’t have a ring. Yet.”

Avery’s hand flew to her mouth. “That was not the kind of offer I was expecting.”

“We’re meant to be together. It’s fate.”

Avery sighed, and placed her hand under his chin, then she leaned down and kissed his lips. “I suppose, if it’s fate.”

“That’s a yes.” Jacob asked hopefully.

Avery pulled back from him, seeing his wide grin. Then she kissed his dimples, and finally said, “It is a yes. I seem to have lost my heart to a mountain ranger.”

Jacob stood up and wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug. “I love you, Avery. And I intend to make sure you know it for the rest of our lives.”

“You know, I still have a couple of days’ vacation left.”

“I know just the place for us to spend it.”

“On the mountain?” Avery asked.

“No, in bed.” Jacob took her hand and led her out of the hospital. They would have to go back to the police station first, and then spend some time with Lonnie and Avery’s dad, and then…

Hell, that could all wait, his first priority would always be to his mate. It was his job to cater to her every desire. Her every pleasure. Starting right now.


Epilogue

“I always liked women in uniform,” Jacob said, coming up behind Avery as she straightened her tie in the mirror.

“Is that so?” She watched his face, reflected in the mirror, and knew she was going to be out of her uniform pretty darn quick. His need for her was incredible, insatiable, unstoppable.

Giggling as he reached around her and undid the buttons of her shirt, she gave in to the inevitable and pulled her tie off, then undid her pants. They pooled by her feet, and she stepped out of them, as her shirt slipped to the floor too.

“I like my mate best when she is out of uniform.” He put his hand in his pocket, and pulled out a small box, which he held out in front of her. “And wearing my ring.”

“I love it!” Avery cried, and held out her hand so he could slip it on. “I love you.” She held her hand up in front of the mirror, admiring her engagement ring.

“Perfect. Just like the woman I love.” He kissed her neck, and his hands cupped her breasts, making her groan with pleasure. 

“It’s a good thing I got ready early.” She turned in his arms, and kissed him, before adding, “But I don’t want to be late on my first day.”

“Then we’d better be quick.” He lifted her up and carried her to the bed, where he dumped her unceremoniously in the center. In seconds he was naked beside her, unclasping her bra and then tugging her panties down over her thighs.

“You sure know how to turn a lady on,” she teased.

“You’re supposed to be aroused by my eagerness.” He slipped his body between her thighs, his weight on one elbow as he hovered over her.

“I think we can slow it down just a bit.” She stroked his cheek, and then kissed his lips.

“If you insist.” He kissed her right back, their lips pressed together, tasting each other, exploring each other. Jacob had the warmest, gentlest hands. He also knew how to use them. How to touch her in just the right place, with just the right pressure.

Cupping her breast with one of those large hands, he ran his fingers over her soft flesh, pinching her nipple, until she arched her back. His mouth covered the hardened bud and he sucked, then licked then sucked some more. Her world was on the verge of self-destructing. But she wanted him inside her when that happened.

Sliding her hand down between their bodies, she stroked his cock, and then guided him toward her. She ached for him, her body ready to be filled by him. Stroking the head of his cock along her outer lips, she teased them both, until he could stand it no longer and thrust his hips forward, entering her.

“Deeper.” She nipped his ear, her hand sliding down his back, to press against his ass, urging him to take her. “Fuck me.”

Jacob pulled back, and then lunged forward, filling her completely. In a steady rhythm, he withdrew, only to impale her again and again. She whimpered, her orgasm sweeping toward her on a wave of pleasure. Avery longed for them to stay like this all day, with him inside her, their bodies joined as one. But it was her first day working for Brad, and she didn’t want to be late.

Wrapping her legs around Jacob, she urged him on, her fingers raking the length of his back, sending shudders through his body. He thrust into her, gasping as he strained to penetrate her completely. They fit together so perfectly. Both in and out of bed.

Her life here with him was complete. They could face whatever came their way together, the mountain had taught them that. 

Avery’s orgasm shimmered in front of her eyes, tantalizingly close. Then Jacob came, his body jerking as he spilled his seed, his mouth clamping down on her breast as his body tensed. She could not hold on any longer, and she cried out as she came, her sex pulsing around his hard shaft, until she was completely sated.

They lay together in each other’s arms as their breathing returned to normal. But she had to get up, and get dressed, again.

“I have to go.” She kissed him and rolled out of bed, going to the bathroom to freshen up and grab her clothes.

“Want me to come with you?” Jacob offered.

“I think I can find the way.” She turned to kiss him as she straightened her tie. “Maybe lunch?”

“I’d like that.” He kissed her lips. “Go get ’em, Officer.”

Avery pulled him into her arms. “I’ve already got the one I want.”

“Me too.” Jacob kissed her once more. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” Avery headed for the door. “But if you break the law, I’ll still arrest your ass.”

Jacob gave her that special smile that melted her heart, and she sighed in contentment. She’d be picturing those dimples all day. “See you tonight.”

“And every night.”

“For the rest of our lives.” 

“For the rest of our lives,” Avery agreed, taking one last lingering look at him before she went to start her new job serving and protecting the folks of Bear Creek.
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