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A silverback seasoned shifters romance

 

Joey’s mate, Breeze, is a midwife. She’s about to deliver his friend Polly’s baby. The problem is, Breeze thinks he is the father of the baby—And that Joey and Polly are married.

 

Fate sure has a sense of humor when it comes to true mates.

 

Joey’s longing for a mate is finally brought to an end when he meets Breeze. After straightening out their brief misunderstanding he asks Breeze out on a date. She eventually says yes. However, Breeze is afraid to commit to a relationship with Joey, or any other man, because she has been unexpectedly left to care for her nephew, Tristan.

 

Can Joey persuade Breeze that he can be there for them both? After all, to a shifter like Joey, his mate’s family is his family.

 

Breeze moved to Bear Creek for a new start. However, her problems followed her. At least her sister’s problems did. When her sister’s marriage implodes Breeze left to pick up the pieces and Tristan comes to stay.

 

When she meets Joey, she is instantly drawn to him. Breeze doesn’t want Tristan to feel threatened by the new relationship but not falling in love with Joey is going to be hard. He’s the perfect man for her and would be the kind of father figure Tristan has been missing his whole life.

 

Just as things start to work themselves out, Breeze’s sister and her husband come to town and throw Breeze’s plans into disarray.

 

Can Joey and Breeze find a way to true happiness? For themselves and Tristan.
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Chapter One – Joey

“Joey, I need you.”

Joey sat up in bed rubbing his eyes, his cell phone pressed to his ear. “What?”

Was he dreaming?

“I need you. Right now.” Polly, the woman he’d loved nearly as much as if he had a mate, was pleading with him to go to her.

But she has a mate, his bear warned him.

I remember, Joey answered as if he could forget.

How could he forget? Joey had dated Polly for a few months. They’d gone on dates and had fun. Talked about everything and anything. She was as close to a mate as he was ever likely to get.

However, while Joey’s mate still eluded him, Polly had found her mate and dumped Joey immediately. Which he could completely understand and did not blame her for in any way. His brain paused as his thoughts ran away with him. Just because she didn’t mean to hurt him didn’t mean that she hadn’t hurt him.

His heart still felt as if it had been torn in two.

“Are you hurt?” Joey asked as Polly groaned.

“No,” she replied through gritted teeth. “I’m having the baby.”

“Oh.” Joey sat bolt upright, his mind clear. “Just breathe.”

“I am breathing.” She sucked in a long breath, to prove it to him. However, as Polly exhaled, she erupted into a volley of sobs.

“Okay, honey. Calm down. Where’s Miles?” Joey asked as he slid off the bed and padded across the room to his closet. With his phone nestled against his ear, he yanked open the doors and pulled out a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt.

Miles was Polly’s mate. Her husband. The father of their child who was about to arrive in the world imminently. He should be the one Polly called. It was his duty to be there. So why wasn’t he?

“He’s working out of town for a couple of days. The baby isn’t due for another two weeks. We needed the money and we thought it would be okay.” She panted down the phone. “I’m scared. I don’t think I can do this alone.”

“You won’t be alone,” Joey assured her. “Have you called your mom?”

Polly gave a short laugh. “I don’t want her there when I give birth.”

“Why not?” Joey asked. When they were together, Polly had a great relationship with her mom. Had things changed? Perhaps Polly’s mom hadn’t approved of her daughter dumping Joey for Miles. Instantly, he realized how stupid that reasoning was. Of course, Polly’s mom understood that fate had stepped in and Joey had been kicked out of Polly’s life.

“You know what she’s like.” Polly sniffed loudly. “She’ll hate seeing me in pain. She’ll likely yell at the doctors to make it stop. I wish it would stop.” Another sob. “I’m not ready. It’s too soon.”

Joey clenched his fists, wishing he was there for her. Wishing he could take the pain away. “It’s okay. I understand.”

Polly went quiet. Which panicked Joey.

“You still there?” Joey asked as he wriggled into his jacket one-handed, his other hand clasped around the phone. “Polly.”

“I’m not going anywhere, I’m having a baby, remember?” She sucked in air and then said, “I want you to be there with me.”

“Me. When you have the baby?” Joey wanted to make sure he’d heard her right since this seemed like a crazy idea. Not that Polly hadn’t always been one for crazy ideas. It was one of the things he loved about her the most.

Carefree, Polly was like a child, never taking things seriously. Although, he’d heard that had changed now that she and her mate were married with a kid on the way.

On the way right now, his bear reminded him.

“I shouldn’t have asked you,” Polly whispered down the phone.

“Yes, you should. If you want me there, if it’s okay with Miles, then I’ll be there for you, Polly. You know I will.” His mouth was so dry his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. This would be one of the most amazing things he’d ever done, witnessing a child coming into the world was an incredible thing.

But it would also rip his heart to shreds.

“Are you sure? I wouldn’t ask but…I trust you, Joey. You make me feel strong. You make me feel as if anything is possible.” She hiccupped. “I also know it’ll be painful. For you.”

“For us both.” He gave a small laugh, wanting to put her at her ease. “It is you who is going to give birth.”

“And soon.” She groaned as a contraction swept over her. “Hurry.”

“On my way.” He ran for the door. “Are you still at home?”

“Yes. I called the hospital, they said they would send an ambulance if I can’t get there by myself.” She moaned, low and deep. “I still have time. My contractions aren’t that close together.”

“Okay, I’m getting in my truck now. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes. Then it’s a half-hour drive to the hospital. Are you sure you’ll be okay? I don’t mind being there with you at the birth. But I was hoping there would be a doctor or midwife there, too.” He kept talking as he got in his truck and started the engine.

“We have time,” she assured him.

“Are you okay if I hang up the phone?” Joey asked. “You can just call me back if you need me.”

“I’ll be okay.” She paused, not ending the call. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Joey replied.

“I’ll see you soon.”

“You sure will.” The call ended and Joey put the truck in drive. He lived on the outskirts of Bear Creek, in a small cabin in the woods near the sawmill where he worked. At this time of night, the roads were clear, and he should make good time.

As he drove, he focused on the road, not thinking about what he’d find at his destination.

It’ll be okay, his bear told him. We can do this.

I know we can, Joey agreed. I’m just worried we’re going to get stranded on the side of the road and Polly will give birth in the back of the truck. He looked behind him. Maybe I should have brought towels and hot water.

Polly said she has a way to go. Her contractions are not too close. It’ll be okay. His bear shared Joey’s concern even if he didn’t voice it.

They were both caught up in the same thoughts. Why couldn’t this be their baby? Why couldn’t Polly have been their mate?

They loved her. It was that simple.

Life is never simple, his bear replied.

The turning for Cougar Ridge was up ahead, his headlights reflected off the sign and he took the road that wound up toward the small town where shifters were often seen in the streets. The people here didn’t encourage outsiders which helped protect their shifting secret.

Joey took the familiar route to Polly’s house. Her new mate…her new husband, had moved here after they married. Maybe it would have been easier if Polly had moved away.

But he liked knowing she was here, and she was safe.

He’d never admit it to anyone, but there were nights, not long after she’d broken the news to him that she’d found her mate, when he would run over the mountains and sit on the high slopes and look down on the town, wondering whether he would ever be blessed with a mate of his own.

Okay, time to drop the pity party. This was not about him. This was about Polly and making sure she gave birth safely.

From here on in, Polly and the baby were his priority, nothing else mattered.

After parking the truck outside her house, Joey got out and ran to the front door. He knocked and said, “It’s me.”

“Come in, it’s open!” Polly shouted. “I’m in the kitchen.”

Joey opened the front door and headed down the hallway and into the kitchen which was situated at the back of the house. “How are you doing?”

“The contractions are getting closer together.” Polly was leaning against the countertop, her knuckles white as a contraction came.

“Okay.” Joey went to her and placed his hand on the small of her back, rubbing it around and around as he tried to soothe her.

“It’s passed.” She straightened up. “My bags are just inside the living room. Could you grab them and put them in your truck?”

“Sure.” He let his hand drop to his side. “You stay there. Once the bags are in the truck, I’ll come back for you.”

She nodded, then as he turned away, she grabbed hold of his hand. “Thank you, Joey. You have no idea how thankful I am that you came.”

“Of course I came.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her cheek. “I want you and the baby to be safe.”

“You’re a good man, Joey.” Her face screwed up as her belly tensed. “We need to hurry.”

Joey nodded and left the kitchen. Ducking his head inside the living room, he spotted the two bags. One was Polly’s designer overnight bag, the other was a diaper bag covered with little yellow ducklings and fluffy rabbits.

A soft smile crept over his face as he looped his arm through the bags, left the room, and went to the front door. Once outside, he ran for the truck, placed the bags in the back, and then went back for Polly.

“Right, put your arm around my shoulders.” He took hold of her hand and looped her arm across his shoulder, then placed his hand on her waist. “Lean on me as much as you need.”

“Okay.” She puffed as she walked one slow step at a time.

“Is there anything else you need?” Joey asked as they left the kitchen.

“Miles. I need Miles.” Polly turned her face into Joey’s shoulder. “He should be here.”

“Is there no way he can get to the hospital?” Joey asked as they reached the front door and stepped out into the night.

“He couldn’t get a flight.” She inhaled through her nose and let out a slow breath through her mouth. “We knew it was a risk, him going away this close to the birth. But we needed the money.”

Joey nodded. “How far away is he?”

“It doesn’t matter how far.” Polly gritted her teeth as they reached his truck. “Unless he sprouts wings and flies home, he’s stuck.”

“What if I could get him here?” Joey put his hand on the truck door and opened it.

“How? Do you have someone with a private plane?” Polly leaned heavily on Joey as he helped her into the passenger seat.

“Something like that.” He took his phone out of his pocket. “Let me have his cell phone number and the address he’s staying at. Then I’ll make a call and see what I can do.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know anyone with a plane.”

“Will you just trust me and do it?” He thrust his phone into her hand. “Just put his number in. If it’s a go, you can give him a call and warn him that he’ll be getting a phone call from a friend of mine.”

“I trust you to be there at the birth of my child so I guess I can trust you with Miles’s phone number.” She tapped the screen and input the number while he dashed around to the driver’s side of the truck. “Here.”

“Thanks.” Using hands-free, he dialed Kelos’s number, ignoring his guilt at calling the dragon shifter at this time of night. But speed was necessary if Joey’s plan was to work.

The phone rang. And rang. Joey was about to hang up when a groggy voice answered, “Hello. Joey, is everything all right?”

“Yeah. Kind of. I’m really sorry to call.” Joey glanced sideways at Polly as her next contraction took hold of her.

“What’s going on, are you hurt?” Kelos asked.

“No, I’m fine but I have a really big favor to ask…” Joey winced, this was a crazy idea that put Kelos at risk. “And if you say no, I completely understand.”

“Just ask.” Kelos paused as Polly groaned deeply. “Is someone hurt?”

“Polly is having her baby. She called me to come and get her and take her to the hospital because her mate, Miles, is out of town.” Here it was, time to ask the big question.

“Miles isn’t going to be at the birth of his firstborn?” Kelos asked.

“Not unless we can find a way to get him here. He can’t get a flight.” Shawn glanced at the clock. It was probably a good time to start timing Polly’s contractions.

“Can I help?” Kelos asked. “Can I go and get him?”

“That’s why I’m calling,” Joey admitted. “I just…”

“We both know we would do whatever it takes to get there when our mates have our child,” Kelos said, forgetting that Joey didn’t have a mate and most likely never would have a child of his own. However, Amber, Kelos’s mate, was pregnant so the dragon shifter had more of an insight into how special seeing his child born would be.

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t so important. Polly really needs her mate by her side. Not some stand-in.” That’s all he’d ever been. He could see it now. See how important it was for Miles to be here for Polly. Joey would always be the backup plan, never the first choice where Polly was concerned.

That is the life of a shifter, his bear said. Those are the rules we live by. Mate first above all else and we are not Polly’s mate.

“I’d have to fly there and back again before first light,” Kelos mused.

“I have the address. I think you can do it.” Joey let out a pent-up breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. “It would mean everything to Polly and Miles.”

“Text me the address. I’ll see what I can do.” Kelos hesitated before he ended the call. “If Miles isn’t there, you’ll have to be there for Polly. Are you okay with that?”

“Yeah. Whatever she needs.” Joey ended the call. “I just need to pull over for a second and text Kelos. Then you can call Miles and tell him to expect a call from him?”

“Kelos has a plane?” Polly asked.

“Something like that.” As Joey sent the information to Kelos, he decided to keep Kelos’s secret to himself for now. Not because he didn’t trust Polly with his secret, but because hearing that your mate was going to fly to your side on the back of a mythical creature might be more than a woman in labor could take.


Chapter Two – Breeze

“Anything for me? I would love to deliver a baby today.” Breeze dashed down the corridor with only a couple of minutes to spare before her shift started. She was the newest midwife at the hospital in Bear Bluff, having recently moved to the area. It had been a big move and a huge upheaval in her life.

Fortunately, Breeze found the people both in work and outside of it very welcoming. Including Loni, her manager.

“Mother in labor on the way in. She’s two weeks early but has had a healthy pregnancy so I hope there are no complications. She should be here any minute now.” Loni tilted her head to one side and studied Breeze critically. Loni could assess a person or a situation in two seconds flat. “Or I can get someone else to take it. You could go get a cup of coffee and catch your breath.”

“No, I’d love to take this one. Thanks. I’m ready.” Breeze smiled easily as she pushed open the door leading to the staff room.

“It’s just that you have your sweater on inside out.” Loni grinned as Breeze looked down at her sweater and groaned. “I know it must be tough taking a later shift. I’m sorry I couldn’t have given you a day shift. After next week we should be able to alter the schedule around.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m sorry I’ve had to mess you around.” Breeze peeled off her sweater, her shoulder propping the door open as she spoke to Loni. “When you accepted my application, I agreed to flexible working hours. That hasn’t changed, I’ll find a way to make it work.”

“You don’t have anything to prove,” Loni told her. “I know things haven’t exactly worked out the way you planned with this move.”

“That would be an understatement,” Breeze replied. “But I have it all under control.”

“Okay, I’ll leave you to get ready. It’s going to be a busy night.” Loni grinned and let out a low whistle as she checked the clipboard in her hand. “I have another two moms in the early stages of labor. We’re going to need everyone pulling together.”

“Give me two minutes and I’ll be ready to pull.” Breeze went into the staff room, quickly changed, and washed her hands before heading back out into the corridor.

“That was fast.” Loni looked Breeze up and down as if checking that she had everything on the right way. She handed Breeze the notes on her mother-to-be. “Any problems, just holler.”

“I will. Room two?” Breeze asked, pointing to the door of one of three delivery suites.

“Room two works for me.” Loni turned away as her cell phone rang and Breeze headed into room two, glancing over the file as she walked. As Loni had said, mom was two weeks early but was healthy and all her records showed it should be a straightforward birth.

If only it was that easy. One thing she loved about her job as a midwife was not always knowing what she might face, but knowing she was well equipped to handle every eventuality. And if she couldn’t handle it alone, she had a good team of other midwives, nurses, and doctors to step in and help.

She liked being part of a team. Only in Bear Bluff, she was the newest member of the team. Normally this wouldn’t trouble her one bit. She was good at her job. Not that she saw delivering babies into the world a job as such. Every time she helped a mother give birth, she felt truly blessed to be part of a small miracle. However, as Loni said, things had not worked out as she had expected. Breeze also reminded herself of what else Loni told her—she had nothing to prove. She just had to do her job to the best of her ability.

“Mom is coming through now.” Loni poked her head around the door.

“Thanks. I’ll come meet her.” Breeze scanned the room, checking that she had everything she needed for the birth. “Is dad with her?”

“Yes.” Loni nodded toward a middle-aged couple heading down the corridor. The father was pushing his wife in a wheelchair as she cupped her hand under her baby bump, a look of concern on his face as he placed one hand on his wife’s shoulder at the onset of a contraction.

A twinge of longing registered in Breeze’s heart. What she wouldn’t give for a man to look at her like that. What she wouldn’t give to be a mother about to give birth with an attentive man by her side.

Instead, she was single and that didn’t look to be changing any time soon. Not when she had her nephew living with her. Moving to Bear Bluff was supposed to be a new start, a chance for her to meet new people and date. A chance for her to live her own life. She’d felt as if she’d lived in the shadow of her sister’s marriage for years. Especially since her nephew was born.

Tristan. Breeze loved him dearly. As if he were her own. And that was the problem.

In a moment of clarity, Breeze had realized that she was spending more time with Tristan than his parents were. Not that she minded one bit. She adored watching Tristan grow up. However, when it got to the point that most people thought he was her child and not her sister’s, Breeze had decided it was time to step back.

The family had to learn how to function without her. For all their sakes.

Or had she been selfish to move here? That’s the accusation her sister, Lisa, had thrown at her when her marriage broke down.

Two weeks after Breeze left for Bear Creek and her new life, Lisa had called to say that her husband, Uri, couldn’t take it anymore. He wasn’t cut out for family life. It was too stunting. Whatever that was supposed to mean.

So he’d left to find himself. His old self, the one who existed before he was shackled to a wife and child.

Breeze’s temper flared. How could a man be so damn selfish?

Caught up in the fallout was her nephew. Instead of staying home and nurturing her child, Lisa had dropped a bombshell. She intended to follow Uri and make him see sense. Make him come back to her. After all, as Breeze was aware, Uri was the love of Lisa’s life. They were soul mates.

Lisa’s reason for ditching her son and running away was the same excuse she’d used to explain her whirlwind romance with Uri that had ended in marriage within two weeks of them meeting.

Lisa had called them mates. Claimed fate had brought them together and their love was unbreakable.

Neither Lisa nor Uri had given any thought to the effect all this would have on Tristan who had been deposited at Breeze’s house in Bear Creek before Lisa took off. Not that Breeze was complaining, she loved Tristan with all her heart. However, Breeze had seen this as a sign she was not destined to date or ever find Mr. Right.

Her destiny, instead, was to be good old dependable Breeze.

“Breeze.” Loni’s voice jerked her out of her reverie. Time to focus.

“Hello, I’m Breeze.” She introduced herself, her attention on mom, but her eyes were inexplicably drawn to the father’s. Who was staring right back at her. “How are you doing, Polly?”

Breeze swallowed hard. She’d never experienced a connection with another human being before. Not in the way she felt connected to Polly’s husband. She glanced down at her notes. Miles. Miles, who was married to Polly. But when her eyes drifted back to the father-to-be, he was staring back at her with wonder. As if she were the most precious thing he’d ever seen.

“The contractions are two minutes apart,” Polly said as she gripped Miles’s hand tightly and leaned into him. “But I think they are getting closer together. Aren’t they?” she asked her husband.

“Yes. They are.” Miles seemed to shake off his fascination with Breeze. Pity.

What was wrong with her? The two people in front of her needed her help to bring a baby into the world. It was her job to help them and then send them home with the most precious gift in their arms.

It certainly was not her job to encourage a letch who latched onto any woman he found attractive. How could he behave that way when his wife was in labor?

Ahh, maybe that was it. Miles was scared about the consequences of impending fatherhood on his relationship with his wife. He was in a state of panic and transferring his affection for his wife onto Breeze.

“It hurts,” Polly gasped as another contraction hit her. She tightened her grip on her husband, who hunkered down next to her and held her close while it passed.

“Let’s get you comfortable. We need to get you out of your clothes and onto the bed. If we all work together, it won’t take long and then I can check all your vitals and we can make sure everything is perfect for your baby. Is that okay?” Breeze asked, already guiding Polly toward the bed.

“I have her bags here,” Miles said and dropped them on the chair next to the bed.

“Great, can you find Polly’s PJs or whatever she’s chosen to give birth in?” Breeze asked as she helped Polly out of her coat and slipped her shoes off her feet. As she worked, she checked Polly for any swelling or other visible symptoms that something was amiss. If Polly was two weeks early, Breeze needed to be sure there wasn’t an underlying health condition causing early labor.

“This?” Miles held up a set of what looked like new PJs.

“No, those are for after. Look for the nightshirt. The one with the polar bear on it.” Polly pointed at the shirt as Miles pulled it out. “That’s it. Thanks.”

“If you could come and help Polly undress,” Breeze directed Miles.

“Oh.” He looked at Breeze wide-eyed and unsure.

Perhaps there were marital problems and this couple had split up, only coming together for the birth of the baby. She’d seen it enough times.

“Or I can help Polly.” As long as these two people worked together, it wasn’t any of Breeze’s business. It also did not excuse Miles eyeing her up when he’d arrived with his pregnant wife. Mother and child were his responsibility, and his focus should be there, not on Breeze.

“No, it’s okay.” Polly reached out for Miles. “We can manage.” She tensed and fear showed in her eyes. Her hand clamped around her husband’s and she gripped it tightly as her contraction came.

“I’ve got you,” he crooned softly as she buried her face in his shoulder and moaned.

Breeze took a look at her watch. The contractions were close. “You’re doing really well. Before the next one, we need to get you dressed and onto the bed.”

Polly nodded as she breathed through her contraction. Miles gave her the sweetest smile before he started undressing his wife. Maybe there was a chance these two people might find a way back to each other through the birth of their child. There was definitely a closeness, a tenderness between them.

Yet each time Miles’s eyes locked with Breeze’s, there was a sense of knowing. Of belonging. She couldn’t shake it even though she knew she should.

This new job in Bear Bluff was a new start, she would not blow it because a guy made eyes at her and made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside.

And safe. He made her feel safe. As if nothing else could ever touch her.

Maybe he used his charm to date women, let them fall under his spell, and then move on?

“Everything seems fine, Polly.” Breeze finished her examination. “Your contractions are strong, you are eight centimeters dilated. This baby is close.”

“How close?” Polly glanced at her husband.

Miles smiled reassuringly. “There is time.”

“Time?” Breeze asked. “Is there something I need to be made aware of?”

“Oh!” Polly’s stomach muscles tensed as a strong contraction swept over her.

“Breathe, Polly. You’re doing great. Just breathe. Let your body do what comes naturally. Just don’t push yet.” Breeze oozed calm. The calmer the mother, the easier the birth. That’s what one of the midwives she’d trained under told her. So far, Breeze had never found the advice to be a lie.

“I don’t think I can do this,” Polly sobbed.

“You’re doing great,” Miles told his wife. “You are one of the strongest people I know.” He nodded as he smoothed her hair back from her face. “I’m here for you.”

“I know.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

“You don’t have to thank me.” His eyes misted with tears as he looked at Polly.

“Baby’s doing great, Polly. How are you coping with the pain?” Polly asked.

“I’m okay for now. But I’m scared.” Polly’s eyes widened. Another contraction was beginning. The baby would be here soon.

“I’m here for you, Polly,” Miles told her gently. “We can get through it together.”

“Can we slow it down?” Polly asked as the contraction passed.

“Are you worried about the baby being early?” Breeze asked. “Looking at your charts, the baby should be healthy.”

“No, I’m…” Polly looked toward Miles as his phone beeped.

“Your phone should be switched off,” Breeze told Miles firmly.

“I really need to check my messages.” He held up his hand. “Just this one.”

“Please,” Polly took hold of Breeze’s hand. “It’s important.”

“Hospital policy. All phones must be switched off.” She sighed. “Read your text. Then switch it off.”

“Thanks.” He flashed her a smile that melted her heart. Damn, he was attractive, a typical tall, dark, and handsome guy.

“Oh.” Polly’s next contraction arrived as Miles tapped a reply to the message he’d received. As soon as it was sent, he was at Polly’s side. “What did it say?” she ground out through the pain.

“He’ll be here soon.” Miles brushed his wife’s hair back from her shoulder. “He’ll be here.”

The news seemed to give Polly renewed strength and renewed calm once the contraction passed.

“Are you sure?” Polly asked.

“I’m sure.” Sadness flickered across Miles’s face. Heart-wrenching sadness. Breeze couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. Then his expression softened, and he stared at Breeze. Sadness had turned to hope.

The same hope bloomed in her heart.

Along with confusion. What the hell was going on here?

A baby. She was delivering a baby. The rest of it was irrelevant.

“Okay, we’re getting close to pushing baby out,” Breeze told Polly after a quick examination.

“Not yet,” Polly replied firmly. “Not yet, please.”

“I understand that it’s scary, but baby is coming.” Breeze’s attempt to calm Polly failed.

“Polly. It’s okay.” Miles stroked her hair. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay.” Polly shook her head. “He needs to be here…” She gasped. “I sense him.”

Miles looked up, his eyes were unfocused, as if he could see right through the walls of the building to the open air outside. “He’s close.”

Breeze frowned. “Listen, guys. The most important thing is that we deliver this baby. I need you to both commit to this.” Her tone was firmer than she usually used but Miles and Polly were behaving oddly.

“Sorry,” Miles said gently. “It’s just really important to Polly that the father is here for the birth of their child.”

“Father?” Breeze asked. Her heart stuttered to a stop before hammering in her chest so hard she thought it would break free. “You are not the father?”

“Oh.” Miles shook his head. “No. I’m not the father. Polly didn’t think he would make it and so she asked me to be her birth partner.”

“Okay. So you two are not currently together?” Breeze hadn’t read that on the notes.

“No,” Polly said quickly. “Joey came as backup. My husband, Miles, was working out of town, and we didn’t think he would get back in time. But Joey managed to arrange a flight for Miles. So that he could be here.” She leaned forward, her eyes fixed on the door as footsteps approached.

“Polly.” A man came into the room and marched right up to the bed and flung his arms around Polly.

“Color me confused,” Breeze said. But before anyone could answer, Polly’s next contraction started. “Okay, let’s meet your new baby, Polly.”

As she prepared to help Polly give birth, she could not deny her relief that Joey, who she thought was Miles, was not the father of the baby, or husband to the mom-to-be.

But did she really want to get involved with a man when she had so much else going on in her life? She’d moved to Bear Creek to simplify her life. Instead, things had gotten more and more complicated.


Chapter Three – Joey

“I should go.” Joey had done what Polly had asked of him. Now it was time to leave. But how could he when his mate was there right in front of him? How could he walk out of the door without saying anything to her?

It’s not exactly the best time to invite her to dinner, is it? his bear asked.

Not exactly, Joey agreed.

So what was he supposed to do?

“Stay.” Polly reached out and grabbed his arm. “Please.” She glanced sideways at Miles who nodded his consent.

Breeze looked up from where she was monitoring Polly’s baby who was about to crown. “Sort yourselves out fast. This little one is coming.”

“Stay. Please,” Miles said.

“As long as you don’t mind.” Joey made it sound as if he was staying to watch the end of a movie, not to witness the birth of his ex-lover’s child.

Who was being delivered by his mate. Fate certainly liked having a joke with him.

“Does dad want to watch baby being born?” Breeze asked.

Miles looked at Polly, his expression filled with uncertainty. He wanted to be with his mate, holding her hand as she pushed through the pain. But he also wanted to witness his child’s first breath, first look at the world outside of Polly’s womb.

“Go.” Polly nodded at Miles. “I can squeeze Joey’s hand for a little while longer. If he doesn’t mind.”

Joey held out his hand. “Squeeze away.”

“Oh, it’s coming.” Polly rolled her neck forward and pushed down just as Breeze had told her to as her contraction came.

As Breeze calmly and confidently instructed Polly what to do, Miles watched wide-eyed as he glimpsed his child for the first time. Joey gritted his teeth as Polly squeezed his hand. He hadn’t been joking when he said Polly was one of the strongest people he knew, he mused as his hand went dead.

“That’s it. One more push and baby will be out,” Breeze told Polly. Excitement laced her voice and her eyes shone brightly.

She loves her job, Joey’s bear said.

And I think I love Breeze. Already. Joey frowned as he searched his emotions. They were overwhelming. As he watched his mate help Polly and her baby, he was mesmerized. There was a part of him, a part that he never knew existed until now, that was drawn to Breeze. That wanted to scoop her up in his arms and kiss her lips.

“Joey.” Polly’s strained voice brought him back to the amazing thing that was about to happen.

“You’re doing great.” Joey turned his head, dragged his gaze away from Breeze, and fixed it on Polly.

“There’s something different…” Polly pushed down, groaning like a wounded animal as she finally pushed her baby out into the world.

Whatever Polly was about to say was forgotten as Breeze picked up the baby, cradled him, it was a boy, in her arms, and checked his airways.

There was a moment of absolute silence before the boy took a deep breath and then let out a cry. Polly burst into tears and Miles looked as if he was about to faint as he looked down on his son.

“He’s incredible.” Miles reached out and stroked his son’s tiny hand.

“Why don’t you show him to Mommy?” Breeze passed the baby to Miles, the tenderness on her face made Joey’s heart ache. He longed for her to look at their child in the same way. To hold their child against her breast and gaze at him with utter adoration.

“Are you okay?” Breeze asked Joey, as Miles and Polly crooned over the baby.

“Yeah.” He took a step back and dragged a hand through his hair. “I’m fine.”

“You look tired.” She nodded to the chair by the side of the bed. “Sit down and take a moment.”

“I’m okay.” Joey looked at the couple and their new baby. “I’ve never seen a baby born before.”

“It’s the most incredible experience. Isn’t it?” She smiled a warm, happy smile. “I’ve delivered hundreds of babies and each one of them is a small miracle.”

“You have a wonderful job.” Joey nodded, his mind suddenly blank. For a guy who loved to joke, loved to flirt, and generally talked to everyone and anyone, this was a first.

“Joey,” Polly called to him, but he could not turn away from his mate. “Joey, do you want to hold him?”

Joey’s forehead creased. Driving over here, the thought of being with Polly while she gave birth to her mate’s baby had left him mortified. How would he handle seeing her so happy with her mate when he felt so damn lonely?

We are no longer alone, his bear told him.

No, we’re not. As long as we actually find our voice and ask Breeze out, he replied.

We’ll find the courage. Just like Polly found the courage to give birth. His bear nudged him. Let’s see the baby. Let’s celebrate this moment with Polly.

“Are you sure you trust me with him?” Joey asked gently as Polly placed the baby in his arms.

“Absolutely,” Polly replied. “I know you’ll be there for him if ever he needs you.”

“Thanks, Joey,” Miles said gruffly. “I was going crazy thinking I was going to miss the birth.”

“How was your flight?” Polly asked as Joey cradled the small child.

“Unlike anything I have ever experienced before.” Miles gave a short laugh as he glanced at Joey. “I’ve had a day I will never forget.”

“What am I missing?” Polly asked as Joey tore his gaze away from the baby and looked at Miles’s face.

“You didn’t tell Polly?” Miles asked quietly as Breeze busied herself around the room.

“Tell me what?” Polly hissed, her eyes darting to her newborn baby still cradled against Joey’s chest.

“It was the most amazing thing,” Miles shook his head as if in disbelief.

“More amazing than our newborn son?” Polly held out her arms and Joey reluctantly passed the small bundle back to her.

“Nothing is more amazing than a newborn baby. Or any child.” Joey smiled wistfully at the baby as he wriggled in Polly’s arms.

“Of course not,” Miles agreed quickly, nudging the blanket away from his son’s chin so he could get a better look at him.

All thoughts of his night flight on the back of a dragon were forgotten as he stared at the new life he’d made with his wife.

“I should go.” Joey backed away from the bed.

Polly tore her gaze away from the baby. “Thank you, Joey.”

“For everything.” Miles caught his eye and nodded. “I’m grateful Polly could turn to you.”

“No problem.” His jaw tightened and he swallowed down the lump of emotion that threatened to cut off his breath. It wasn’t just the new family before him. It was the pull of his mate. His senses were locked onto her. He’d followed her around the room as she worked, not with his eyes, but with a part of him he didn’t know existed. It was like she’d awoken something inside him that could track her every movement. Could taste her on his lips.

“Are you all right?” Polly tilted her head, studying him for a long moment.

He ducked his chin and gave her a brief smile, his eyes drawn to Breeze as she came back to the bed.

“Shall we weigh him and then get him feeding?” Breeze held out her arms for the baby. “Have you thought of a name yet?”

Polly shook her head. “We have a couple of ideas for names, but we haven’t chosen yet.”

Joey backed away. He opened his mouth to speak to Breeze, to say something.

Anything, his bear insisted.

But how could he hit on his mate when she was helping a newborn baby? It wouldn’t seem right.

Joey didn’t want to cheapen their relationship and give a bad first impression. But if he didn’t speak, how could Breeze even know he existed?

“One last look at the baby?” Breeze asked as she walked across the room to the baby scales. Her eyes fixed on him and for a moment he was sure there was a look of recognition in her eyes. A spark of interest.

Speak! his bear yelled.

“He’s incredible. You are incredible.”

Joey’s bear groaned.

“I mean, the job that you do.” He pointed to the baby. “Helping bring life into the world.”

“Thank you.” Her tone was sincere. “I think I have the best job in the world.”

She unwrapped the baby and placed him on the scales, her attention fully on the small infant.

Joey sighed, his eyes fixed on Breeze until he became aware he was staring.

“Joey?” Polly said his name and he locked eyes with her. “Is…” She nodded toward Breeze and pointed at him.

Joey froze, his feet not receiving the signal from his brain to walk away. Instead, his head nodded of its own accord.

“Oh, my.” Polly put her hands over her mouth.

“Are you okay?” Miles asked.

“Yes.” Polly nodded. “I’m fine.” A strange expression crossed her face. “Everything is fine.”

Joey’s mouth twitched up at the corners. Polly was right. Everything was fine. He’d find a way to get to know Breeze. He’d find a way to win her heart. Because they were meant to be together.

In that moment, he realized exactly why Polly had dumped him when she met her mate. As much as he’d thought he was in love with Polly, he now realized it was a hollow love. While his love for Breeze, even though they’d only just met, was all-consuming.

He needed Breeze like he needed the air in his lungs.

Joey stumbled out of the room. He needed a plan. But first, he needed fresh air. It would help clear his head.

Somehow, he navigated the hospital corridors even though his brain was foggy. It was as if the mist had come down from the mountains and seeped into his head, filling it with a swirling cloud.

As the large glass doors at the hospital entrance automatically opened, he stepped outside and strode across the parking lot to his truck. Placing his hand on the hood, he leaned back and drew in a big breath, his eyes focused on the high peaks in the distance. He longed to shift, to change from man to bear and run up the lower slopes of the mountain, then climb higher until his muscles ached and his lungs burned from the exertion.

“Damn it.” He grabbed his phone and switched it on, suddenly realizing how light it was and how late in the morning it must be. The time inside the hospital had slid past unnoticed. While Polly was giving birth, it was like being cocooned in a bubble. Now reality struck.

He was late for work.

Unlocking the truck, he climbed inside, no longer noticing Polly’s scent that lingered on the seats. The only scent that drove him crazy now was his mate’s.

And honey, his bear said.

And honey. Joey switched on his phone and used his hands-free to call Mac at the sawmill.

“I wondered when you might get around to calling,” Mac said as he answered the phone.

“I’m sorry…” He paused, trying to figure out what he was meant to say.

“Polly had her baby. We know.” Mac let the silence sit between them for a moment. “Do you need to take some time off?”

“No.” Joey ran his hand through his hair and sucked in the cool morning air. “I need to work.”

“Are you sure?” Mac asked. “I know this must be hard on you, especially since Polly called on you to be there for her. It was a good thing you did.”

“Anyone would have done the same thing,” Joey replied. “I wasn’t exactly going to say no.”

“All the same, it must have taken courage. And then to arrange for Kelos to go get Miles.” Mac’s words suddenly made it obvious how his boss knew what had happened.

“I think I got my reward.” He puffed the air back out of his lungs.

“In what way?” Mac asked. “Did they name the baby after you?”

“No, I met my mate.”

Silence. Mac had no smart retort, in fact, he seemed to be lost for words.

“A miracle in itself,” Joey said. “She was there. She delivered the baby.”

“Does she know?” Mac asked quickly as his brain kicked back into gear. “Is she a shifter, does she know about shifters?” Maybe his brain had gone into overdrive instead.

“She’s not a shifter. Or if she is, she did not let on that she knows we are mates. Whether she knows about shifters, I have no idea. It isn’t the kind of conversation you have while a woman is giving birth.”

“No, of course not,” Mac replied. “Are you sure you still want to come into work?”

“I am. Breeze is busy, I didn’t know what to say or do, so splitting wood with my axe or chopping down a tree or ten might be a good way to vent some of this frustration.” He groaned. “Damn it, what if I’ve blown it already?”

“You haven’t, I promise.” Mac gave a low whistle. “Wow, a mate.”

“Shocking, huh?” Joey steered the truck into the lumberyard and switched off the engine. He ended the call as Mac came out of his office to meet him.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am. How happy we all are.” Mac strode toward Joey and threw his arms around his friend. “Congratulations.”

“Hey, is this a private hug or can anyone join in?” Beck asked as he crossed the yard heading for the office.

“Anyone can join in.” Mac beckoned his brother over. “Did you hear Polly had her baby?”

“Oh, so this is a comforting cuddle.” Beck arched an eyebrow. “I don’t recall you ever cuddling me when I was feeling low.”

“I did. When you were five years old and Hex flushed your action figure down the toilet.” Mac grinned. “But it’s not a comforting cuddle. Why don’t you tell him, Joey?”

“Something else happened?” Beck asked, intrigued by the news. “You didn’t?”

“I did.” Joey cracked a grin, the enormity of what had happened suddenly hitting him. Maybe he’d been too shocked before, but now, now he felt the weight of it.

In a good way, his bear said.

Yeah, a good way. We have a mate. We’ve met the person we are meant to spend the rest of our lives with and that’s what I want to do. I want to spend the rest of my life with Breeze.

“So who is it?” Beck asked.

“Her name is Breeze. She’s a midwife at the hospital. She delivered Polly’s baby.”

“Wow, so it all turned out good. When Kelos told us what happened, we were worried about how you would cope. It must have been emotional watching Polly give birth.” Beck nodded. “But there she was…”

“There she was. Of course, for most of the time, she thought I was Miles.” He slapped his forehead. “No wonder she kept giving me funny looks when I was staring at her.”

Beck laughed, a real deep belly laugh, so contagious that Mac joined in. “She must have thought you were a piece of work, staring at her like an idiot in love, while your wife gave birth.”

Joey’s eyes widened. “That was her first impression of me.”

“I’m sure she’s over it now.” Beck took a breath, his humor gone as he noted the expression on Joey’s face. “She knows you aren’t the father. She’ll see the funny side.”

“Not if I don’t figure out what I’m going to say to her to get her to go on a date with me.” Joey looked perplexed. “I didn’t know what to say. What to do.”

“Listen, Joey.” Mac placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You took a pregnant woman to the hospital and stayed with her until her husband arrived. I think that speaks volumes.”

“In a good way?” Joey asked. He’d never felt so unsure of himself.

“In a good way.” Beck sighed. “If you want my advice, you check with Polly to see if Breeze is on duty and head over there with some flowers, maybe even some chocolates, and ask your mate on a date.”

“What if she says no?” Joey asks.

“Then you find a way to make her say yes,” Mac told him.


Chapter Four – Breeze

“How are you both doing?” Breeze asked Polly as she nursed her baby. They had been moved out of the delivery suite and into a private room where mother and son could get acquainted.

“Okay. I think we’re getting the hang of feeding.” She lowered her head and dropped a kiss onto her son’s freshly washed head. “He smells divine.”

A smile spread across Breeze’s face. “One of the perks of being a midwife is the smell of a baby’s head.” She watched as the small boy sucked hungrily on his mother’s breast.

An ache of longing bloomed inside her. She’d always dreamed of having a baby of her own one day, but it seemed as if motherhood was going to pass her by. She was fast approaching forty and even if she found Mr. Right tomorrow, she wouldn’t want to risk rushing things. Getting pregnant with a man you’ve just met spelled disaster.

Sure, you might keep it together for the sake of the child to start with, but eventually, the cracks in the relationship showed and things fell apart.

And where did that leave the child? With his aunt.

“Hey, are you okay?” Polly reached out and took hold of Breeze’s hand.

“Yes, I was just thinking about how lucky you are to have such an attentive husband.” She pointed toward the door. “I couldn’t help hearing that he got a quick flight home to be at the birth. And he didn’t look as if he wanted to leave your side. Ever.”

“He is the best. Miles is the man I’ve always dreamed of.” Polly glanced up at Breeze as her son took a breath from feeding. “Joey is a good man.”

“Joey?” Breeze frowned. “Oh, your friend. I thought he was your husband to start with.”

“No, not my husband. Just a good friend. A very good friend. He dropped everything when I called him and asked him to stay with me for the birth.” She looked toward the door, her cheeks flushed pink.

“Is he an ex-boyfriend?” Breeze asked, then covered her mouth. “Sorry, none of my business. But you seemed pretty close.”

“He is an ex-boyfriend,” Polly confirmed. “And I’m lucky to count him as a good friend. But that’s all we are.”

“That’s good. That you are still friends.” She gave a lopsided smile, feeling awkward. Why was she interested in Joey? After Polly’s labor, she’d told herself she wasn’t in the right place for a relationship. So why did Joey fill her head? His face, his hard-toned body, his smile. It was like having a movie reel playing on repeat. Every time she fixed her thoughts on something else, he slipped back in.

“Can I give you some advice?” Polly said suddenly.

“Sure.” Although Breeze was not sure she wanted to hear Polly’s advice.

“Joey likes you. I could see it in his eyes.” Her mouth twitched at one corner. “I mean he really likes you. And he’s a keeper.”

Polly busied herself rearranging the flowers Miles had run out to get along with a box of chocolates and some magazines for his wife. “But you didn’t keep him.”

“No,” Polly confirmed. “That’s because I was meant to be with Miles.” Polly fixed Breeze with a hard stare as if she were trying to dig information out of her head. “We’re mates. Meant to be together.”

Mates. Yeah, like she hadn’t heard that before. Breeze gave Polly an indulgent smile. “You’re a romantic.”

“And you’re not?” Polly asked in surprise. “You don’t believe that we are destined to meet our soul mate?”

“No. I’ve seen enough relationships break down to know that destiny does not shine down on all of us.” She sighed. “Okay. That is probably not what I should say to you when you have just given birth to a wonderful son and your husband is obviously very in love with you.”

“Oh, you can say what you want,” Polly said. “It makes little difference to me. I know Miles and I are going to stay together forever. We’re fated mates.”

“You’re lucky you found each other.” Breeze felt a pang of envy. Despite trying to convince herself otherwise, she truly wished she could find a man who made her go crazy for love.

“We are.” She lowered her head and kissed her baby once more. “I was worried it might take me ages to conceive but we were lucky. This little guy completes us.”

Breeze had heard that before. Her sister had said the same thing when she gave birth to Tristan. Unfortunately, the new baby had instead put a strain on the fledgling relationship. Breeze had watched her sister’s marriage fall apart like a car crash in slow motion.

“Make the most of each day.” Breeze forced herself to sound upbeat as she edged toward the door.

“I will.” Polly looked up, her attention fixed on the door and something beyond it. “Could you just help me adjust my pillow, please?”

“Sure. How’s that?” Breeze asked as she plumped up the pillow and helped Polly get comfortable.

“Great.” Polly grinned as the door opened and Joey stepped inside.

“Oh, hey.” He opened his mouth as if to say more, but didn’t.

“Joey. This is an unexpected surprise,” Polly said in a slightly exaggerated way as if she was expecting him.

“I thought I’d bring some flowers and chocolates.” Joey held up a beautiful bunch of roses and a box of chocolates as if they were proof for the reason he was here.

And Polly believed Joey was over her?

“That’s sweet,” Polly said, her eyes wide as she looked at Breeze and back to Joey.

Joey swallowed hard and thrust the roses and chocolates at Breeze. “They’re for you. To say thank you for everything you did this morning for Polly.”

Polly giggled from behind Breeze, who blushed, flustered by the gesture. “Thanks. You didn’t have to. I was just doing my job.”

“I wanted to.” Joey nodded. “As long as that’s okay.”

“It’s okay.” Breeze nodded like a fool. “Thanks.”

“Okay.” Joey looked at her, his eyes were soft and dark. Her eyes locked with his and it was as if something inside her woke up. She was alert, more awake than she’d ever been in her life. The room around them was a blur as she stared at Joey.

He’s a keeper. Isn’t that what Polly had said?

Maybe she was right. But was Breeze the person to keep him? Or was he doing this to impress his ex-girlfriend?

“You know, you two make such a cute couple,” Polly said. “You should go out to dinner. My treat, to say thank you.”

Joey glanced over his shoulder at Polly, his brow creased as he arched an eyebrow in question. In return, Polly shrugged. She’d obviously thought it was a good idea, and Joey’s reaction gave Breeze hope. His expression didn’t say, you are the only one for me so why are you pawning me off on the midwife. Instead, it said, I can handle it myself.

Polly expression asked, can you?

“I was going to ask Breeze to dinner,” Joey confirmed Breeze’s assessment of the situation. When you’re around people for long enough during stressful situations, you pick up on all these little interactions. Interactions that, to most people, were invisible.

“Oh, you don’t have to,” Breeze insisted. “I was just doing my job and if everyone asked me to dinner as a thank you for delivering a baby, I’d sometimes be eating three dinners in a day.” She stopped talking and took a breath, noting Joey’s disappointment.

“I just…” Joey stalled and looked to Polly for the help he’d said he didn’t need.

“Why not go for lunch?” Polly suggested. “Your shift finishes soon, and Joey looks as if he needs some food. Or coffee. Coffee would be good.”

“Lunch?” Joey asked. How was a woman supposed to say no when he looked at her with those soft brown eyes that melted her heart? There was something about this man that she found infinitely attractive. And appealing. So appealing.

She’d seen it the moment he walked in with his arms wrapped around Polly. Only then she thought he belonged to someone else.

“Lunch?” Polly prodded as she gently put her baby on her shoulder and rubbed his back. “Make a new mom’s wish come true?”

Breeze opened her mouth to say no. She had no idea why it meant so much to Polly that she go out with Joey. But maybe she still had feelings for him and wanted to see him happy. “Yes.”

Wait. Wasn’t that supposed to be a no?

“Great.” Polly looked at her son, who was dozing off. “Now, if you will excuse us, we are going to take a nap while you two go and eat.”

Breeze looked at her watch, feeling awkward with the flowers and chocolates in her hand. “I have another ten minutes left of my shift.”

“I can wait.” Joey looked relieved. He also looked as if he would wait forever if she asked him to.

“Okay.” She headed for the door with the chocolates and flowers in her hands.

“I’ll get that for you.” He moved fast, his large hand closing around the door handle. With a smile, he opened the door and she stepped outside into the corridor. With one last lingering look, he closed the door behind Breeze, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

“Oh, those are beautiful.” Loni passed by along the corridor and stopped to smell the roses. “And they look yummy.” She pointed to the box of chocolates. “Welcome to Bear Bluff. The people here certainly are grateful when it comes to babies.”

“Yeah. They are.” Breeze was not about to tell Loni that she was going to lunch with Joey. She didn’t need people talking about the new midwife who was more interested in the men than her job.

“Listen, it’s all quiet for the moment. You only have a few minutes left on your shift so why not get yourself home? You’ve had a busy day and even if a mom came in now, you wouldn’t be rostered on for the birth.” Loni gave a brief laugh. “Not unless you can work miracles and have the baby delivered in five minutes.”

“No, I’ve never had that fast a labor. Not even when mom has decided to try all the old wives’ tales to get baby moving.” Breeze glanced at Polly’s room and the man who was waiting for her behind the door. “As long as you’re okay with that.”

“Yes, you go on home.” Loni waved her hand at Breeze. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.” Breeze had no intention of telling Loni or anyone else that she was not going home. Looking down at the flowers and chocolates, a small smile crept across her face. The gifts were a nice surprise. And her nephew, Tristan, would love to help her eat the chocolates.

She glanced at her watch. It would have to be a quick lunch with Joey since she was due to pick up Tristan in an hour. When Lisa left Tristan with Breeze, she’d had to scramble to find someone to look after him while she worked. Luckily, one of the nurses at the hospital had recommended a family home daycare provider who had space for Tristan. Tristan liked Angela from the moment they met. It was a huge relief to see her nephew settled. At least until he started school.

If he was going to stay in Bear Creek and switch schools. Lisa and Uri hadn’t made any long-term plans yet. But soon they would have to.

This was definitely a case of the parents acting like a couple of immature kids. While Tristan was left in limbo.

As for Breeze, she just hoped she was doing the right thing for Tristan. She might be an expert with babies but eight-year-olds were a whole different matter. They had minds of their own and their thought patterns were not in line with adults. In fact, Breeze was certain Tristan went out of his way to do the opposite of what his aunt asked and expected of him.

Still, she couldn’t blame him too much. The shock of his parents splitting up had hit him hard. Then to be dumped on his aunt must have left him feeling vulnerable and unwanted. She sure would like to get her sister and her brother-in-law in a room and give them a piece of her mind.

The piece that told them to grow up and act like adults.

She groaned. Maybe it would be better if she told Joey she couldn’t have lunch with him.

“Hi.” Joey slipped out of Polly’s room and headed down the corridor after her. “Polly is asleep.”

“That’s good. Really good.” This was where she was going to tell Joey that she’d made a mistake agreeing to lunch and that she had some errands to do.

“Why don’t I take these for you? I can carry them out to your car.” He smiled and her heart fluttered in her chest.

“Thanks.” She handed them over, sure her hand trembled as their fingers touched.

“I thought we could grab some food at a local café. It has great views of the mountains.” He looked unsure as he spoke, as if he could sense she was about to tell him she had changed her mind.

“That sounds awesome. I love the mountains. It’s one of the reasons I decided to move here.” They reached the door leading to her locker. “I just need to grab my purse. My boss said I could go early.” She glanced at her watch. “Although it’s probably about the right time now.”

Breeze closed her eyes. She was babbling like an idiot.

“I’ll wait here. Unless you would rather we met outside?” He looked up and down the corridor. “Small town, people talk.”

“Oh, if you prefer.”

“I was thinking of you.” The look in his eyes said he would always be thinking of her.

“No, here’s fine.” Why did she think one thing and say another where Joey was concerned?

“Great. I’ll wait.” He stared at her for a long moment and she was mesmerized by him. She wanted to bask in his gaze.

“Hi there, Joey.” A woman walked toward them, pretty and pregnant. Was this guy a magnet for pregnant women?

“Hi, Amber. How are you?” Joey gave Breeze a small apologetic smile before he turned away and greeted the other woman.

Breeze stood rooted to the spot, a surge of jealousy coursing through her. With a shake of her head, she turned away from the man who had captured her attention and, she suspected, her heart.

She could not allow her emotions to run out of control. She needed to keep a level head and give Tristan a steady homelife.

As she changed out of her uniform and pulled on her sweater, making sure it wasn’t on inside out, Breeze made a decision. Lunch with Joey would be a one-time thing. She’d do nothing to lead him on and make him think their relationship was anything more than friendship.

Tristan was her priority and she needed to keep that at the forefront of her thoughts and not let anything change that.

Yet as she grabbed her purse and went out to meet Joey, she was afraid her heart would take over and she would agree to a date. And maybe a wedding. And all the things she’d dreamed a happy ever after would be.

But her heart would not win. Her head would rule.


Chapter Five – Joey

Joey glanced at the door behind which his mate had disappeared. He could sense her there, so he knew she hadn’t made her escape out of a back door or anything like that.

Why would she? his bear asked.

Because there’s a part of her that is unsure. She’s torn. I can sense it.

Then we’d better find out why over lunch and make certain she can’t say no to us. Ever. His bear’s frustration and anxiety grew when the door opened, and his mate joined them in the corridor.

Breeze didn’t meet his eye. She was looking everywhere but at him.

Maybe she thinks Amber is another of our ex-girlfriends, his bear suggested.

“How do you like Bear Bluff?” Joey asked, trying to make conversation. “Do you live in town?”

“I rent a house in Bear Creek,” Breeze replied. “I like it. I love the mountains, and everyone is very friendly.”

“So is this a permanent move?” He winced. Was he being too pushy? Was he prying into her life? He’d never been on a proper date before. Not one where it actually mattered if the girl liked him or not.

His bear chuckled. Tell Breeze that, it’ll impress her.

You know what I mean. I always try to get people to like me. I’m a likable guy. But it’s never actually mattered before. Wow, that made him sound like a jackass.

“I don’t know yet. Not for sure,” Breeze told him as they walked down the corridor heading out of the hospital.

“Even though you love it here?” Joey asked, trying to keep it casual.

“Oh, I have no complaints. The people have been so welcoming, and I love my job.” She stopped walking as they stood in the parking lot looking up at the mountains in the distance. “And who could not love that view?”

“But?” Joey asked.

“But…” She sighed and glanced at her watch. “I’ll tell you over lunch.” She pointed across the parking lot. “There’s my car. Shall I follow you?”

“Yeah, it’s not far.” He cast one last lingering look at his mate before he nodded and headed toward his truck. Breeze watched him as he walked away.

That’s a good sign, right? he asked his bear. She can’t keep her eyes off me.

Something like that. His bear was troubled. Something is bothering Breeze. What is making her change her mind about making Bear Creek her home?

We’ll find out over lunch and then we can figure out how to convince her to stay. There is no problem we can’t solve if it means our mate staying here.

If not, we will have to leave the mountains behind, too. His bear looked up at the towering peaks in the distance. They would follow their mate wherever she went in the world, but this was their home, the place they belonged with people they cared about.

His senses told him Breeze was walking to her car. Joey unlocked his truck and started the engine. A sudden memory of Polly, sitting right there in his passenger seat, took his breath away.

Not because of any romantic notions. His love for Polly was now completely in the friend zone. His mate was the only one who would ever hold his heart in any romantic way now. No, this thought was wrapped around the new life that had begun right before his eyes. Polly’s baby.

He wanted that for him and Breeze. It was a fierce sweeping thought. One that he’d tried to bury, but it had always been there. He wanted a child, or two. He wanted to watch them grow and teach them about the mountains and the wonders of the world.

It didn’t matter if the child was adopted, or whether they were blessed with a baby of their own.

Are you going to drive this truck or just sit staring out at the mountains? his bear asked.

Drive the truck, of course, Joey replied smoothly. We have a lunch date with our mate.

We do. His bear grinned. I never thought it would happen.

Joey put his truck in drive and crept forward, heading toward where Breeze was parked. As he drove past, he lifted his hand and waved. She gave a brief wave and a soft smile that he could not read, before she put her foot on the gas and followed him out of the hospital parking lot and onto the road that led back toward Bear Creek.

He sure wished she was seated next to him. In the enclosed space of the truck, he’d inhale her scent and feel the warmth of her body as her arm jostled against his.

A stirring of emotions deep down inside caused tension to spread throughout his body. He needed to temper his thoughts or lunch might be embarrassing.

You’re going to drool all over the table, his bear said.

That was not what I was thinking. He shuffled in his seat as his jeans tightened across his groin area.

Oh, his bear chuckled.

Glad you find this amusing, he told his bear.

What can I say? I am filled with joy. Nothing can dampen my mood today.

Joey cracked a grin. I’m with you there.

Joey rolled down the window and let in the cool mountain air. Inhaling deeply, he tamed his emotions. This was one of, if not the most important day of his life and he could not afford to blow it.

The road wound its way along the foot of the mountain. It was a road he’d driven so many times, and yet today it was as if he was seeing everything for the first time. From the green tips of the fresh new leaves on the trees to the slate-gray rocks towering above his head. Bird song was sweeter, the air clearer. He was in love. But even at this early stage in his relationship with Breeze, he was uniquely aware of how his love for Polly faded in comparison.

He understood Polly now. He understood her actions and how she had never meant to hurt him. Fate had stepped in and there was nothing she could do but obey. Her need for Miles was stronger than anything she had ever experienced before or would again.

Joey relished the same depth of love and feeling. He celebrated it and he finally let go of the sense that he’d been cheated in love. That fate had somehow got it in for him and had toyed with his emotions.

How could he resent fate when it had brought him Breeze?

Better late than never, his bear grumbled happily.

Indeed, Joey said as he took a right turn and followed a winding road that took them higher into the mountains to a little cafe that served great food and gave a wonderful view of the part of the world Joey liked to call home.

Here, he would begin his mission to convince Breeze this was her home, too. A home where she would be happy, and they would raise a family together.

Wasn’t life perfect?


Chapter Six – Breeze

What was she doing here? Breeze parked her car next to Joey’s truck and switched off the engine. She didn’t have time in her life for this.

Whatever this was. As she looked up, Joey got out of his truck and approached her.

This was a guy with a kindness about him that she’d been instantly drawn to. This was a man with a soft smile and eyes filled with…she was going to use the L-word, even though she had no idea how she could feel loved by a man she’d only just met.

Cherished. That might be a more appropriate word. She felt cherished, as if she were special to him.

“Come on.” He beckoned to her. “You have to see the view.”

Breeze unclipped her seatbelt and took a deep steadying breath before she opened the car door and got out. The cool air hit her as if someone had splashed water over her face. After her long shift at the hospital, the scent of disinfectant and soap clung to her. But her first breath as she joined Joey looking at the view cleansed her.

“It’s amazing.” She sucked in the air, feeling renewed.

“Isn’t it?” He grinned at her. “Let’s eat. You look as if you need coffee, too.”

“Do I?” She smoothed her hands over her hair which she always wore pulled up in a bun while she was working.

“Oh!” Joey’s eyes went wide. “I don’t mean that you look…” He paused. “You look incredible.” His forehead creased. “That was too much.”

“A little.” She ducked her head and hid her smile as heat crept across her cheeks. “But thank you. It’s always nice to hear a compliment.”

“I have plenty of them.” His smile widened and he stared at her for a couple of moments before he jerked his head as if waking from a dream. “Let’s eat.”

“I am starving.” Perhaps it was the mountain air, but her stomach growled in response.

“Delivering babies is hard work,” Joey blurted out as if he needed to fill the gaps in their conversation. He was nervous. Yet, from what Breeze had witnessed at the hospital, he found it easy to talk to women and was a good friend.

Not something all men were capable of accomplishing. Yet here he was, one of the most handsome men she’d ever met, stumbling over his words.

“It’s hugely satisfying,” Breeze admitted.

“Satisfying?” Joey looked confused for a moment. “Oh, delivering babies.” He licked his lips and chuckled nervously.

“What did you think I meant?” Breeze teased.

“I don’t…” It was Joey’s turn to look embarrassed. “I’m so nervous my palms are sweaty.” He wiped them on his thighs.

“Why?” Breeze stopped walking. They had reached the steps leading onto a deck area where tables and chairs were set out with enough room to afford everyone a little privacy. “Why do I make you nervous?”

Joey swallowed hard. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

“Now that is a cliché.” She arched an eyebrow.

“I mean it.” He grinned nervously. “I don’t know if you felt it, but we have a connection.”

She did feel it, but she wasn’t ready to admit it. “That’s because we were both there when a miracle happened.”

“A miracle.” His eyes darkened and slipped from her eyes to her lips. She couldn’t help it, she ran her tongue along her lower lip, moistening it, ready for when he kissed her. Which would be any minute now.

Too soon! No, maybe it would be good to get it out of the way and break the sexual tension that stretched out taut and rigid between them. Rigid. Her eyes flickered down over his toned chest, down lower to his crotch.

“Polly’s baby.” She snatched her gaze away from his groin and fixed it on his face. “Sharing something so special makes people feel connected. A new life is such a precious thing. Shall we eat?”

Her voice was squeaky and high. Joey sure did have an effect on her. One that was unexpected and for Breeze, completely unusual. All the relationships she’d had with men before had been more of the slow burn type.

There was nothing slow about the fire Joey lit inside her.

She closed her eyes and focused on the image of her nephew. His face. His tears of confusion over his parents’ behavior. She had to be there for him, and Joey would be a distraction. She’d agreed to lunch with Joey intending to put him off, pour cold water over any romantic notions he might have about the two of them.

It was kinder to let him down gently now than wait until his feelings for her grew deeper.

“I’ve seen animals give birth before, but never a baby.” His expression cleared and he walked up the steps to the deck area. “You’re right. It was as if a miracle happened right there before our eyes and we were all a part of it.” He grinned and looked at her over his shoulder. “I don’t mean to take credit for what you did. Helping a child into the world is an amazing thing.”

“You had a part in that. Keeping Polly focused. Keeping her strong. That’s a tough thing to do. And you did it.” Breeze followed him to a table that looked over a forest. The leaves were a fresh vibrant green. As a cool breeze swept down from the mountain peaks, the leaves shimmered as if they were the scales of a huge animal that lay sleeping in the noon sun.

“She was incredible.” A wistful look crossed Joey’s face but then he blinked, looked at Breeze, and it was gone. “Shall we order?”

“Yes.” Her eyes widened as the smell of fresh coffee reached her. It was mixed with the scent of fries and the sizzle of a burger. The food here was freshly cooked to order, not soggy, been-sitting-on-the-counter-for-an-hour, fast food.

A waitress came and took their order and brought fresh coffee while Breeze and Joey enjoyed the view and made small talk. It was as if they both had the desire to rein in their conversation and bring it back to easy. Things like the weather, the names of the mountain peaks and the forests, all safe topics. Distant.

Had he tired of her already?

“So, you were going to tell me why Bear Creek might not be your permanent home.” Joey struck up a conversation as soon as the waitress had brought their food and left them to eat.

Breeze had taken a large bite of her burger when Joey brought the conversation right back to the hard stuff. She nodded and chewed self-consciously. Joey picked up a couple of fries and she was mesmerized by his lips as he ate them.

Reminding herself to chew and that there was a question she had to answer, she tore her eyes away from his full lips and her desire to kiss them.

“I was.” She swallowed loudly and his eyes twinkled as he smiled at her. “It’s complicated.”

“Life often is.” Although, loving Joey would be easy.

Breeze acknowledged that thought and knew it as truth. The connection Joey had spoken about wasn’t anything to do with them witnessing the miracle of birth. It was purely and simply a connection between Breeze and Joey.

“I moved here for a fresh start.” She raised one eyebrow and wagged her finger at him. “Before you start thinking I must have a broken heart or that I have been wronged in any way, I want to state that it was purely a life choice. I’m not getting any younger and I wanted a slower pace of life. I wanted to find a place I could set down roots and make a home.” That was mostly true, but she left out the part her sister and Uri had played in this decision.

“I can understand that.” He leaned back in his chair and studied her. “I wasn’t thinking you had a broken heart.”

“That is the conclusion most people jump to. That a big life-changing move like this must be because of a man. Like that is the only thing that makes a woman tick.” She took a breath. “Sorry, that was not meant to be a rant. But most people think I am running from something or someone rather than running to something new.” Had she run away? Joey’s question was stirring up all kinds of doubts in her mind.

He gave a lopsided smile. “I like that.” He nodded. “I like that you are trying to find something new. That you realized that you weren’t fulfilled and decided to do something about it.”

Breeze nodded. “You make me sound braver than I feel. And it wasn’t a sudden awakening. It had been brewing for a while. A long while.” Yes, it had. The issue with Lisa had simply brought everything to a point where Breeze knew she had to move forward with her own life.

Even if that forward move had now stalled.

“Why here?” Joey asked as he went back to eating his lunch. He’d ordered a large burger and fries and a mug of coffee. The way he was demolishing his food, Breeze was certain he could eat the same meal twice over. Powering a body that size would take a chunk of calories.

She blinked and brought herself back to the present. It was so easy to lose herself in thinking about Joey.

“I’d been hunting for a job in a more rural area for a while. But jobs as midwives don’t come up too often. Then a friend gave me the heads-up that there was a job coming available in Bear Bluff. I jumped at it. There is an extremely healthy birth rate around these parts.” She shrugged. “I got the job.”

“And so you packed everything up and moved here.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “You look happy. And you like the town and the people.” His hand swept out in an arc that encompassed the mountains and forest. “You can’t not like the view. So what changed?”

“My nephew.” She looked down at her plate. The food was so delicious she’d demolished half her burger already despite all the talking. But her appetite faded as she recalled the tearful call from her nephew asking her to come to get him.

“Oh. Is he in trouble?” Joey’s eyes darkened. “Did something happen to his parents?” Joey asked gently.

“Aside from them reverting to acting like a couple of kids rather than mature parents?” Breeze replied a little too savagely. She ran a hand over her eyes, she wasn’t going to cry in front of Joey. He didn’t deserve to have a stranger blubbering across the table from him.

Although, from the concern registering in his eyes, she doubted he’d care. Her stomach flipped as longing took a firm hold of her. She couldn’t shake off her desire for this man.

“Oh.” He looked relieved. “I was worried they’d been killed in a horrible accident or something.” His hand shook a little as he sipped his coffee.

“No.” Her forehead creased. “Nothing as bad as that.” She paused, looking at him closely. “Did something like that affect you?”

“No.” He placed his cup down on the table and ran his finger around the rim. “A friend of mine lost his mom when we were kids. He went off the rails for a while. I’d hate to see any child go through what he did.”

“I’m sorry.” She tore her gaze from his face. Breeze longed to reach out to him and stroke his cheek, then press her lips against his and kiss away his pain. “Tristan’s parents are getting a divorce.” Her forehead creased some more. Her sister’s behavior was going to give her wrinkles. “At least they were. Now, I think they are getting back together. But who knows?”

“Wow, a roller coaster for their kid.” Joey shook his head. “So he’s living with you?”

“Yeah, he called me when they first decided to end the marriage. There was a lot of shouting and yelling and he said he couldn’t take it.” She looked out across the forest, finding calm in the movement of the leaves as they moved like a luminescent green wave.

“That’s not something a child needs to hear.”

“No, it’s not. Then his dad figured he needed to go and find himself, whatever that means. My sister chose to follow him rather than commit to being the parent Tristan needs. Which is even worse for a kid to hear.” Breeze ground her teeth together before she let go of her tension. “I’m sorry, you don’t need to hear all this.”

“I do.” Joey reached out his hand and placed it over hers. “I want to help.”

“Wait.” She pulled her hand away. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” Joey genuinely looked confused. Then his eyes widened. “Oh, no. That is not what I was trying to do.”

“You weren’t trying to be the sympathetic guy just to get on my good side?” Breeze was overreacting. She knew it but maybe it was a good thing. This would be the ideal time to push Joey away.

“No. That’s not who I am.” His brow furrowed and he looked genuinely upset that she might think that of him. “I understand where Tristan is emotionally. I want to help. I want to help both of you.”

“You think I need help?” Breeze was spoiling for a fight. A fight she didn’t really want.

Joey’s expression relaxed. “It’s understandable that you are defensive, protective of Tristan. But I promise you, I am not the kind of guy who would use Tristan to get into your heart.” He smiled and her heart ached for him. Did she really want to throw away a relationship with a guy like Joey? “You’re trying to protect Tristan and you don’t want him to think you might choose me over him. You want him to feel safe and secure.” Joey nodded as he finished talking.

“You’re good.” She sighed. “I think you are a really great guy…”

“Oh, no. Don’t say the words that will wound my heart forever.” He clasped his hands to his chest as if she’d shot him through the heart. His tone was light but there was something in his eyes that resembled fear. He was scared of losing her.

“You’re right.” She was crushingly honest. “I don’t want Tristan to worry that I’m going to desert him. That I might enter a relationship that would put his future in jeopardy. He’s already having a hard time adjusting. He’s scared and sometimes that means he exhibits bad behavior. We’re just coming out the other side of that phase and I can’t risk taking a step back.”

“I understand,” Joey answered gruffly. “But here’s the thing…”

“What thing?” Her heart beat rapidly in her chest. Breeze wanted him to persuade her she was wrong. Because she wanted to explore her feelings for this guy.

“Children learn from the people around them. They learn from the relationships they observe. Tristan has seen the worst of that. We could show him the flip side.” Joey was deadly serious.

“That isn’t just a line, is it?” Breeze asked. “You absolutely think we have a connection.”

“I don’t think it. I know it. Deep down in my soul and that means I know that I can help you and Tristan.” He held up his hand. “I am not saying that I can wave a magic wand and make your lives perfect. I’m also not saying you can’t do this on your own. I’ve seen enough in the last few hours to know you can absolutely handle it yourself.”

“But you’re saying I don’t have to.” She let out a long breath. “That I could choose to accept help.”

A smile played over his kissable lips. He leaned forward and rested his chin on his hands. “That is exactly what I’m saying.”

Tears misted her eyes and she blinked rapidly. “You’re asking me to put my faith in a stranger.”

“Why not?” He grinned, he had an infectious smile that lightened her heart. A heart that had been heavy since her sister and her husband decided to declare war on each other.

“I don’t have a good answer to that,” she admitted.

“Isn’t it what you expect your expectant moms and dads to do every day?”

“You make such good points it’s hard to argue with them.” She shook her head slowly. “I can’t afford to mess up. For Tristan’s sake, I can’t afford to put my feelings or anyone else’s above his.”

“Don’t let him know that,” Joey cautioned. “Tristan needs to know where he fits in. And giving him too much power over you won’t let him learn that.”

“And you are not just saying that?” she asked bluntly.

“No, I’m not just saying that. Your happiness means everything to me.” His sincerity took her breath away.

“Why?” Fear prickled along Breeze’s spine. What if Joey had mental health problems and had latched on to her because she was new in town and didn’t have a core group of friends to watch out for her? “What is it that makes you so certain?”

“That is going to take a little explaining.” He chewed the inside of his cheek. “It’s something I’m going to need to show you. But not here and not now.”

“Of course not.” She looked around. “You don’t want an audience.”

“No, I do not.” He leaned forward, his eyes locked with hers. “Trust me. Please.”

“Joey, I think it would be better if we left our relationship right here. I’ve had a great time but now I have to collect Tristan.” She drained her coffee cup but as she placed it down on the table, he reached out and covered her hand with his.

A jolt of recognition coursed through her and her eyes widened. There was a connection between them. It was undeniable. Each time they touched, she felt it. When she was in his presence, it was like the sun shone brighter and the air smell sweeter.

“Just give me a chance, Breeze. Please.” His sincerity shone brightly in his eyes and there was no denying him.

“Okay.” There she was allowing her heart to contradict her head once more.

But in her whole life, she had never felt something was so right.


Chapter Seven – Joey

He was in danger of losing her. The thought sliced through his heart, taking his breath away. She was too important to him. He needed her.

Joey was fairly sure Breeze needed him, too. Needed someone to stand by her and help her in any way she needed.

“I was thinking.” Joey walked Breeze to her car after they had finished their lunch. She was tense, he could see it in the way she walked and the tightness in her jaw. “Why don’t I take Tristan for a hike or something?”

“A hike.” Breeze chuckled. “Tristan is more into computer games. He likes his adventures to be on a small screen.” She paused and pointed at Joey’s chest. “But maybe that’s something that needs to change.”

“Okay. Tell me when and I’m there.” Breeze unlocked the car door and he opened it for her. “Tonight? Tomorrow?”

“You are eager, aren’t you?” Breeze shielded her eyes against the sun as it dipped down toward the mountains.

“Why put it off?” Joey asked. “Hey, why don’t we take a picnic? You could come along, too, and I can invite a couple of friends of mine. They’ve recently gotten together but my friend, Shawn, he has a daughter. She’s a good kid, about the same age as Tristan.”

“Okay.” Breeze nodded. “It would be good to meet someone outside of the hospital.”

“Oh.” Joey slapped his forehead. “I forgot, Shawn is a doctor. You might have already met him. Dr. Bradford.”

“No, I haven’t met him.” She tilted her head to one side. “It would be great to meet some more people, especially a child of similar age. It would be good for Tristan.” She frowned. “At least, I think it will.”

“Okay, tomorrow afternoon. I’ll swing by and pick you up.” He leaned on the door as she got in the car. “Shawn’s fiancée is named Joanna and his daughter is named Jane.”

She held her hand out. “If you give me your phone, I’ll put my number in it then you can text me and I’ll text you back with my address.”

“Here.” He handed her his phone and watched as she tapped the screen and entered her cell phone number.

You could tell her we could probably track her to her front door by following her scent. But that might creep her out, his bear said.

You think? Joey answered.

His bear chuckled and shuffled off to a quiet corner of Joey’s mind where he settled down for a nap after the excitement of the day.

“There you go. I’ll just check with Tristan that he’s okay with going on a picnic and then we can arrange a time.” Breeze smiled up at him. “Thank you for lunch. I had fun.”

“Fun is good,” Joey replied. “And tomorrow will be even more fun. The mountains are glorious this time of year and you’ll love Joanna.”

“Thanks, Joey.” Breeze started her engine. “I mean it. You’re a really nice guy.”

“Nice.” He chewed his bottom lip as he straightened up. “Thanks, I think.”

“Believe me, it’s a compliment. You have a big heart and you’re not afraid to say what you think. Even if it’s not what someone wants to hear.” She gave a small wave before she put her foot on the gas and drove away, leaving Joey staring after her.

She said we have a big heart, Joey told his bear.

I heard, his bear replied.

Joey grinned like a crazy fool as he watched Breeze disappear from view. Then he swung around and strode over to his truck. Yanking open the door, he climbed inside and put the key in the ignition. His hands shook as he placed them on the steering wheel, and he took a moment to compose himself.

Swallowing down his desire to point the truck in the same direction Breeze had driven off in and follow her home, he instead headed over to Cougar Ridge. He wanted to tell Shawn in person that he’d found his mate.

Unless Kelos has already told him, his bear said.

Even if he has, I want to ask Shawn in person if he and Joanna and Jane would come for a picnic tomorrow. It would be good for Breeze to get to know more people in town. He wanted her to like it here so much she would never think about leaving.

I think Breeze wants to stay. But I also think it’s dependent on Tristan. And her sister. His bear shook his head. Parents should know better.

Most do. Certainly, most shifters knew better. Family was the most important thing to a shifter. Joey’s forehead wrinkled as he thought of Tristan and what his parents had put him through. No child deserved for his feelings to be discarded just because having a child didn’t fit in with their plans.

His fingers tightened around the steering wheel as he took the road down from the mountains and turned left, heading toward Cougar Ridge.

As he drove, he drank in the soft dappled light, tinged green as it filtered through the leaves. He always found driving through the mountains soothing.

Or running through the mountains. His bear itched to enjoy the freedom of running fast and free through the wilderness.

He also itched to show himself to Breeze. She belonged to both of them and his bear had the intense desire to prove himself to her. To prove that he would protect her with his life if he had to.

Let’s hope that never happens, Joey said as he took the turn that led to Cougar Ridge. He followed the steep road, navigating the tight band before finally reaching the shifter town.

As he parked outside Shawn’s house, a small smile crept over his face. O’Malley was here. The cougar shifter was looking to move to Cougar Ridge. He had plans to take over the local bar and rename it O’Malley’s.

He’s starting a chain of bars, his bear said.

I don’t think he aspires to run a chain of bars but the bar he already owns is busy and earns him a good living. He’ll get someone in to run it while he semi retires to Cougar Ridge. The guy thrives on his business, if he didn’t, he could give it up and retire completely. Joey sometimes envied O’Malley’s success but the cougar shifter had worked hard to make his business a success.

Lucky him, his bear replied.

Not so lucky, Joey said. He doesn’t have a mate yet. If he did, I might expect him to completely retire and raise a family.

How is O’Malley going to react when he finds out we have a mate? Joey’s bear asked as they approached Shawn’s house.

He’ll be happy for us just like we would be happy for him, Joey replied.

Although, both Joey and his bear knew that mixed in with that happiness would be a large slice of envy. O’Malley was now the bachelor one.

He’ll find his mate soon, Joey’s bear murmured. He has to.

He’s going to feel like he’s on the outside if he doesn’t. All the rest of us have finally found our mates and are settled down.

His bear chuckled. You’re a little optimistic. Nothing is settled with Breeze. For a moment there, I thought we were going to lose her.

So did I, Joey agreed. But we didn’t and if we can convince Shawn, Joanna, and Jane that a picnic in the mountains is a good idea, then we can prove to her we are a family man and have no intention of coming between her and Tristan.

I think it’s Tristan we might have to convince about that. Joey paused as he stood outside Shawn’s front door. What if he doesn’t like us?

Hey, speak for yourself, what’s not to like about a bear? His bear’s mood altered. What if he hates the idea of shifters? What if he thinks we’re freaks? You know how kids can be.

Joey knocked on the front door and waited. A smile crept over his face which spread wider when the door opened, and he was greeted by Jane. “Look at you. Are you baking brownies again?”

Jane looked down at her apron which was covered in cocoa powder. “No, we’re making chocolate chip cookies with extra chocolate chips.” She ran her fingers down the edge of her apron and then held it up as if she were about to curtsey. “It got a bit messy.” She grinned. “But the cookies taste good.”

Joey lifted his head and inhaled deeply. “They certainly smell good.”

“Want to try one?” Jane asked, letting go of the door and walking away from him.

Joey stepped inside the house, closed the front door, and followed Jane to the kitchen, where he found Shawn and O’Malley talking and eating cookies.

“Joey’s here,” Jane told them as if they didn’t already know. Shawn wouldn’t have let Jane open the front door if he didn’t know who was knocking.

“Hi, how are you doing?” Shawn greeted his friend.

“I’m good, thanks. How are things with you guys?” Joey was trying to figure out if his friends had any idea he’d found his mate. He suspected not, but they could just be hiding the truth.

“O’Malley has signed the lease for the bar,” Shawn pointed at his fellow cougar shifter before taking another bite of the cookie in his hand.

“We are celebrating with cookies,” O’Malley added, holding up his half-eaten cookie as if it were a prize.

“Very rock and roll,” Joey accepted a cookie Jane offered him. “Thanks, Jane, they sure do smell good.”

“Taste good, too,” Shawn said between mouthfuls.

“I’m going to get Jane to supply cookies and brownies to the bar,” O’Malley told Joey.

“I’m going to save up the money he pays me for a pony,” Jane said excitedly.

“Are you?” Joey glanced at Shawn to see her dad’s reaction.

“We’re in discussions about that,” Shawn replied.

O’Malley laughed. “Jane knows how to twist you around her little finger. And anyway, I can help out if you need a hand. I like horses.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Maybe I should get myself a horse, too. What about you, Joey? We need a hobby while our friends are playing house with their mates.”

“Hey, there is no playing happy families, we are happy,” Shawn insisted.

“Rub it in, why don’t you?” O’Malley joked but then he locked eyes with Joey, who couldn’t help but look away. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong.” Joey suddenly found his cookie remarkably interesting. He couldn’t form the words he needed to say.

“Joey?” Shawn asked. “You didn’t?”

“He did!” O’Malley came around the kitchen and grabbed Joey, pulling him into a bear hug. Or a cat hug, whichever it was it was strong and fierce and made Joey understand it was all okay between them. The cougar shifter was happy for his friend.

“Congratulations,” Shawn said.

“Thanks.” Joey hugged O’Malley back. “Fate sure has a sense of humor. When Polly called me last night to ask if I would go with her to the hospital because she was in labor and Miles was away on business, I never expected the midwife to be my mate.”

“Wait, what?” Shawn asked. “Can we rewind a little? Polly called you to ask you to be there when she had the baby?”

“Yeah,” Joey shrugged. “I couldn’t say no.”

“Wow, that must have been hard,” O’Malley said.

“It was. But she needed me. She said she couldn’t ask her mom because she wouldn’t handle it well.” He took a long shuddering breath as the emotion of the night before flooded back in. “It was intense. But incredible. Watching this new life come into the world and take its first breath. Seeing Polly holding him.”

“And during all this, you found out the midwife was your mate?” O’Malley asked. “I guess that was your reward for being a good friend to Polly and putting your personal feelings aside to help her.”

“I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” Shawn agreed. “Which midwife?”

“I don’t think you have met her yet. Her name is Breeze, she’s new.” Joey walked around the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee, his mouth had gone dry. “Anyone else?”

“I was thinking this might be more of a beer time than a coffee time,” Shawn went to the fridge and opened the door, taking out three bottles of cold honey beer.

“I could take both,” Joey confessed. “I need something to clear my head. It’s spinning around and around.”

“Love does that to you,” O’Malley said. “From what I’ve witnessed, because we all know I’ve never experienced that kind of true mate love.”

“You will, my friend,” Joey told him. “And when you do, it’ll be like nothing you have ever experienced before.”

“Better than my cookies?” Jane had been quietly listening to the conversation while eating a cookie.

“Nothing is as good as your cookies,” O’Malley teased her.

“They are the best I’ve ever tasted,” Joey agreed. “Do you think there might be some left for tomorrow?”

“What is happening tomorrow?” Shawn asked suspiciously.

“I asked Breeze to come on a picnic with me and I said you guys might come along.” Joey sipped his beer while Shawn and O’Malley exchanged confused looks.

“You want us to come on your first date with your mate?” Shawn asked. “Just to be clear.”

“Technically, it will be our second date since we had lunch together today.” He pointed at Shawn. “I’m going to count that as my first date, so I don’t seem so lame taking you all on my next date.”

“Why?” O’Malley asked. “Why don’t you two go on a picnic together?”

Shawn placed his bottle on the counter and went to Jane. He lightly rested his hands on her shoulders. “Because Breeze has her nephew staying with her and I thought it would be a good idea for us to all go out together, so he doesn’t feel like a third wheel.” He frowned. “Do you think that was the right thing to do?”

“Don’t second-guess yourself,” O’Malley told him. “It’ll drive you insane.”

“This is all so new to me,” Joey confessed. “I’m so scared I’m going to blow it. Breeze is worried that Tristan will resent me coming between him and his aunt. There’s this whole history with his parents that has hit him pretty bad.”

“Poor kid,” O’Malley said.

“I just don’t want anyone to get hurt.” Joey sighed but Jane looked up at him and placed her small hand on his cheek.

“Don’t worry, Joey. You’re good with kids. Take it from me.” She grinned and Joey’s heart melted.

“Yeah, you know you’re the fun guy.” Shawn rolled his eyes. “The one Jane always wants to babysit her…” He held his hand up. “I know you’re not a baby.” He cut off Jane’s retort.

“Yeah, but it’s not all about fun, is it?” Joey asked.

“Thank you.” Shawn inclined his head slightly. “It is not all about fun. It’s about doing what’s best for a child. And I think you know how to do that, too. Look at how you handled the situation with Polly. You went with her even though you were in love with her and she was having another man’s baby.”

“Let’s not repeat that in front of Breeze,” Joey told Shawn.

“I said were. My guess is now that you have found your mate, your love for Polly is like a pale imitation of your love for Breeze.” Shawn studied his friend as he nodded in agreement. “Anyway, I think I speak for all of us when I say we would love to join you, Breeze and Tristan on a picnic. It’ll be fun.”

“It’s tomorrow afternoon. It doesn’t clash with your shift or Joanna’s?” Joey asked.

“Nope. And even if it did, we would both alter our schedules. We can’t wait to meet them.” Shawn side-eyed O’Malley. “Are you coming?”

“Oh, no, you are two families and I don’t want to be the odd cat out. And anyway, I have work to do on the bar. I’m hoping to open in a couple of weeks. Summer is right around the corner and I want to serve cold beer on hot sunny days to the good people of Cougar Ridge.” O’Malley edged toward the door. “I really need to get going. Congratulations again, Joey. And Jane, I’ll let you know how many cookies I need.”

“Okay,” Jane said brightly. “Bye!”

“Bye, honey. See you guys later.” With that, O’Malley left the house. As the door closed behind him, Joey wished his friend could experience the same happiness he felt.

But maybe without the same complications, his bear added.

What is life without a little complication? Joey answered. We’ll figure this out and our relationship with Breeze and Tristan will be stronger for it.


Chapter Eight – Breeze

“A picnic?” Tristan asked in disbelief. “With a bunch of people we don’t know?”

“Yes.” Breeze washed the dishes and Tristan dried them. Since he’d moved in with Breeze, Tristan had been good at picking up his chores without being asked. She figured it was his way of saying thank you to her for letting him stay.

Or because he was afraid if he wasn’t useful, she might send him away. Breeze swallowed down the lump of emotion that lodged in her throat. She would never send him away. Somehow, Breeze needed to make sure Tristan knew it. And believed it wholeheartedly.

“I’m not sure. But if you want to go…” Tristan placed the dry plate down on the countertop and reached for the next one.

“I’d like us to go together.” She swished her hands around in the soapy water. “I’d appreciate it if you’d come.”

Tristan gave her a strange look, one usually reserved for bugs that dared invade his bedroom. “You’d appreciate it?”

“Yes.” She sighed and brushed a stray strand of hair off her face. “I’ll be honest with you, I sometimes find it hard to meet new people by myself. Moving to a new town for me is like starting a new school for you.”

Tristan wrinkled his nose. “I get it.”

“The guy I met today, he took me to lunch, and it was nice. Nice having someone to talk to.” Breeze had already mentioned to Tristan that she’d been to lunch with a man she’d met at the hospital.

“Do you like him?” Tristan slowly circled the dishtowel around and around the plate he was holding even though it was already dry.

“I do like him.” She wasn’t going to lie to her nephew. But she wanted him to feel secure here with her. “He’s funny. And he offered to take you hiking. Which, I thought you would like. I know you want to explore the mountains and I’m not confident the two of us venturing out into the wild together is such a good idea.”

“I get it.” Tristan’s tone had turned mutinous.

“See, that’s what I want to avoid.” She pointed a sudsy finger at him. “Joey doesn’t want to get to know you just to score points.”

“And he told you that?” Tristan scoffed.

“Hey, I’ve had enough boyfriends and known enough people to figure out when I’m being played. And Joey isn’t like that. He’s a genuine guy,” Breeze insisted. Was she laying it on too strong?

“And you know that after one lunch date?” Tristan rolled his eyes.

“No, I know because I met him today when he came into the hospital with an ex-girlfriend who was having someone else’s baby. She needed his help and even though it must be hard seeing someone you used to date having a baby, he did it. He even arranged for the baby’s dad to be flown in, so he was there at the birth.” She took a breath. “That tells me a lot about a man.”

“He’s on the rebound,” Tristan announced, sounding mature and all-knowing. Breeze figured he’d heard too many adult conversations. Or maybe that’s what they talked about in the schoolyard these days.

“Thanks.” Her breath caught in her throat and she swallowed down the stubborn lump of emotion that threatened to erupt in a cascade of tears. Meeting Joey had stirred her emotions, emotions she usually kept under control.

“Sorry.” Tristan hung his head as he reached for another plate. “You’re the best, Aunt Breeze. If it is just a rebound thing, he’ll soon realize it.”

Breeze grabbed a towel and dried her hands. Reaching for Tristan, she pulled him into her arms. “Listen. I’m here for you. I am not going away. We’re in this together, all right?”

Tristan looked down at the linoleum as he nodded. Breeze slid her fingers under his chin and tilted his chin up. “I get it.” He still didn’t meet her eyes.

“We’re a team. Which is why I’d really like us to do this together. We’ll meet new people and get to know them. On the mountain.” She turned him around and looked out at the view from the kitchen window. “That big, beautiful mountain.”

“Okay.” Tristan sighed resignedly but his eyes crackled with excitement. Ever since he first set eyes on the high peaks and towering cliff faces, he’d been drawn to them. He longed to climb the rock faces and hike to the peaks that were often shrouded in cloud. It was good to see him interested in something real and tangible rather than an image on a screen.

“Thank you.” She dropped a kiss on the top of his head. “Now, how about dessert? I think we’ve earned some ice cream.”

“I love you, Aunt Breeze.” The rawness of his words pierced her heart.

“I love you, too, Tristan. Ever since the first time I saw you.” She held out her arms and he fell into them, his chest heaving as he clung to her. It was the first time he’d cried since he’d arrived in Bear Creek.

As he sobbed in her arms, she wished there was something she could do to take his pain away. But there were no words to heal him. No hugs to magically make things right. Tristan had to work through this, and all Breeze could do was be there for him.

“How about that ice cream?” she asked as his sobs subsided.

“Do you have chocolate?” Tristan’s voice was hoarse from crying.

“I do.” She went to the refrigerator and grabbed the tub while Tristan got the bowls and spoons. This had become their nightly ritual. After the dishes were done, they would take a bowl of ice cream and grab their jackets before going outside and sitting in the back yard watching the sun go down over the mountains.

It was a peaceful time when they both got lost in their own thoughts or talked about small things that had happened during the day. Breeze openly admitted it was her favorite part of their day.

“How did your day?” Breeze asked as she savored a spoonful of ice cream as it melted on her tongue.

“Good.” Tristan nodded. “Can I go and get some hiking boots, please?”

“Sure.” Breeze sat up straight. “We could see about getting a backpack which you can use for hiking. Maybe a water bottle, too.”

“Yeah.” He frowned and stabbed his ice cream with his spoon. “What if I make a fool of myself? In front of everyone.”

“What if you don’t?” Breeze asked. She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “We don’t know what we are capable of until we try. But one of the best things you can do for yourself is to try all the things so you can figure out what you do like and what you don’t.”

“You mean quit?” Tristan asked. “If I don’t like it.”

Breeze hadn’t realized until Tristan came to live with her just how hard it was to impart knowledge to a child. It was an intricate maze that had to be navigated and around every corner, there was a trap waiting to catch you.

“Sometimes we have to just find the courage to give things a try.” She ate another spoonful of ice cream thoughtfully. “You have to test yourself. See what you are capable of. Learn that if something goes wrong that it doesn’t mean everything will go wrong.”

“Like the lightbulb,” Tristan said. “Thomas Edison sure kept on trying.”

“Yeah, like the lightbulb. Never give up.” Breeze smiled to herself. She didn’t need to ask what Tristan had learned today. His family home daycare provider, Angela, encouraged him to read books. Ones with actual pages, not an e-device.

“You’re smart,” Tristan told her. “This guy who you had lunch with is lucky. I’m sure he’ll realize that.”

“Hey, it was one lunch date. It’s not as if we’re going to get married or anything.” Although, every time she thought of Joey, wedding bells did ring in her head.

“It might,” Tristan said. “You should give it a chance. Like the lightbulb.”

Breeze giggled. “And not give up after one failed date.”

“Was it a failed date?” Tristan asked.

“No, it was a good date.” She finished her ice cream and placed her bowl on the ground. Pulling her jacket tighter around her shoulders, she imagined what it would be like if Joey was here holding her and watching the sunset behind the mountains.

It would be good. More than good. Maybe she should take her own advice on taking a chance on a relationship. Maybe she should give Joey a chance. Who knew where it might lead?


Chapter Nine – Joey

Joey parked his truck outside of the address Breeze had given him. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to calm his nerves. If Tristan took an instant dislike to him then his life would be miserable from here on out.

It’ll be fine, his bear assured him. You heard what Jane said yesterday, we’re fun!

What if Tristan doesn’t think that? We might be great at entertaining girls, we’re good at tea parties and letting Jane ride on our back, but boys are different.

Since you were a boy once, I’m sure you’ll figure it out, his bear said confidently.

Only one way to find out. Joey yanked open the truck door and got out. He sucked in a deep breath and walked confidently toward the front door, his shoulders relaxed, and a confident smile on his face.

“Hi.” Breeze opened the front door, her smile wide. A good sign. “I wondered how long you were going to sit in your truck.”

“I wasn’t in there too long,” Joey insisted as color crept across his cheeks.

“I’m nervous, too,” she whispered and then stood back for him to come inside.

“How are you?” Joey asked as he stepped inside the neat house. It was small but functional and Joey reminded himself that Breeze had moved to Bear Creek on her own. Her nephew’s arrival was unplanned.

“I’m good.” Breeze tilted her head to one side. “Polly sends her love.”

“She does?” Joey asked in surprise.

“She does.” Breeze giggled. “She said you might look a little surprised. She also said that you were a keeper and I should hold on to you with both hands.”

“You should,” Joey agreed, lightly flustered to know Polly had been talking to Breeze about him. “Dare I ask what else she said about me?”

“That is a secret,” Breeze said cryptically.

“Now I’m doubly worried. First, that Polly has been telling you all my secrets and second because I have no idea if Tristan is going to like me or not.”

“Don’t put so much pressure on yourself,” Breeze told him. “We’ve only just met. I’m sure we’re going to be friends even if that’s as far as our relationship goes.”

But this is forever, his bear said in Joey’s head.

“I like you a lot, Breeze. I want this to work out.” Joey had to be honest, he needed Breeze to know how much she meant to him.

“Tristan said it’s because you are on the rebound.” Breeze offered Joey a cup of coffee and he took it because he needed something to do. Something to hold to stop his hands from shaking.

“I’m not on the rebound,” he insisted, his forehead creased before he realized who Breeze was referring to. “You mean from Polly?”

“I do.” She passed him a cup of coffee.

“I’m not.” He shook his head and then took a sip of the hot aromatic liquid. “Polly and I have been over for a long time. She has a husband and a baby. They are meant to be together.” He was babbling but he didn’t seem able to put his thoughts in a coherent order. Not when faced with his mate thinking his feelings for her were not one hundred percent genuine.

“No, I don’t think you are. But it’s nice to hear you say it.” Breeze went to the kitchen door leading to the back yard. “Tristan. Time to go.”

“Coming.” A young boy ran to the door and skidded to a stop. He wore new hiking boots and a pair of combat pants with lots of pockets.

“We went to the outdoor store when I got home from the hospital and got Tristan kitted out.” Breeze held out her arm to Tristan and he went to her.

“You look good,” Joey grinned. “You remind me of when I was a… When I was younger.” He didn’t want to insult Tristan by calling him a kid or a boy. Damn, this was harder than he’d expected.

Tristan didn’t answer, he just stared at Joey.

“You used to hike when you were Tristan’s age?” Breeze asked, filling in the awkward conversation.

“Yeah, I used to go into the mountains with my dad. He taught me the names of all the trees and all the plants. We used to forage for food and then make a campfire and cook our dinner on it before sleeping under the stars. Good times.” He nodded and smiled fondly at the memories.

“Do you still camp out under the stars?” Breeze asked.

“No.” Joey frowned as he shook his head. “I don’t know why, it’s just something I stopped doing.”

“Maybe we could do that one night?” Breeze suggested. “As long as we can keep the bugs away. We don’t like bugs too much, do we, Tristan?”

“Not really.” Tristan glanced up at Breeze. “Are we going?”

“Sure.” Joey gulped down his coffee.

“Maybe you could carry this cooler bag out for me?” Breeze handed the bag to Tristan who took it and hoisted it over his shoulder before grabbing his backpack, also from the mountain store.

“You didn’t need to bring anything,” Joey said then slapped his forehead. “I forgot to say that, didn’t I?”

“You did. But even if you had, I would’ve brought some food along. It’s the least I can do since you organized this picnic.” She grinned at him. “I think we need to get better at communicating.”

“I’m happy to practice communicating with you any time.” He held out his hand. “Shall I take that?”

She handed him another backpack. “Thanks.”

“I’m happy to supply the food, too. I wanted this to be a treat for you and Tristan. Like a welcome to Bear Creek picnic.” Joey went to the truck and opened the tailgate. “Can you put that in here, Tristan?”

“Sure.” Tristan heaved the cooler bag off his shoulder and dropped it into the back.

“Thanks. Do you want to climb in” Joey had decided to treat Tristan as if they’d know each other for a while. Just as he talked to Jane. They were friends. He wouldn’t take any rudeness from him, but he wouldn’t talk down to him either.

“Sure.” Tristan swung his backpack around and went to the passenger side of the truck.

“This is the last of the picnic stuff.” Breeze passed it to Joey. “Oh, wow, there is enough food here for a week.”

Joey grinned sheepishly. “I went a little overboard.”

“We’d better work up an appetite then.” She chuckled as Joey closed the trunk. “I’m excited to see the mountain. Not so excited about carrying all this over the hills and far away.”

“We’re driving to the place we’re going to eat. Then we can pack everything back in the truck and go for a walk.” Joey turned to face his mate. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore minimal makeup, but she looked happy, as if she were glowing.

He’d never wanted to kiss a woman more in his life.

“Is that so the bears aren’t attracted to the food?” Breeze asked.

“Bears?” Joey squawked. Did his mate know about shifters after all?

“Yes, Loni, my supervisor, told me to watch out for the bears if we are going on a picnic. She said to pick up some bear spray and a loud horn. I should have picked some up at the mountain store.” Breeze folded her arms and turned to look toward the mountains. “It just reminded me of how much Tristan and I have to learn about living here.”

“Most bears are fine,” Joey assured her.

Breeze and Tristan need to know the dangers, his bear told him. Not all bears on the mountain are shifters. And if a shifter gets close enough to get sprayed then they probably deserve it.

“We’ll talk about it on the way.” Joey inclined his head toward the truck. “Come on, Tristan is waiting, and my stomach is rumbling at the thought of all this food.”

“They do say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” Breeze took a gulp of air. “Not that I’m trying to get to your heart.”

Joey grinned. “You’re already in it.” He winked, not wanting to get too serious when this was supposed to be a fun day.

“Part of me thinks you are a charming joker, the other part thinks that’s true,” Breeze admitted.

“Both parts are true. I am a charming joker. Jane will tell you that.” Joey opened the passenger side door and held it while Breeze climbed in.

“Who is Jane?” Tristan asked. “Another of your girlfriends?”

“Tristan!” Breeze was not taking any nonsense from her nephew.

“Sorry,” Tristan mumbled.

“Breeze told you we met while she helped one of my ex-girlfriends give birth.” Joey could understand where Tristan’s comment was coming from. “And you want to make sure that your aunt isn’t being played by a man who is a serial dater. It’s good that your aunt has you to watch her back. That’s what family does.”

“I don’t want Aunt Breeze to get hurt,” Tristan admitted sullenly.

“I promise, I am not going to hurt her. Or you.” Joey started the engine and backed out of the driveway. “Today is going to be a good day.”

“So who is Jane?” Tristan asked.

“She’s someone I look after when her dad is busy. Her dad, Shawn, is a doctor at the hospital. And until a couple of months ago, he was a single parent. So he needed help and I like taking care of his daughter. She reminds me of how much fun it is being a child.” Joey drove toward the mountains hoping the picnic wasn’t a huge mistake.

“Being a child is not fun,” Tristan said as he stared out of the window.

“You don’t have fun?” Breeze asked in surprise.

“Sometimes.” Tristan watched the houses go by. There was a sadness about the boy that Joey wanted to purge. Kids were supposed to have happy childhoods.

“What isn’t fun?” Joey asked as they left the town behind and headed into the mountains.

“Not having a say in your own life,” Tristan grumbled. “You have to do what adults tell you to do whether you want to or not.”

“That’s true. But most of the time adults are trying to protect you or do the right thing.” Joey was beginning to feel out of his depth. He didn’t know Tristan’s whole history. He glanced at Breeze, checking that he hadn’t said the wrong thing.

“Joey’s right,” Breeze slipped her arm around her nephew’s shoulder. “Adults try to do the right thing, but it doesn’t mean it is the right thing. We’re humans, infallible and sometimes stupid.”

“Are my mom and dad stupid?” Tristan asked.

“I don’t know if I’d call them stupid.” Breeze thought for a moment. “Although, they did buy that red carpet…”

Tristan giggled. “My friends used to say it looked as if someone had been murdered in our living room.”

“Nice,” Joey nodded and grinned.

Breeze rolled her eyes. “Nice is not the word I would use. I don’t know what they were thinking.”

Tristan sighed. “Fallible.”

“Yes, it means that they don’t get everything right. No one ever does. Not one single person who has ever lived or who ever will live.” Breeze hugged Tristan close. “It’s one of those things that we all have to keep trying at.”

Tristan nodded then he pointed out of the window. “What tree is that?”

“A beech tree,” Joey answered quickly.

“And that?” Tristan was done with the serious talk and now wanted to test Joey’s knowledge of trees. He was good with that.

“I have some books you can borrow if you want to learn all this stuff, too,” Joey told Tristan when he finally stopped the rapid-fire questions and settled back to enjoy the view of the mountain below.

“Yeah, I’d like that.” Tristan looked at Joey. “Could you take me out on the mountain and test me?”

“Sure,” Joey agreed. “We could go exploring and you can name the trees and the plants. Bugs are interesting, too.”

Tristan wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “They just creep with their little legs. They crawl around, getting into stuff where they don’t belong.”

“They do an amazing job, too. We just don’t get to see most of it because they have a secret life.” Joey glanced at Tristan. “When we go for our hike, I’ll show you.”

“I don’t think I want to see,” Tristan said with a shudder.

“You know, without all of the insects we wouldn’t have all the fruit and vegetables we eat,” Joey continued. He really wanted Tristan to see the wonder in the world all around them. “We need the bugs, particularly bees, to pollinate the plants.”

“That’s cool with me,” Tristan scoffed.

“Tristan is not a fan of fruit and vegetables,” Breeze admitted.

“Really?” Joey asked. “What about ripe plums or cherries? Or a crisp juicy apple?”

“No way. Give me chips and cookies any day.” Tristan wound his neck back and licked his lips. “Much tastier.”

“Oh, it’s on!” Joey said. “I am going to convert you to fruit and vegetables.”

“No chance!” Tristan replied.

“You have not tasted the food I brought for the picnic.” Joey arched an eyebrow at Tristan. “I don’t think you’ll be able to resist my fruit skewers or my veggie wraps. And wait until you have tasted Shawn’s spinach tortillas.”

“I’ll try them, but I won’t like them,” Tristan told Joey firmly.

The boy has already made up his mind, Joey’s bear told him.

I know. We’ll just have to unmake it. Joey liked a good challenge, and this was one he planned to win.

Don’t be a sore loser, his bear told him.

I don’t intend to lose, Joey replied.

Neither does Tristan. His bear was right, the boy’s jaw was firm, his hands were clenched, he was not going down without a fight. But Joey was an experienced fighter and he did not like to lose either.

By the end of the day, I will prove to Tristan that bugs are good, and fruit and vegetables are tasty.

“You know,” Breeze said as the two males in the car fell silent. “I always wondered what it would be like to have two boys.” She glanced at Tristan and then at Joey. “Now I know.”

Joey grinned. What he wouldn’t give to raise two boys with his mate.


Chapter Ten – Breeze

Breeze smiled at the two people in the truck. She was having fun. The most fun she’d had since she moved to Bear Creek. Coming on this picnic had seemed like a terrible idea but watching Tristan and Joey debate the usefulness of bugs was weirdly therapeutic.

She stretched out her legs and sighed in contentment as they drove along the mountain road, climbing higher and higher with each bend in the road, which meandered serpentine through vast forest and cliffs that dropped away into steep-sided valleys.

“And what is your stance on bugs?” Joey asked.

“Me?” Breeze shook her head. “I am not being drawn into this debate. I would not like to take sides. You boys can sort it out between you.”

“Aunt Breeze doesn’t like spiders, but she always comes and takes them out of my bedroom or out of the bathtub.” Tristan smiled at her and her heart squeezed in her chest. He was a good kid who deserved more from his parents. “You never kill them. So I guess that means you like them after all.”

“I don’t believe we should kill any animal or creature for the sake of it,” she admitted. “The spiders don’t come into your room to pick a fight with you. They’re just doing their thing.”

“Spinning webs and trapping flies,” Joey said. “Have you ever seen a spider making its web?”

“Nope. I have a life,” Tristan said sarcastically. Wherever did he learn to talk like that? Uri. His dad had a deep vein of sarcasm running through him.

“Watching a spider spin its web is incredible,” Joey enthused.

“As I said, I have a life.” Tristan went back to watching the world go by outside the truck window. It occurred to Breeze that was what he’d spent most of his life doing. Tristan’s parents worked long hours and were often so wrapped up in themselves that they never thought of taking their son to the theater or a zoo, or even the beach.

“Is this the first time you’ve been into the mountains?” Joey asked.

“Yes. We’ve been planning to hike up here, but I was worried about the bears and wolves.” She smiled at him, liking the way his eyes crinkled as he smiled back. “I appreciate this, Joey. I really do. And so does Tristan.”

“No problem. I was thinking after we’ve eaten, I could teach you some survival stuff. Things like fire lighting and shelter building. And about bears.” He paused as if leaving something unsaid. “Then if you two ever do come up here together, you will be prepared.”

“We’re going to light a fire?” Tristan asked excitedly.

“I thought that would be fun.” Joey glanced at Breeze. “If that’s okay with your aunt.”

“Yes, as long as you promise me you won’t ever light a fire unless there is an adult with you. Fires can be very dangerous.” Breeze fixed Tristan with one of her stern looks which he interpreted as this is not up for debate.

“I promise. I will never start a fire unless there is an adult with me.” He looked up at the tall trees that towered above their heads before they broke out into the open mountainside. The peaks were close now, it was as if they could get out of the truck and stroll to the summit, though Breeze suspected the high peaks were farther away than they seemed.

“I can’t believe how beautiful it is here.” She slowly turned her head taking in the view before them as the road petered out and became a dirt track. The truck dipped down into potholes made by the rain and climbed over slabs of rock left exposed by erosion.

Breeze clung to the sides of the seat to stop herself from bouncing around. Even with her seatbelt on, it felt as if she might be flung across the cab of the truck.

“Not much farther.” Joey gripped the steering wheel tightly as he expertly maneuvered the truck toward their destination.

Then the hill leveled out and they drove across a flat grassy plain. A couple of hundred feet ahead, another truck was parked and a few of people were setting out a picnic blanket while a child played with a man.

“We’re here.” Joey grinned and waved as the couple who were setting out the picnic straightened and waved back.

“This is an amazing spot,” Breeze said, although she was really thinking—what if Joey’s friends didn’t like her? Which was ridiculous, but for some reason, it meant a lot to her. She wanted to fit into his life with as little friction as possible.

We have just met, she reminded herself, but it didn’t help as butterflies filled her stomach, fluttering around so much she didn’t think she could eat a bite of any of the food she’d packed.

“Okay.” Joey glanced her way and held her gaze. “They’re really nice.” Could the man read her thoughts? Did he know she was scared? Unreasonably scared, she reminded herself. She met new people all the time at work. This was the first time she was going to socialize as herself, not Breeze the midwife.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I think the bumpy trail knocked the wind out of me.” She hoped she covered her real fears.

“That was so cool,” Tristan said, not sharing his aunt’s thoughts on the ride up the mountain.

“Well, we get to do it all over again on the way down.” His concern for Breeze laced his words. Joey opened the door and climbed out. “Let’s go meet everyone, they can’t wait to say hi.”

Joey jumped out of the truck, landing lightly on the ground, He swung his arm around and the flat of his palm smacked against the door. The door shut with a bang and he strode around the front of the truck and yanked the passenger door open. The guy sure had enthusiasm to spare, he would be good for Tristan.

Good for her, too.

Breeze had come here looking for a new start and she’d found it. Instead of being scared, she needed to reach out and grab hold of it with both hands.

Just as she needed to reach out and grab Joey’s hand as he offered it to her. “Thanks.” The truck was higher than she was used to, and she placed her hand in his as she slid down from the cab.

“Hi there,” the woman who had been spreading out a picnic came over to meet them, followed by two men and a young girl who was swinging between the two men, one hand held in each of theirs.

With a carefree whee, she swung through the air.

“Hi, you must be Joanna.” Breeze extended her hand, unsure whether to shake, hug, or just give a brief wave.

“I am.” Joanna took hold of Breeze’s hand and pulled her into a hug. “I’m so happy to meet you at last.”

“At last.” Breeze frowned. “I’ve only just met Joey. Or do you know someone whose baby I delivered?”

“No,” Joanna replied, giving Joey an apologetic look. “I only meant that Joey has told us so much about you already.”

“He has?” Breeze shot Joey a questioning look.

“You delivered Polly’s baby. That was such an amazing thing,” Joey said quickly. “I needed to tell everyone.”

“And I am extra interested since I am pregnant.” Joanna’s cheeks flushed pink as Joey stepped forward and engulfed her in his strong arms.

“You are?” Joey’s expression was priceless. A mixture of joy and love crossed his face. Joanna meant a lot to him. Just as Polly did. The guy was full of love. Full of fun and she wanted to scratch the surface and get to know the man underneath.

“I am.” Joanna’s eyes brimmed with tears which she quickly dashed away. However, they soon returned as O’Malley, who still held onto Jane’s hand, hugged Joanna, too.

“That is amazing.” O’Malley shook his head. “This is incredible.” He looked at Joey. “For all of you.”

“Congratulations,” Breeze added her voice, too, unsure of what the look O’Malley had given Joey meant.

“I’m sorry to steal the limelight,” Joanna told Breeze as she wiped away tears. “We’ve been waiting to tell people for a couple of weeks.”

“You’ve known for a couple of weeks?” O’Malley asked in surprise.

“We wanted to make sure everything was okay before we told everyone,” Shawn told them.

“I kept the secret, too,” Jane said. “Dad didn’t think I’d be able to. But I locked my lips.” She let go of Shawn’s hand and mimed locking her lips and throwing away the key.

“I knew you could do it, really,” Shawn laughed.

“Hey, do you want to go and explore while the grownups talk babies?” Jane asked Tristan, who had hung back by the truck.

“Sure.” He took a couple of uncertain steps forward, but Jane let go of O’Malley’s hand and went to Tristan, falling into step with him as they walked across the grassy plane toward a small mound of rocks.

“I didn’t think you could make it,” Joey said to O’Malley.

“I’ve worked hard all day and I could not resist the thought of food in the open air. So I decided I needed a break.” O’Malley tilted his head back and inhaled deeply. “Nothing like mountain air to work up an appetite.”

“I think he means we should eat.” Joey clapped his hands together. “I have a mission to make Tristan like fruit and vegetables and convert him to a bug lover.”

“Wow, if you can accomplish that in one day, you must have magic skills,” Joanna said as she kissed Shawn on the cheek.

“I do have magic skills.” Joey walked back to the truck and grabbed the picnic bags. “I just don’t know how to use them yet. But I’m working on it.”

“Come give me a hand, Breeze, if you don’t mind.” Joanna beckoned to Breeze.

“Sure,” Breeze replied.

“That’s code for will you answer all my questions about pregnancy and birth,” Shawn warned Breeze. His eyes twinkled as he teased his wife. They were both so happy, they glowed.

“I love talking babies and pregnancy,” Breeze admitted. “So ask away. Anytime.” She pointed a finger at Joanna. “Although, I would be grateful if you have a sudden question pop into your head at three o’clock in the morning you don’t call me right away.”

“I won’t. I promise.” Joanna linked arms with Breeze and guided her toward the picnic blanket already spread across the ground. “I am so happy you are here.”

“So am I,” Breeze replied. “So am I.”


Chapter Eleven – Joey

“How are things between you and Breeze?” Shawn asked as he helped Joey fetch the picnic from the truck.

“Good. I think.” He shut the back of the truck and hitched a backpack onto his shoulder. “It’s hard to tell. I think you got off easy.”

“I did?” Shawn asked. “I did!” he quickly agreed.

“Good save.” O’Malley laughed. “I won’t tell Joanna that you think your relationship with her is hard work.”

“That is not what I said,” Shawn protested, which made O’Malley laugh even harder.

“I mean that with Joanna being a shifter, you both got the connection. You both knew.” Joey watched the two women talking as the men carried over the picnic bags.

“I still wouldn’t say it was easy,” Shawn replied. “Don’t say it,” he warned O’Malley.

“I was joking before,” O’Malley assured him. “I know it was hard for you guys because of Jane. Because of what happened when she was a baby.”

Shawn nodded. “Until we had all that figured out, it was hard to focus on us.”

“But now,” O’Malley slapped Shawn on the back. “A baby. I am so happy for you both.”

“Me, too,” Joey added. “You’re a lucky man.”

“And so are you,” O’Malley said. “You have a mate. Sure, it’s going to take some explaining.” He dropped his voice. “The whole turning into a bear thing. That is not the kind of thing you learn every day.”

“I’m worried she’s going to freak,” Joey admitted. “I’m scared she’ll think I’ll be a bad influence on Tristan.”

“You will be a bad influence,” O’Malley teased. “In the best possible way.”

“Hey, hunter-gathers, we need some food,” Joanna called to the three men.

“Coming,” Shawn said and hurried to his wife.

“Thanks, honey.” Joanna caught hold of Shawn’s hand as he walked past. “Could you grab me a cold soda, please?”

“Sure.” He squeezed her hand lightly and headed toward his truck.

“Feeling nauseous?” Breeze asked.

“Yeah, it comes and goes. But a cold soda and then something to eat helps.” She placed her hand on her stomach. “I hope I don’t feel this way all through my pregnancy.”

“You won’t, before you know it everyone will be telling you that you are glowing,” Breeze assured her. “Just don’t be too hard on yourself. Enjoy it, every bit.”

“I intend to.” She accepted the soda from Shawn. “We intend to.”

“We do.” Shawn set more food down on the picnic blanket and began unpacking it. “We should have made this a campout. We have enough food for days.”

“Why don’t you invite Kelos and Amber to join us?” Joey asked as he opened a couple of Tupperware containers and offered them around.

“I could text Kelos.” Shawn took out his phone and looked at the screen. “If I can get a signal.”

“Oh, how is Kelos? He was nearly as big a hero as you, Joey. Flying Miles back for the birth…” Joanna coughed as she suddenly realized what she’d said. Her eyes went wide, and she shot an apologetic look at Joey.

“So Kelos is the one who flew Miles back to Bear Creek. Is there a landing strip nearby?” Breeze looked over her shoulder at the town below. “I’ve never seen one.”

“I think Carter Eden has one on his grounds,” Shawn said quickly.

“The Carter Eden lives in Bear Creek?” Breeze asked.

“He does,” Joey said, hoping the news might cause a distraction.

“Now that is one guy I would like to arrest.” Joanna took a gulp of soda as Shawn took a sharp breath.

“The mother of my unborn child wants to place another man in handcuffs?” Shawn asked in mock offense as he reached up, phone in hand, trying to get a signal.

“I blame it on my hormones,” Joanna said. “I can do that, can’t I?” she asked Breeze.

“Absolutely. Your hormones are out of whack for sure.” Breeze giggled, it was a good sound.

“Okay, I am going to go a little way back down the mountain and see if I can pick up a signal.” Shawn kissed Joanna on the cheek and then jogged off toward the road. As soon as he was out of view, Joey sensed him shift into his cougar and run sure-footed and fast down the road.

“Oh, this was a good idea,” Joanna said, kicking off her shoes.

“Remember you are eating for two,” Joey said as he offered her some sandwiches and placed some chocolate-covered strawberries in a bowl. “I made these, too. We have to save some for Tristan so I can convince him fruit is good to eat.”

“Where are the children?” Breeze asked, suddenly alert as she looked around for her nephew.

Joey pushed out his senses, locating the two children near the small clump of trees farther along the plane. “They’re just over there.” He pointed.

“I can’t see them,” Breeze said, sitting up straighter before standing on her feet. “Can you see them?”

“I caught a glimpse of them,” Joey said, which was a lie.

We should never lie to our mate, his bear told him.

What am I supposed to say, I used my super senses? Joey could not wait for Breeze to know about shifters. Then there would be no secrets between them.

“Shall I go and get them?” Joey asked.

“We could go together,” Breeze suggested. “I’d love to get a good look at the view from up here.”

“This way.” He inclined his head toward the trees, and she fell into step with him.

“Thank you. For all this,” she said.

“The view is not due to me,” he replied. “That has been there for as long as anyone can remember and then some more.”

“You know what I mean,” she said. “I would never have ventured this far up the mountain alone. My car would never have made it for a start.”

“It’s not the easiest place to reach. But that means it’s usually quiet.” He breathed in the mountain air. “I love it up here. I used to think it would be amazing to spend a whole summer living on the mountain. No work, no chores, just fresh air, and freedom.”

“The joy of being young, free, and single.” Her expression clouded. “If you don’t want a relationship…” She stalled before she began again. “I know you think we have a connection, that there is something between us. But if you decided you would rather meet a woman who has no commitments, no baggage, then don’t worry about me.”

“Breeze,” Joey stopped walking and turned to face her. “There is no one else for me. When I said we had a connection, I meant it. A deep, unbreakable connection.”

Breeze swallowed hard and her cheeks flushed pink. Joey cursed himself, he should have held back. But it was next to impossible when she was close. He wanted her to know exactly how he felt. If he thought it wouldn’t freak her out completely, he would go stand on top of the nearest cliff and shout out his undying love to the world.

Now that would be too much, his bear said.

Yeah, I know but that doesn’t stop me feeling it. Joey knew his bear would do the same. If he could, he would climb to the highest peak and roar into the wind telling the world he had a mate and she was his.

“I feel a connection between us,” Breeze admitted. “But it’s not unbreakable.” She gave a short laugh. “I’ve seen this before. When my sister met her husband, she swore their love was unbreakable. But guess what? It broke. And Tristan is living with the consequences.”

“This is different,” Joey assured her.

“That’s what we all say. That’s the lie we all tell ourselves. My sister used to practically rub my face in it. She used to tell me that her love for Uri is stronger and deeper than any love anyone in the world has ever known.” She laughed, low and humorless. “I used to be jealous. I used to want that same kind of love. But seeing what it’s done to Tristan, seeing how he’s having to cope with the fallout of their marriage breaking down…” She turned away from Joey and kept walking.

“This is different,” Joey insisted.

“That is what everyone says,” Breeze replied.

“And you don’t believe it’s possible for us to be different?” Joey asked. Had Breeze’s experience with her sister made her so cynical she couldn’t take a leap of faith and believe in what she felt for Joey? He was in her heart, he knew he was, in the same way he knew that the winter snows always melted when the sun warmed the ground each spring,

“I don’t know.” At least Breeze wasn’t completely closed off from giving them a chance. “I suppose I’ve never expected to feel like this about someone. And part of me thinks it’s just the first blush of love and it will fade just like the brightest flower blooms and fades.”

“Or, we could be like a tree. We set down roots and we learn to grow stronger together.” He wanted to convince her they were meant to be together but the only way she would ever believe him was if he showed her his bear. Then she would believe him. She would believe in their love.

“It scares me,” Breeze suddenly said, and his heart rammed into his ribs. Did she mean him? Did she know about shifters after all?

“You’re scared of me?” Joey asked and she gave a low laugh that made the hairs on his arms stand on end.

“No, why would I be scared of you? One thing I know in my heart is that you would never hurt me.” She sighed. They were close to the trees, and soon the bubble they were in as if they were alone on the mountain would burst and he would lose a part of her again. “I don’t know if I feel that way because I want to believe it’s possible for two people to want the best for each other. To love and support the other unconditionally.”

“I couldn’t hurt you if I tried,” he told her honestly.

“There you go again.” Breeze looked amused rather than annoyed. “And I feel like a child who knows that Santa Claus isn’t real but desperately wants to believe in him.”

“What? Now you’re telling me Santa isn’t real?” Joey looked aghast.

Breeze grinned. “I believe you are real. And genuine, and that I want to give this a chance.” She put her hands to her cheeks and shook her head. “Honestly, it feels wrong even talking like this. Talking as if we’ve been in a long relationship and we’re thinking of taking things a step further.”

“Do you ever think how great it would be to skip the part where you dance around each other trying to figure out if the person you are dating is the one?” he asked.

“Isn’t that the fun part?” Breeze shrugged. “No, I guess it’s not. By the time you figure out the way he slurps as he drinks his coffee is no longer cute and instead makes you feel as if you want to grab his cup out of his hand and yell at him to drink properly, you’ve maybe invested a couple of months of your life in the relationship.”

“And you have to start all over again. You have to meet someone, feel that spark with them, and then hope they aren’t already dating or married or think you look like a fish.” He held out his hands when she frowned at him. “Just go with it.”

“And you’re saying you want to skip that part?” she asked.

“I’m saying that we already have. That we are meant to be together. Fate has already chosen me for you and you for me.” He waited for her to disagree or tell him once again he was crazy, this whole thing was crazy.

But she didn’t. “Fate, huh?”

“Do you believe in fate?” Joey asked. Perhaps he’d made a breakthrough.

“I’m not sure I do. My sister said a similar thing when she met her husband. Which makes me wary.” She turned her head and stared at him as they reached the trees. “But I believe you do. I believe you want this to work between us. And so I’m willing to give it a try. But slow.”

“I can do slow.” He grinned as they ducked under the branches of the trees, convinced Breeze would soon see exactly why he believed in fate and that they were meant to be together.

Because soon, as soon as possible, he was going to tell her about shifters and show her his bear.

That will make her a believer, his bear said.

Joey only hoped he was right. With her need to protect Tristan so strong, Joey was concerned it might go either way.

However, he would deal with that outcome if it arose since failure meant a lifetime of heartbreak. For both of them.

He was convinced Breeze would never be happy with any other man. She might not be a shifter, but fate had paired them together and the bond between them would always be there, always be a thorn in the side of any relationship she had with another man.


Chapter Twelve – Breeze

“Where are they?” Breeze asked as they entered the small copse of trees where Joey said the children were playing.

“They’re just up ahead.” He pointed through the trees, but Breeze still couldn’t see anyone.

“How do you know?”

He paused. “I can hear them.”

“I can’t.” She stopped walking and listened. Turning her head to the right and then left, she tried to pick up the faintest sound of two children playing in the trees. “Nope.”

A trickle of fear ran down her spine and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Had Joey lured her here knowing full well the kids were elsewhere? She mentally chastised herself. She’d watched too many horror movies in her teenage years.

Joey was no bogeyman, no backwoods guy was waiting to ambush them.

“There, did you hear that?” Joey asked, his finger pointing into the trees.

“A giggle?” She might have heard it, or she might not. If she did, it was very faint. Joey sure must have good hearing.

He took a step closer to her and whispered, “They are hiding from us.”

“Oh.” She smiled, it was good for Tristan to play with someone his own age and to have fun. Childhood was all about carefree, safe, fun. Were they safe here on the mountain? What if they got too close to the edge of a cliff and fell off?

Suddenly, the momentous responsibility of caring for her nephew crashed down on her. It was as if the air was sucked out of her lungs and she couldn’t breathe.

“Hey, Breeze.” Joey hooked his hand under her arm and held her upright. “What’s wrong?”

She couldn’t speak as she forced herself to breathe. She gasped and placed her hand on her chest as panic gripped her.

“Okay. I’ve got you.” He held her close and led her to a fallen tree trunk. “Sit down. Just relax. I’m here.” He rubbed her back, his hand circling around in a soothing motion. “Breathe with me. In and out.” He breathed in and let the air out slowly, his mouth forming an o.

Breeze focused on his mouth, keeping her breath in time with his until she finally got her panic under control. “Thank you.”

“Any time.” His concern was palpable. Joey cared for her. Really cared for her. Then she reminded herself that this was the same man who accompanied an ex-girlfriend to the hospital when she was in labor. He’d be there for anyone who needed his help.

Why couldn’t she accept this was special?

“I was scared for Tristan,” she admitted.

“He’s safe, he and Jane are stalking us.” He looked up, his eyes fixed on a movement through the trees that she could not see.

“I worry that something will happen to him. I guess it’s different if they are your child. Caring for someone else’s child puts a lot of pressure on you.” She sucked in a deep breath. “I so want to do the right thing by him.”

“You are,” Joey assured her. “He’s happy, he’s having fun. He’s not afraid to argue his cause even if it is his dislike of vegetables.”

She gave a low laugh and felt better. “We should get back to the others and you can prove to him veggies are good to eat.” She stood up, her legs still shaky, but the panic had subsided.

“Come on, this way.” He hooked his hand under her elbow and guided her to their left, through a dense patch of shrubby bushes. She liked the feel of his hand on her arm, he gave her strength with the lightest of touches.

“I thought they were in the other direction?” Breeze asked as she crouched low under the trees.

“They are. Which is why we’re going this way.” He grinned over his shoulder at her. “We’re going to sneak upon them.”

“Oh, you really are a big kid, aren’t you?” She loved his carefree attitude, the way he liked childish fun, and yet she knew from experience he was a loyal and dependable adult.

Joey might just be the perfect man. At least the perfect man for her.

She just needed to let him in.

“We have to keep very quiet.” He put his fingers to his lips. “Step where I step.”

“Okay.” She smothered a giggle as she took a large step forward, unable to match his stride without nearly losing her balance. “Sorry,” she hissed as she reached out and grabbed hold of his jacket to stop herself from overbalancing.

“Remind me not to take you hunting,” Joey told her, but his tone was good-natured.

“I thought since we are so incredibly perfect for each other that you would take me anywhere you go,” she teased, although the look he shot her way said that he would never leave her side if that was what she wanted.

However, he quickly covered the look with a low laugh. “Let’s hunt the children.” He pointed to their right and ducked under a low branch before tiptoeing across a small glade. The sunlight dappled across the ground, and small flowers sprang up where the light filtered through, giving the glade an almost magical feel.

As they stalked the children, Breeze listened out for any sound that would tell her where they were or any sign of movement. There were none but Joey seemed to know exactly where they were, altering his course to intercept them. It was as if he had a sixth sense or super hearing.

“There,” he mouthed to her and pointed to an old stunted pine tree before ducking down.

Breeze did the same and saw a flicker of movement which she distinguished as Tristan’s legs, his feet clad in his new hiking boots. She stifled a laugh as the children walked right past them, heading in the direction from where Joey and Breeze had started out.

When the children had passed by, Joey crept forward, keeping low and Breeze followed. Her legs ached from being in a hunched-over position for too long, but she gritted her teeth and kept moving even though she was sure she was making too much noise.

Then they reached a narrow animal track and Joey stood up. Beckoning her to follow, he ran along the trail, before bursting out on Tristan and Jane, emitted a low guttural growl. Jane shrieked in shock before her expression changed to one of pleasure and she threw herself into Joey’s arms.

“We were sneaking up on you,” she told him as she hugged him around the neck so tight it was surprising he could still breathe.

“I know, we were watching you,” Joey told her as Tristan grinned and went to his aunt. “But you know I’m the best at playing hide and seek and catching you.”

Jane pressed her lips together and rolled her eyes. “You cheat, though, because you use your shifter senses.”

“Your what?” Breeze asked.

Joey looked startled, as if Jane had blurted out a big secret. “It’s…”

“People in Bear Creek can turn into animals,” Tristan said matter-of-factly.

“Oh, this is part of your game,” Breeze said.

“No, it’s true,” Tristan said, his face screwed up in defiance as if she’d called him a liar.

“Is that what Jane told you?” Breeze was a little cross that Jane had made something up and convinced Tristan it was true.

Jane glanced at Joey, not sure what to say. Breeze inhaled deeply, fighting off another panic attack. Was this really true? Did the people of Bear Creek turn into animals? Her forehead creased as she searched her memories. Hadn’t she heard this somewhere before?

“Dad told us about them once, remember?” Tristan asked. “He went to the Amazon when he was younger, and he met people who could shift into leopards and sloths.”

“I thought he was joking,” Breeze told Tristan as the blood drained from her face. She turned to face Joey. Dependable Joey, even though she already knew the answer. “Is this true?”

“Yes.” He reached out and took hold of her arm. Was he worried she might faint or scared, she might run away? “I was going to tell you but didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

“You can turn into a…a what?” she asked.

“A bear.” He let Jane slither out of his arms, and she landed lightly on the ground. “This is why I know we are meant to be together.”

“Because you are a shifter?” Breeze asked.

“Because you and Joey are mates,” Jane chimed in. “You’re meant to be together. Joey knew when he first saw you. Just like my dad knew when he first saw Joanna. Although, she already knew back since she is a shifter, too.”

“Joanna is a shifter?” Breeze asked as the trees surrounding them seemed to spin around, the leaves dancing on the breeze as they circled her. But the world wasn’t moving, it was all in her head. “What about the baby?”

Joey put a hand on each of her arms, holding her steady while the world turned. “Just breathe. The baby is a baby. It won’t be born with claws and fur, it’ll just be a baby.”

She nodded. “I remember Tristan’s dad talking about shifters. I just never knew he was telling the truth. Although, I should have known since he doesn’t really have the imagination to make things up.” Her brows knitted together, and she searched the woodland glade for Tristan’s face. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Why? It’s true.” Tristan took a step forward and then another, concern etched on his face. “It’s all right, Aunt Breeze, shifters are friendly. They won’t hurt you.”

“You can never hurt me.” She looked up, seeking out the truth in Joey’s eyes. “That’s why you said it.”

“It is. And it’s why I know that we’re meant to be together.” He gave a nervous laugh. “I was going to tell you. I was waiting for the right time. I also hoped you might get to know me and want to be with me before I…” His face paled. “This is not how I planned on you finding out.”

“No, I don’t suppose it is.” Breeze cupped her face in her hands. “Wow, I sure got more than I bargained for on this picnic.”

“I can take you home if you prefer,” Joey offered gently. “You’ve had quite a shock.”

“No.” She put her hand up. “I’m okay.” She nodded. “I think we should go back to the others and have something to eat. I just need time to process all this.”

“Maybe if you saw Joey shift,” Jane suggested. “You might feel better faster if you see his bear.”

“Bear.” Breeze pointed at Joey. “That is why you didn’t like the idea of me buying that spray!”

“Yeah.” Joey looked sheepish. “I am hoping that if I do shift, you don’t spray me with it.”

“I promise not to. As long as your bear behaves himself.” Confusion filled her. “How does that work? Are you the same person whether you are a bear or a man? Or is your bear wild?”

“We share a connection. We’re kind of the same but not.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve never really thought about it before. I’ve certainly never explained it to anyone.”

“Have you ever told anyone what you are?” she asked. “Have you ever shared your secret with someone? Someone who didn’t know about shifters before?”

“No.” Joey shook his head. “This is the first time. This is the first time for a lot of things.”

Breeze licked her lips nervously. “I’m trying to not overreact.”

“You’re lucky.” Jane slipped her hand into Breeze’s. “Joey is a great guy. He looks after me, he’s fun and he will always be there for you. Just like he’s always there for me and lots of other people.”

“Thanks, Jane.” Joey looked a little embarrassed.

“You’re welcome,” Jane replied. “I just want you to be happy, Joey.” She looked up at Breeze. “For you both to be happy. And be there for each other. People should always be there for each other.” Her bottom lip trembled but then she sucked in a deep breath. “I’m starving. Come and taste the cookies I made.”

“Jane makes the best cookies,” Joey confirmed, his expression filled with concern as he looked at the young girl. There was something she was missing, but now was not the time to ask.

Not the time to ask about any of this. Later, when they were alone, she wanted all the answers.


Chapter Thirteen – Joey

“I owe you an explanation.” Joey leaned down and picked up a dry piece of wood. He’d promised to show Tristan how to light a fire and he was going to fulfill that promise. However, he desperately wanted to make things right with his mate. While the others ate, he’d suggested they go and collect wood. Thankfully, Breeze had agreed.

“You don’t owe me anything.” Breeze added a bunch of smaller twigs to her pile. She was collecting kindling, smaller bits of wood needed to coax the fire into life. “I don’t mean that as it sounds. But you don’t owe me anything. You never lied to me and I can see why you wouldn’t blurt out something like that when we first met.”

“I was scared that you might think I was a freak or that you might worry I was a bad influence on Tristan.” He gave a short laugh. “Neither of which is fair on you.”

“I’ve seen plenty of diverse people in my time as a midwife. And my guess is I should get used to it. If I intend to make a life here in Bear Creek and work at the hospital in Bear Bluff, then knowing about shifters is a good thing. No sudden surprises while I’m delivering a baby.” She turned and looked over her shoulder, looking in the direction of the others. “Anyway, the people here, your friends, they are all shifters and I’ve never met such welcoming people.”

“So we’re good?” Joey asked with relief.

“Yeah. I think so. Although, I think I need more information on this true mates thing. I’m concerned that my free will has been taken from me.” She was serious and Joey swallowed down his renewed nerves.

“For me, it means I know that you are the person I am meant to be with for the rest of my life. You are my one true love.” He tilted his head to one side. “That doesn’t mean that I’m going to carry you off into the mountains and keep you my captive if you decide I am not the man for you. Although, I’m certain you do feel it, too.”

“I do.” She chewed the inside of her cheek as she picked up more wood. Then she straightened up and closed the distance between them. “What I don’t understand is…” She paused, her cheeks flushed with color.

“Whatever you want to ask me, just ask. I won’t keep any more secrets from you. Not now.” Joey stared into her hazel eyes, they were dark in the shelter of the trees, with no sunlight to lighten them. Dark and unreadable.

“You loved Polly.”

He let his breath out in a long exhale. “I did. I do.” He gave a lopsided smile. “When we broke up, it hurt like hell.” He arched an eyebrow. “But now that I’ve met you I know that love is insignificant compared to what I feel for you.”

Breeze’s shoulders sagged forward. “Joey, I… You’re right, this does scare me. Not because you are a shifter and can turn into a bear. Which I still want to see. But because of Tristan. He got swallowed up in his parents’ fiery passion. When he came to stay with me, I made my own promise. To myself.”

“You don’t want this…” He angled the wood in his arms to point at Breeze and then back at himself. “To consume us. You don’t want Tristan to get pushed to one side.”

“Exactly,” she confirmed.

“The thing with shifters is that, second only to their mate, children are the most important thing. He is part of my family now, Breeze, just as you are. He’s mine to protect, and that isn’t just about his physical well-being. His emotional well-being is important, too.” Damn, he wanted to kiss her as she stood looking up at him, tears misting her eyes.

“So, what now?” Breeze brushed her hand across her eyes.

“Whatever you want,” Joey replied. “No one is forcing you into a relationship with me. No one is saying this is fate and you have to obey.”

“I know.” She sighed. “But your face says it might just be the end of the world if I said no.”

“Breeze, you have to do what is best for you and Tristan. Honestly, that is all that matters to me.” Joey was not fooling around. He needed her to know that he wanted what she wanted, no matter how much that hurt him.

“I don’t know what I want, I wish I did,” Breeze replied. “I want to tell you I’m willing to give us a chance, but I am scared of what effect it might have on Tristan.” She shrugged. “On the other hand, he does need to see that people can have lots of relationships.”

“Lots of relationships, huh?” Joey asked.

“You know what I mean, I want Tristan to see that it’s possible to have a variety of relationships, that loving one person doesn’t cannibalize the love of another. That’s not what he’s seen so far. That’s not what his parents have taught him.”

“And since they’re not here, it’s up to you to teach him,” Joey said.

“That’s about it,” Breeze said.

“And that means you are going to date me?” Joey asked, hopeful but a little confused.

“Yeah, it does.” Breeze inhaled deeply. “Well, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” She grinned. “Does that make you happy?”

“It certainly is a relief,” Joey let out a long breath. “I was worried for a moment that you were going to dump me.”

“Me, too.” Breeze laughed. “When you invite a woman on a picnic, you should warn them that it’s not going to be at all relaxing. Today has been hard work.”

“But totally worth it.” Joey picked up a few more branches and cradled them in his arms. “Let’s go back to the others. They’ll wonder where we are.”

“I’d hate for Tristan to think I’d been eaten by a bear,” Breeze joked.

Joey chuckled. “He doesn’t know he’s eating a picnic with two cougars and a wolf.”

“I’m still trying to wrap my head around it all,” Breeze admitted. “I don’t know, it’s like I think I should have been able to tell that there was something different about you.” Her eyes widened. “And Polly. That’s why you two broke up. She found her mate and dumped you.”

“Yes, but now you know I was not on the rebound.” He paused as they reached the edge of the trees. “Honestly, what I feel for you… It’s nothing like what I felt for Polly.”

“It’s okay. You weren’t expected to be celibate until your mate came along. Were you?” she asked. “In my defense of that personal question, I have no idea how you are supposed to behave or if you have rules for these things.”

“No rules.” He’d searched deep down inside his heart. Since he’d met Breeze, he had a good idea of why Polly meant so much to him and he wasn’t afraid to admit it. “I was lonely. It’s as simple as that. We were both lonely and we both knew what we were getting into and gave each other a get-out clause.”

“Let me guess, if either of you found your mate, the other one would walk away, no strings?” Breeze guessed correctly. If only it had been that easy.

“Yes and I completely understood when it happened to her. She met Miles and I could see how happy she was. But that didn’t mean I stopped caring for her. I missed her. We were good friends and suddenly she didn’t want to see me.” It seemed silly now. With Breeze here, he couldn’t muster those strong feelings, the enormous well of loss and loneliness was gone. “I realize now she was a poor substitute for the person I really wanted to be with.”

“I wouldn’t let Polly hear you say that,” Breeze replied.

“She’d understand. She understood way before me.” He grinned. “So, come for a picnic and listen to me dredge up old painful memories about a woman I once thought I loved.”

“Yeah, it’s been quite the afternoon.” Breeze inclined her head toward the others. “Honestly, it’s good to see Tristan happy. It’s good to see him out in the fresh air. Although, your attempts at making him like vegetables have failed. Although, I think he liked the spinach tortillas but there is no way he is going to admit it. The boy is stubborn.”

“Oh, I’m not done yet. Not by a long shot.” Joey chuckled to himself. “There is no such thing as failure. I just need to move to the next stage.”

“Which is?” Breeze asked, her amusement comforting. If she was freaked out by everything that had happened, then she was hiding it well.

“I have to get sneakier.” He winked, thoughtful as they got closer to the group seated on the picnic blankets.

“Sneakier, huh?” Breeze asked. “Is that a shifter trait?”

“No. I’m probably the least sneaky person in town. So this will be a challenge.” He sighed, he would find a way to get Tristan to like vegetables. But right now, he was going to focus on honing the boy’s fire lighting skills.

“Can I help?” Tristan got up from the blanket and ran to meet them as they returned with the firewood. “I could have helped you collect the wood.”

“You needed to save your strength for the actual lighting of the fire,” Joey answered. “Since you don’t eat vegetables and they give you strength.”

“Now you’re just making it up,” Tristan complained.

“Or am I?” Joey asked.

“You are,” Jane chimed in.

“Oh, I thought you had my back,” Joey told her.

“I do. But you’re not going to make Tristan like vegetables by telling him they make him stronger. Sure, it might make him eat them, but not like them.” She put her hands on her hips as she watched Joey tip his armful of branches onto the ground. “Can I help, too?”

“Sure you can. We need to collect some big rocks to go around the outside of the fire. That stops it from spilling out and the embers spreading. Fire safety is one of the most important things. Sometimes when the weather is really dry in the summer, there are warnings not to light fires since they can spread and do a lot of damage.” The children went to collect the rocks while Joey broke the kindling up into smaller pieces and also collected some dry moss from the underside of a large rock.

“Did your dad teach you to light fires?” Breeze flopped down next to him and watched him work.

“He did, He’s the outdoors type. We used to climb the mountains and spend the weekends camping out under the stars.” He looked up toward the higher peaks. “I had the kind of childhood that I’d love Tristan to have.”

“It sounds incredible.” Breeze hugged herself as she watched the children ferrying stones back to the fire pit.

“It was.” He sat back and glanced over at Shawn and Joanna who were talking quietly. “Where’s O’Malley?”

“He went for a run. He said he’d be back for our hike. I think he needed to stretch his legs.” Shawn fixed Joey with a knowing look. O’Malley was feeling the emotional effects of being the only one here without a mate.

“Everything okay?” Breeze asked. She’d picked up on the look.

Smart and empathetic, his bear said.

“Yes, it can be hard being the only one without a mate. Before I met you, O’Malley and I were like the last two bachelors.” Joey clapped his hands. “Okay, I think we are ready to start.”

“Great!” Tristan and Jane came to sit by the fire pit. “What do we do?”

“We have to put the kindling into the center of the fire pit. The kindling consists of dry sticks and moss. You have to make sure that they are really dry, and the sticks have to be small. If they’re too big, they won’t burn.” Joey reached in his back pocket and pulled out a flint and steel firelighter. “We could rub two sticks together and make a spark that way, but it could take a long time and is hard work. So, for today, I thought we’d use this.”

“What is it?” Tristan asked, fully engaged in the act of making fire.

“This is a piece of flint.” Joey held up a long, cylindrical shaped piece of flint. Then he showed the children the shiny flat piece of metal. “This is the steel and you strike the two together until you make a spark.”

He leaned down and placed the piece of metal close to the kindling and then struck down hard. He repeated the motion, changing the angle and the hardness of his actions until he was rewarded with a shower of sparks that flared into fire as they rained down on the kindling.

“Wow!” Tristan said eagerly.

“Okay, do you both want a turn?” Joey patiently taught both Tristan and Jane how to strike the two objects together to make sparks which they then turned into fire.

“That is awesome.” Tristan went to sit next to his aunt as Joey showed them the next stage, which was to feed the bigger pieces of wood to the small flames until the fire was burning bright. “Joey said I could keep the flint and steel in my backpack as long as I never use it unless there’s an adult with me.”

“That’s a big responsibility but I trust you to keep to your word,” Breeze told her nephew.

“I will,” Tristan solemnly promised.

“Good job,” Shawn said as he and Joanna came to join them. “When Joey said you were going to build a fire, we thought we should all toast some marshmallows.”

Joanne produced a bag of marshmallows and some skewers. “What do you think?”

“Yes!” Jane exclaimed.

“I’ve never toasted marshmallows before,” Tristan admitted.

“Then you are in for a treat!” Joanna told him. “We also have some graham crackers so we can make s’mores.”

“Snores?” Tristan asked.

“No, silly, s’mores. With an m. For mmmmm.” Jane licked her lips and passed him a marshmallow. “I’ll show you.”

Breeze glanced up at Joey, her eyes misted with tears although a smile played across her lips. Being here with his mate and his friends made this a perfect day.

Having Breeze as his mate made this a perfect life.


Chapter Fourteen – Breeze

“So, are you going to show us?” Breeze asked. She’d been waiting for the right moment to ask Joey to shift into his bear.

She wanted to see what he was really like. This other side of him. A mixture of excitement and fear tumbled around in her stomach like a swarm of irritated butterflies. If butterflies got irritated. They always looked so serene. Breeze wished she could channel some of that serenity right now.

“Show you the view?” Joey asked lightly.

“The view is awesome,” Breeze admitted as she turned and looked over her shoulder at the world below. The town of Bear Creek stretched out alongside the silver sliver that was the creek. To her right, Bear Bluff nestled under the watchful eye of the mountain. It all looked so peaceful, yet in each and every house, people went about their day. Some happy, some sad, all living their lives, writing their stories.

She turned back to face Joey. There was her story, right there in front of her.

“But you meant my bear.” Joey looked toward Tristan who was running after Jane as they climbed a steep path through a forest of pine trees. “I guess here is as good a place as any.”

“Are you going to show us your bear?” Tristan asked.

“Wow, you must have super senses, too,” Breeze held out her arms and Tristan went to her. “You’re not going to be scared, are you?”

“Nope.” Tristan shook his head firmly even though he looked unsure.

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” Jane told him and threaded her hand into his. “You’re safe.”

“I know.” Tristan nodded and took a deep breath. “What about your mom and dad?”

“You want us to shift, too?” Joanna asked. “That would be fun.”

“Is it safe? In your condition,” Breeze added quickly.

“Yes. Perfectly safe,” Joanna confirmed. “Are you shifting, too, O’Malley?”

“Of course,” O’Malley said as he caught up with them. He’d been walking some distance behind the rest of the group, deep in thought, but now he joined them. “I am the coolest cougar.”

“You have some competition,” Shawn told him playfully.

“I do?” O’Malley asked. “I have the sleekest coat and the longest whiskers.”

“The thing with cats is they like to preen themselves and their ego at every opportunity they get.” Joanna reached out for Joey’s hand. “Wolves and bears are more practical.”

“So, your animal side resembles a true animal?” Breeze asked. “I figured they were an extension of you.”

“They are,” Joey confirmed, “but they also carry the traits of the animals, too. It’s a mixture of the two. My bear is a bear through and through but he’s also part of me and carries my character traits.”

“Fascinating,” Breeze told him.

“More like awesome,” Tristan added.

“Awesome and fascinating.” Breeze puffed out her cheeks. “Okay, I think we’re ready to see you.”

“Okay.” O’Malley came to stand with the others. “We’ll all shift. Jane has seen us before, so she knows we won’t hurt her. But Breeze and Tristan, try not to scream and run away. We won’t hurt you.”

Tristan screwed up his face. “I do not scream, and I don’t run away from anything.”

“Then that is another conversation we need to have,” Joey told him. “You should never be afraid to run. It’s knowing when to run and when to stand your ground that matters.”

“I like your lessons,” Tristan said.

“Good. Because I have one on vegetable cooking over a campfire I thought you might enjoy it.”

“I do not enjoy anything about vegetables at all.” Tristan blew a raspberry. “They are yucky.”

“I am going to convert you,” Joey promised as he lined up with his three friends. With a quick glance at the others, he said, “Ready?”

“Ready,” they all answered.

“Okay then, one, two, three, go.” Joey seemed to blur for a moment before the air around him and the others fizzed and popped as if someone was opening a bottle of soda that had been shaken up.

Then they were gone. It was as if each of them had been erased from the world.

“Where did they go?” Tristan asked.

“They just go someplace else,” Jane told him. “They kind of swap places.”

“Is that…” Tristan pointed to the large outline of a bear that was slowly coming into view. It was huge, covered in thick brown hair that was tinged with silver at the end.

“Oh, wow.” Breeze put her hand over her mouth while she reached for Tristan with her free hand.

Tristan, who normally shook off any handholding, slipped his hand into hers and curled his fingers tightly as if he was scared to let go. “Are they real?”

“Very real.” Jane, who held his other hand, pulled Tristan forward as the two cougars and a wolf appeared next to the bear. “Come and meet my dad and Joanna.”

“It’s really them?” Tristan’s voice wavered as Jane led him closer to one of the cougars.

“It’s really them.” She reached out her hand to the tawny feline and the cougar sniffed her hand before his pink tongue poked out and he licked it. Jane giggled and leaned forward to plant a kiss on the cougar’s broad head. “That was yucky, Daddy.”

The cougar purred and rubbed his head against Jane’s thigh. She stroked him absently while the wolf approached. It was the most incredible sight to see a young girl with a cougar on one side and a wolf on the other. By the looks in their eyes, they obviously doted on the girl.

A snuffling alerted Breeze to the enormous bear who stood in the space Joey had been only moments before. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have believed shifters could be real. Sure, she’d half-believed it when Joey had told her the truth. But to actually see it happen, to see a man turn into a bear…

She swallowed down her nerves and once more tried to calm the butterflies in her stomach. The bear was so big he could probably inflict a mortal wound in one swipe of his paws or bite of his jaws.

Her first instinct was to push Tristan behind her and shield him from the huge creature. However, as she stared at the bear, she knew they were safe. The bear’s eyes held the same kind expression as Joey’s…the human Joey’s.

“Can I pet him?” Tristan poked his head around Breeze, his voice filled with anxiety and wonder in equal measure.

“Is that okay?” she asked the bear, certain that having a conversation with a bear was not in any handbook on how to deal with an encounter with a bear.

The bear nodded his head and took a shuffling step forward. Tristan did the same and held out his hand to the large animal. Stretching out his neck, the bear sniffed Tristan’s hand and then closed his eyes as Breeze’s nephew stroked his head.

“He’s so soft,” Tristan said.

The bear wrinkled his nose and shook his head in response.

“I don’t think he likes being called soft,” Breeze told her nephew. But as she curled her fingers in his fur, she added, “You’re right, he is soft.”

“I told you.” Tristan leaned forward and buried his face in the bear’s fur. “He smells like dirt and pine trees.” He looked around. “Like these trees. Do you rub your back on the trees like the bear does in Jungle Book?”

The bear huffed and turned away from them, heading for one of the nearest pine trees. When he reached it, he turned around, his big paws padding on the dried dirt, before he lifted himself on his hind legs and rubbed his back on the bark of the tree.

Tristan giggled and ran over to him. “Let me try.”

Dwarfed by the size of the bear, Tristan turned around and rubbed his back up and down, mimicking the bear.

“Let me try!” Jane abandoned her parents and ran to the tree. “It looks so fun.”

One bear and two children rubbed their backs on the pine tree that swayed from side to side. Breeze wanted to pull out her phone and take a photo of them, but she didn’t want to risk anyone seeing it and asking questions.

A photo of a large bear and two small children in such close proximity would mean questions she could not answer. Not unless she told everyone about shifters. And if she didn’t tell them, she might be arrested for child endangerment.

So, her phone stayed firmly in her pocket, and instead, she committed the scene to memory.

“This is the best day ever.” Tristan stepped away from the tree and ran to Breeze, throwing his arms around her and hugging her close. “Thank you so much for letting me come stay with you.”

“You know I love you,” Breeze told him and dropped a kiss on the top of his head. “And my home will always be your home.”

The bear dropped back down onto all fours and lumbered over to join them. Gently, considering his size, the bear rubbed his head on Tristan’s arm and huffed and puffed his warm breath over them both.

“I really like you, bear,” Tristan said then looked up as the two cougars raced off along the trail, followed by the wolf who looked back and waited for the bear. “I think your friends are waiting for you.”

The bear swung his massive head around and glanced over his shoulder, then he looked Breeze straight in the eyes. It was as if she were looking at Joey. There was the same kindness, the same loyalty, the same velvety softness that she was falling in love with.

“Why don’t you go run with your friends?” Breeze stroked his head, her hand small against his huge skull.

The bear nodded and then turned around and ran after the wolf, leaving Breeze alone with the two children.

“Come on!” Tristan took her hand and pulled her forward. “Let’s follow them.”

“They’re too fast for us,” Breeze said as she followed the two children along the trail.

“They’ll wait,” Jane assured her. “And they always know where I am.”

“Thanks to their super senses,” Tristan said wistfully. “I wish I was a shifter, it must be like being a superhero with superpowers.”

“I like you just the way you are,” Breeze told him.

“Don’t you think it would be cool to be an animal?” Tristan asked.

“Sure, for a little while. But I like being human. If I didn’t have my hands,” she held up her fingers and wiggled them, “I wouldn’t be able to do my job and I love delivering babies.”

“Isn’t it yucky?” Jane asked. She looked down at the ground and kicked up a pile of dry leaves that had accumulated on the side of the path. “Isn’t there blood and stuff when they are born?”

“There is but you get used to it and there’s nothing a bath won’t help with.” Breeze slipped her arm around Jane’s shoulders. “Are you worried about when your mom has her baby?”

“A little.” Jane looked up at Breeze, her eyes searching her face.

“If you have something you need to ask me then ask away. I’m fairly sure there is nothing you can ask that someone hasn’t already asked me and if I don’t know the answer, I will help you find it.” She squeezed Jane’s shoulders in encouragement.

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

“Of having a baby brother or sister?” Breeze asked gently.

“I really want a brother or sister. Really. I don’t mind the smelly diapers or the crying and I know we’ll argue because that’s what brothers and sisters do…” She paused, her eyes searching the trail up ahead.

Breeze stopped walking. Whatever Jane wanted to say, she was afraid of her parents hearing. Crouching down next to Jane, she brushed her hair back off her shoulder and said, “Why don’t you whisper to me?”

Jane sighed, took one more look up the trail and then cupped her hands to Breeze’s ear. Her breath tickled against Breeze’s skin as she whispered, “Joanna isn’t my real mom. Shawn isn’t my real dad. What if they love their new baby more than me?”

She stepped back, her eyes misted with tears as she looked at Breeze. Looking for answers that Breeze didn’t have. All she could do was give Jane advice and trust in the love that she’d seen in Shawn and Joanna. Love that shone brightly in the eyes of the cougar and wolf.

“They love you. I can see it in the way they look at you. That love doesn’t go away. And there is room in our hearts for lots of people and our love is without measure. It’s limitless and I think that your mom and dad know that.” She took hold of Jane’s hand. “You know, Joey told me that as a shifter, he loves Tristan as if he were his own because he’s a part of my family and so Tristan is a part of his family. I think it’s the same for all shifters, and both your mom and dad are shifters. So I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

Jane nodded, looking relieved. “Okay.”

“You already knew that, didn’t you?” Breeze asked.

“I just needed to hear someone else say it.” She smiled weakly.

“You know, I found another reason I like having fingers so much instead of paws with claws.” She held up her hands and wriggled her fingers.

“What?” Tristan asked as he came closer. Her nephew had been listening to part of the conversation while he picked up sticks and stones and examined them closely. Breeze hoped it might help Tristan understand he would still be loved even if Breeze did have a full-on relationship with Joey.

“Fingers are for tickling.” She grabbed hold of Jane and tickled her sides and the young girl collapsed into a mess of giggles. “That is such a good sound. Everyone should laugh every day.”

“Thank you,” Jane gasped as her laughter subsided and she threw her arms around Breeze’s neck.

Tristan came over to them and joined in the hug. Breeze wrapped her arms around both children and held them tightly, wishing she could take away all their pain and make the world right for them, but that was not how the world worked.

“I love you, Aunt Breeze,” Tristan whispered against her ear.

“I love you, too, Tristan. Very much.” She hugged them for a few minutes longer before she let them go. As she stood up, she saw the shifters coming back toward them along the trail.

“They’re back!” Jane announced. “Come on, Tristan. Joey will let us ride on his back.”

“Is that safe?” Breeze asked with concern.

“Safe as shifters, that’s what Joey always says,” Jane cried out happily.

And Breeze believed her. Joey made her feel safe. Emotionally and physically. He would protect her heart and her body. All she had to do was let go of her reservations and open her heart to him.


Chapter Fifteen – Joey

Joey’s bear swung his head around and sniffed Tristan’s foot. The boy straddled the bear, with Jane behind him, her hands wrapped around Tristan’s waist. It was good to see them so happy. It was good to hear them laugh.

“Are you okay, big bear?” Breeze asked. She was walking by his side, her hand on his shoulder as they followed the trail through the trees. As they climbed higher, the sun broke through the leaves above their heads and shone down on them, bathing them in warm sunlight. It was the most perfect day.

For his bear at least. The human side of Joey wanted to break free and hold his mate in his arms and kiss her lips. Now that she knew about shifters and about the mating bond, he was ready to push their relationship forward. He’d heard her explaining to Jane about shifters and their capacity to love. He only hoped she honestly believed it.

Although, Breeze had no idea how deep and wide his love was. Especially his love for his mate. It was fathomless. Even Joey was shocked at how much he loved his mate already.

His bear turned and huffed at Breeze, wanting her to know he would carry the children to the end of the Earth and back if that was what she wanted.

The other shifters ran along the trail, circling around before heading back, thrilling at their own speed and strength. The two cougars seemed hell-bent on trying to outdo each other, O’Malley in particular seemed to have something to prove.

As they left the forest behind and climbed higher along the trail, the low afternoon sun warmed them, while the cool breeze that swept down from the higher peaks ruffled his fur. They should turn back soon, Breeze looked tired and in a couple of hours the sun would dip behind the mountains and the air would grow cold.

If they were caught out on the mountain after dark, the temperature would drop rapidly. Not a problem for the shifters, but potentially deadly for the children and Breeze.

The bear headed off the trail and loped toward the edge of a cliff. The approach was level, with barely any rocks and stones, it was the safest place to take one last look at the view below. Joey’s bear walked with great care, secure in the knowledge that the children were safe on his back and his mate was holding onto his fur. There was no way any of them could get too close to the edge and fall off.

You have developed a sense of fear, Joey told his bear.

They are the most precious thing in the world to us, his bear replied. I need to keep them safe.

“This is incredible.” Breeze’s voice was filled with awe as she stopped walking and looked out across the world below. “It’s like we can see to the end of the world.”

The bear looked up at her and marveled at how lucky they were to have found a mate like Breeze. Kind, sweet, capable, and strong.

“If I was a shifter, I would like to be a bird so that I could fly to the edge of the world,” Tristan said.

“You do know the world is round, right?” Jane asked him.

“Of course,” Tristan scoffed. “Okay, then I would like to be a bird and fly all around the world. The sights you would see.”

Joey waited with bated breath. He hoped Jane was not going to tell them about Kelos being a dragon. There was only so much people needed to hear in one day. Breeze and Tristan had coped well finding out the truth about shifters but hearing that dragons were also real might be a little too much.

“If I were a shifter, I’d like to be a cougar, just like my dad,” Jane said. “Although wolves are pretty cool, too.” The wolf who was standing closer to the edge looking out turned and lifted her head and howled a melancholy howl. “I love you, Joanna.”

Breeze chuckled. “What happens if two shifters have a child? Do they get to choose what animal the child becomes?”

“No, they have to wait until the first shift which happens when they are teenagers,” Jane said.

“Wow, and some people have trouble waiting nine months to see what sex their baby is. That takes some patience.” Breeze glanced at Joanna’s wolf. “It’s incredible. It truly is.”

At least we won’t have to wait to know what our children will be, Joey told his bear.

We don’t, his bear agreed. They will be just like me.

I suppose that’s a good thing, Joey answered, and his bear snarled in reply.

With one last look at the view, the bear shuffled around and headed back down the trail with the children clinging to his back.

Joey had never known his bear to be so happy as he was at this moment. He had children on his back who he counted as family and his mate by his side. The only thing that would make this day any better would be honey, in some form. His bear was too fussy.

Joey smiled to himself. His bear was truly in his element, at last part of a family.

We always were part of Shawn’s family. Jane is like a daughter to us.

She is, Joey agreed. But now that Shawn has Joanna and they have another baby on the way, they’re not going to want us hanging around so much. We certainly do not want to overstay our welcome with them. You know how it is, old bachelor bear doesn’t know when to stay out of the way.

Joey glanced at O’Malley, I get the feeling that prize is going to go to someone else. He wished they could find a mate for the cougar shifter.

At least he has his bar opening to look forward to, his bear replied.

They both fell silent, lost in their own thoughts as they carried the children back down the mountain. They soon reached the picnic spot, but they didn’t hang around there for long. The shifters all shifted back into their human forms and headed to the trucks with two tired children. Joey carried Tristan on his shoulders, while Shawn carried Jane, cradled in his arms. She had her arms flung around her dad’s neck and her head lolled on his shoulder as she fought to stay awake.

However, by the time they reached the trucks, Jane was asleep, and Shawn placed her on the back seat of his truck and carefully secured the seatbelt around her. O’Malley climbed into the rear passenger seat beside her and carefully rested Jane’s head against his shoulder.

“Jane’s had a great time,” Shawn whispered to Tristan.

“I did, too,” he admitted. “It was so cool seeing you all shift.”

“This is our secret, okay?” Joey asked.

“I like secrets,” Tristan said sleepily as Joey carried him to the truck. Breeze hurried forward, reaching the truck first and opened the door.

“If you get in first, Tristan can lean against you,” Joey suggested. “Unless you want to walk down the rough patch of the trail that leads back to the road.”

“Oh, no, that seemed like a good idea this morning, but my nephew needs me, so I’ll just get in the truck and hold on tight.” Breeze lifted her foot and reached for the side of the truck as she wearily climbed inside. “I think I might fall asleep on the way home.”

“Did you have a good time, though?” Joey asked hopefully as he lifted Tristan onto the cab seat and buckled his seatbelt.

“I did.” Breeze lifted her arm and rolled Tristan toward her before pulling him where he snuggled up close with a smile on his face. “It’s been good to see Tristan acting like a kid. A happy kid. Sometimes I worry that the relationship between his mom and dad weighs heavily on him.”

“Kids need to have fun and forget all their cares,” Joey agreed.

“Like a bear rubbing his back on a tree?” Breeze laughed.

“Yeah, my bear needs to get out and be one with nature and have some fun, or else he’s grouchy,” Joey confessed.

Who are you calling grouchy? his bear asked.

You and you know it, Joey answered.

Making sure Tristan and Breeze were safe inside, Joey shut the truck door and went around to the driver’s side.

“This was fun, we should do it again,” Joanna said and kissed Joey on the cheek. “You have a perfect family there.”

“And so do you.” He opened his arms and hugged her. “We just need to find the perfect family for a certain cougar shifter.”

“I wish there was something I could do,” Joanna agreed. “Maybe fate is waiting for him to move to Cougar Ridge. Perhaps the lucky lady will walk into his bar and it’ll be love at first sight.”

“I can hear you,” O’Malley said.

“We know,” Joanna told him. “Anyway, you get your family home. We’ll see you soon.”

She took a step backward, gave him a brief wave, and then got into the truck. Joey stood and watched as Shawn backed his truck up and turned it around. With one last wave, they drove away, leaving Joey alone with his mate and her nephew.

He breathed in the cool mountain air. The heat was going out of the sun and the sky was turning a deep red as the sun set slowly behind the mountains.

Not wanting the day to end but knowing it must, he got into the truck. His mate’s eyelids were drooping but she jerked awake when he closed the truck door. “Sorry.”

“No, I prefer to be awake,” she admitted. “I want to look at the scenery as we go back down the mountain. On the journey up here it was all fresh and bright but now the light is fading, and the world is filled with shadows.”

“I like this time of day,” Joey confessed. “It’s like the world is settling down to sleep.”

“Don’t say the word.” Breeze yawned widely.

“I think I’ll be carrying you both up to bed when we get back to your house,” Joey said and then bit his bottom lip. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“I know what you meant,” Breeze assured him. “I might just take you up on the offer. That’s the farthest I’ve walked for ages. The trail was steeper than I am used to, and my legs are complaining.”

“Sorry, I hope you’ll be okay. Maybe a nice hot bath when you get home. A good soak should ease your muscles.” He sighed contentedly as the smell of warm pine seeped in through the window. The tangy scent invigorated his senses. He could probably run back up the trail and back and still not be tired. Sleep might be hard to find tonight. He was scared that if he closed his eyes and let the world slip away, he’d wake to find it had all been a dream.

“I like the idea of a bath.” Breeze stretched out her legs. “But I have some chores I have to do when I get home.”

“Anything I can help you with?” Joey asked.

“What are you, the perfect man?” Breeze joked sleepily.

“For you, yes,” he replied.

“And smooth with it.” She rested her head on the back of the seat, her eyes half-closed. “You can keep me company. If you don’t have anything else you need to do.”

“No, everything I need is right here.” He flashed her a cheesy smile.

“Oh, there, you crossed the line.” She held her hand straight out and sliced through the air. “There’s smooth and then there’s sickly sweet. Don’t cross that line,” she joked.

“I meant it,” he told her as he guided the truck down the mountain roads. At least Breeze had coped better over the bumpy trail. Although, Joey was fairly sure that was because she was too tired to notice. Or maybe she was too dazzled by his charms.

His bear guffawed and shook his head.

Nice to know I can always count on you for support, Joey told his other side.

Always. I just don’t like you to delude yourself, his bear answered.

At least where our mate is concerned, we are both of the same mind, Joey told his bear. And neither of us is deluded.

Absolutely true, his bear agreed.


Chapter Sixteen – Breeze

“I’ll carry Tristan to bed,” Joey offered as he came around the truck and opened the passenger door. “If that’s okay with you.”

“Perfect, since I don’t think I have the strength to lift him right now or the heart to wake him.” She dropped a kiss on his forehead. “Although, it’s a little early for bed.”

“Maybe let him sleep for a little while and then wake him,” Joey suggested. “But he looks as if he’s crashed and burned for the day.”

“He hasn’t been sleeping great since he moved here so maybe today has tired him out enough that he’ll catch up on his sleep.” She chewed the inside of her cheek as Joey unbuckled the seatbelt and lifted Tristan tenderly into his arms.

Should she let him sleep or wake him up? If she left him to sleep would he wake up in the early hours of the morning and not be able to get back to sleep? What if this disrupted his already sketchy sleep pattern?

“Are you okay?” Joey asked, catching her eye.

“Oh, yeah, just wishing this parenting thing came with a user manual.” She slid out of the truck, her poor aching muscles screaming out in complaint as her feet hit the ground. “I guess if I’d raised Tristan all his life, I would know stuff like this. We would’ve learned about it all together. As it is most of the time, I think I’m fumbling around in the dark.”

“Well, Tristan does not look as if he’s suffered at all,” Joey complimented her. “In fact, he is one of the happiest kids I’ve met.”

“This was a good day,” Breeze told him. “This was a day when normal life was suspended. Tomorrow, we’ll go back to trying to grapple with the future. While wearing a blindfold.”

“I don’t understand.” Joey stood patiently while she took her keys out of her pocket and unlocked the front door.

“My sister has gone off on her little adventure, which is why Tristan is here. Unfortunately, his parents both seemed to have forgotten how to use a phone and so we have no idea what their long-term plans are.” She unlocked the door and stepped inside, holding it open for Joey.

“And that means you can’t plan for the future?” Joey asked with complete understanding. He sure was empathetic.

“Exactly. I don’t know whether to enroll him in school here in Bear Creek or if they plan to come home and go back to being a family.” She pressed her lips together. She shouldn’t say this in front of Tristan. He might not be asleep, only faking being asleep.

“Do you want to show me Tristan’s room?” Joey asked as he adjusted his arms to support Tristan’s head.

“Yes, this way.” She beckoned to Joey and he followed her upstairs. Taking a right at the top, she walked to the first door on the right and opened it. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as he brushed past her and placed Tristan carefully down on the bed. All day they had been outside in the fresh air. But here in the confines of the house, it was difficult to ignore the raw animal magnetism Joey naturally exuded.

Even though finding out shifters were real was a shock, now when she looked at Joey it was hard to understand how she hadn’t instinctually known.

“Are you staring at me?” Joey asked.

She jerked awake as if she’d been in a deep sleep. “Sorry, I zoned out there.”

“In a good way, I hope.” He straightened up, sliding his arms out from under Tristan.

“I’ll undress him.” As Breeze stepped forward and began tugging off Tristan’s shoes, Joey backed out of the room.

“Shall I go and put some coffee on?” he asked quietly.

“That would be amazing,” she answered as she pulled off Tristan’s right shoe.

“Milk and sugar?” Joey asked, lingering in the bedroom doorway as if he didn’t want to leave her.

“Milk, no sugar.” She straightened up and wagged her finger at him. “Do not say I’m sweet enough,” she hissed.

He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I would never dare.” He winked. “But since you mentioned it.”

Breeze shook her head at him but turned away to cover her smile as she finished undressing Tristan and slipped him under the bedcovers. Not brushing his teeth wouldn’t hurt for one night.

“Sweet dreams.” She leaned down and pressed her lips to his forehead. He didn’t stir, he was in a deep sleep and the world around him and all the worries it contained had slipped away.

Breeze stood for a moment, looking down at his peaceful face before she backed out of the room. Pausing in the doorway, she rested her hand on the door handle and watched the steady rise and fall of his chest. Her heart ached for him. She wished there was a way of making things right but the more she thought over her sister’s behavior, the more she wondered if there was a way to make it right.

She pulled the door nearly closed and turned around, heading down the hallway to the stairs. There she stopped, her foot hovering midair. Taking one more step would take her closer to the man she was beginning to think she was in love with. A man who said she was his mate and that they were meant to be together.

Was she ready for a whirlwind romance? Was she ready for the repercussions if it didn’t last?

Breeze squeezed her eyes tightly shut before blinking rapidly to get rid of her tears. This felt so right. She was willing to believe what Joey said about fated mates and he’d certainly proved that shifters were real.

But what about the small boy asleep in his room? Could she support him and have a relationship with Joey?

It just seemed too good to be true, and her mom used to say, if it looked too good to be true it usually was.

Breeze stepped onto the first stair and then took another step. She wanted to take a chance on love. She wanted to take a chance on Joey being her true mate. The ache in her heart told her they did have a connection.

Just because her sister’s whirlwind romance had ended in a marriage that often seemed fractured that did not mean that Breeze’s relationship with Joey would go the same way.

Maybe Joey had come into her life now so that he could be the stabilizing male influence that Tristan so desperately needed.

“Are you okay?” Joey asked as she walked into the kitchen. The smell of fresh coffee and walnut cake, which Joey had fetched from the truck along with the other food, perked her up instantly.

“I’m fine,” she told him as she gratefully slid into a chair at the kitchen table. “Just tired.”

“Is that all?”

“Mostly.” She’d left herself open for more questions and so she decided to share her troubled thoughts. “I’m just second-guessing myself. Second-guessing us.”

“Our relationship?” he asked. Placing a mug of steaming coffee down in front of her, he then pulled out a chair and sat down. “The whole shifter thing?”

“Not the whole shifter thing, I mean I saw your bear so I know that is real. But the fated mates part, that is…troubling is too strong a word.” She shrugged. “I think I’m still scared.” The realization had hit her square in the chest. “I thought I’d gotten over it.”

“Scared this won’t last?” he asked.

“Yes, scared it’s not real. That it’s wishful thinking.” She sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “I don’t want to repeat my sister’s mistakes. If we have children, I never want them to feel like Tristan does now, as if he comes second.”

“That won’t ever happen, Breeze. I promise. It’s like you said, we have love in our hearts for many different people, many different relationships. Now, I can’t say that our children won’t ever have moments where they feel as if we don’t understand them, every child does, but they will always know they are loved.” He gave a small, nervous smile. “Does that mean you want to have children with me?”

She ran her hands through her hair and groaned. “We have known each other all of two days and you want me to answer a huge question like that?”

“I guess I do. Only because I think you know the truth of the answer deep in your heart.” He reached his hand across the table and covered her hand. “But there’s no pressure for you to answer.”

She sucked in a sharp breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, honestly, yes, I do see a future with you, I do see us having kids together and being happy together.” She rested her hand on the table. “But I don’t see an easy way of getting from here.” She moved her hand a few inches away. “To here.”

“It starts with a date and then a proposal and a ring and then a wedding,” he said simply. “As fast as you want.”

“So the whole world thinks I’m crazy and all the arguments I raised when my sister did the exact same thing just keep coming back to me.” She shook her head.

“You are not your sister, and this is different.” He held up his hand. “I know…” He looked her in the eye. “But you know this is different. You know it’s true in your heart.”

She nodded and looked down at his hand covering hers. “I want it to be true so much it hurts and that’s part of what scares me. That this is all wishful thinking and I don’t really feel these feelings for you…”

“You feel them,” he assured her. “Maybe if you talked to some of the wives of my friends. Non-shifter wives. Would that help? You’d be able to ask them all the questions you need answers to.”

“That would be great.” She nodded and then drained her coffee cup. “I need to finish my chores and get to bed. I have an early start tomorrow.”

“What do you need me to do?” Joey asked as he took his cup to the sink.

“Kiss me?” She placed her cup in the sink and took hold of his hand, entwining her fingers with his as his jaw dropped open. She placed her free hand under his chin and gently pushed his jaw up. “I didn’t expect that kind of response.”

“I didn’t expect that kind of request.”

“Don’t you want to kiss me?” Breeze asked, her thumb brushing against his lip.

“More than anything,” he replied. “I just thought you wanted to take it slow.”

“I do but there’s a difference between slow and not moving at all. I want to take a step forward with you, Joey. Then another and another. Whether this mate thing is real for me or not, I am attracted to you. I think I could fall in love with you whether there was a bond between us or not.” She dragged her eyes from his lips and locked eyes with him. “Can you feel it? In the part of you that is just human.”

“I can,” he replied, his voice filled with raw emotion.

“I can ask some of my friends to talk to you and explain the way they feel,” she teased.

“I don’t need anyone to explain the way I feel.” He cupped her face with his hand and rubbed his thumb over her cheek, making her flesh sing as he lowered his head and their lips met for the first time.

Warmth flooded her, and she leaned into him, needing to feel him close as their kiss deepened. Joey’s tongue slid along her bottom lip and she opened her mouth, their tongues entwining. The warmth that began where their lips met spread out throughout her body, delicious and comforting, and exciting and dangerous all at once, it was as if his lips awoke a part of her that had been dormant her whole life. It was as if she was really seeing Joey for the first time, she was really feeling for the first time. Her heart ached for the man holding her in his arms. It ached with a deep need.

Maybe this was true love. Or maybe this was lust. She didn’t know, not with certainty, but she did know that she was scared.

Not scared that their relationship wouldn’t work. This was different.

As their lips parted and she stood gently swaying in his arms, she was scared of losing him. Of throwing away this one chance at pure happiness.


Chapter Seventeen – Joey

One kiss was all it took. His brain had been fried all day, as if the touch of Breeze’s lips last night had overloaded his circuitry.

Kelos chuckled as they put the tools away and locked the doors of the storeroom. “Tell me, is that how I looked when I first met Amber?”

Joey inhaled deeply and focused his eyes. His head was off on a cloud somewhere drifting across the sky while Breeze rested in his arms.

“Yeah.” Joey’s forehead creased as he tried to recall anything other than the touch of Breeze’s lips on his. “Yeah, you did.”

“You should take a few days off,” Kelos suggested. “Give yourself some time to adjust.”

“I’m okay,” he assured Kelos.

“Are you sure?” Kelos asked as they headed toward the office where Mac was waiting for them.

“Yes. I just need a good night’s sleep.” He ruffled his hair. “After taking Breeze home last night, I couldn’t sleep, I was buzzing. Like there was a swarm of bees all flapping their wings in my head. So I went for a run over the mountains and I just couldn’t stop.”

His bear took a deep breath and let it out as he slept in Joey’s head. The creature was exhausted, too, but happy. That happiness resonated through them both.

“It’s scary, isn’t it?” Kelos asked.

“Is it?” Joey asked. Fear was not an emotion he’d encountered when thinking about Breeze.

“How fast things can change.” He grinned. “I’ve lived a long, long time, and yet meeting my mate and falling in love happened so fast. My life changed forever in an instant.”

“Were you ever worried Amber might not see things the same way?” Joey asked, remembering his offer to Breeze.

“Of course. She had so much going on in her life, with her family…” Kelos put up his hand. “That does not mean Breeze will feel the same way.”

“She does have a lot going on with her nephew and not knowing what’s going to happen to him. But it’s more than that. She’s scared that we’ll be so caught up in each other that we might not love our children in the way they deserve.” Joey looked up, his focus fixed on the office. “I was going to ask Amber to talk to her, but maybe Martha might be better.”

They hurried to the office, both drawn by the pull of something inside.

“Hi, guys, I thought we would come and visit.” Martha cradled her baby in her arms.

“Oh, you are the cutest.” Kelos, one of the last dragon shifters to roam the earth, went all soft and mushy at the sight of the small child. “How are you, Martha?” Joey kissed her cheek and stroked the baby’s cheek.

“I’m amazing. I didn’t think it was possible to love a human being quite so much as I love this little one.” Her eyes sparkled with tears. Then she sniffed and looked at Joey. “I came to congratulate you. At last, you have the mate you always wanted.”

“I do. And I was wondering if I could ask you a favor?” Joey held out his arms and Martha handed him the baby.

“Name it.” She tucked the blanket around her child and held his little hand as Joey rocked him gently from side to side. “You’re a natural.”

“Not as natural as you, Martha.” He grinned as she blushed. “It’s true. You’re a beautiful mother.”

“Oh, were you trying to make me cry?” Martha rubbed the back of her hand across her eyes. “I honestly don’t always feel like a natural mother. Sometimes it feels as if I’m out of my depth.”

“Hey, I’m sorry.” Joey placed a hand on her shoulder. “Listen, this might work out for both of you.”

“Both of whom?” Martha asked.

“My mate is a midwife at Bear Bluff Hospital. I wanted to ask you to meet her and talk to her about what it’s like being the mate of a shifter. She’s worried about how fast things are going and about how I know we’re right for each other and she’s scared she’s just imagining that she feels the same way.” He paused for breath. “I offered to ask someone who isn’t a shifter to talk to her about how it is for them since I have no idea.”

“Sure, I can do that,” Martha agreed.

“At the same time, you could talk to her about your concerns. Which I’m certain are completely natural. Being a mom for the first time is going to be overwhelming.” He dropped a light kiss on the baby’s head and then handed him back to Martha. “What do you think?”

“I’d like that.” She sniffed loudly. “I just want to be the best mom and I think I’m failing miserably.”

“I have seen plenty of babies and plenty of moms over the time I’ve been alive, and I promise you, Martha, you are doing an incredible job,” Kelos told the new mom.

“It’s like the first time you pick up an axe and give it a swing,” Mac said, acting out his words. “You don’t expect to go and chop down a tree right away. Not unless you want to endanger your life and those around you.” He swung his imaginary axe again. “But gradually, you learn how the axe feels in your hands. You begin to understand how the angle of the blade hitting the trunk affects the way the tree will fall.”

“What Mac is trying to say,” Joey told Martha, “in his own unique way, is that we are not born experts in anything. We have to learn as we go. And you are doing a great job.”

“Thanks, guys,” Martha told them. “Even if your axe analogy is a little weird.”

“I was speaking from the heart,” Mac said, looking wounded.

“And you have a big heart.” Martha headed toward the office door and kissed her brother-in-law on the cheek before she gave a small wave and left the three men alone.

“I was thinking,” Mac said to Joey. “Breeze has a nephew, doesn’t she?”

“She does,” Joey confirmed.

“Why don’t you ask him to come along to the spring fair and help us? He could try wood carving and axe throwing, lots of fun things.” Mac shrugged. “It might give you the opportunity to bond with him and put to rest any reservations Breeze might have about the boy feeling left out.”

“The boy is named Tristan, and I am sure he’d love to. I’m on my way over there now, I’ll ask,” he cracked a grin. “Although, I might skip the part about axe throwing. I don’t think Breeze would approve of Tristan being a part of that.”

“We have small axes,” Mac insisted then he nodded in agreement. “You’re right, skip the axe throwing but tell Tristan he can help out in other ways. You could teach him wood carving and he could carve something for the competition.”

“I will. Thanks, Mac, I hadn’t thought about asking Tristan to the spring fair.”

“That’s because you are not in father mode yet,” Kelos said drily. “It’s a thing,” he insisted as Joey threw him a questioning look. “It’s not like someone flicks a switch when you become a father. Just as Martha is trying to find her feet with the new baby, it’s the same for when you have older children enter your life. You don’t automatically think about what they would like or what’s best for them. You learn gradually, your brain changes its thought patterns…”

Joey laughed. “Wow, you really are an ancient beast full of good advice. Thanks, Kelos. Breeze has been feeling the same way about being a mother to Tristan.”

“I have seen a few things in my time,” Kelos admitted. “More than I’d like.”

“Okay, I should go.” Joey headed for the door but paused before he stepped outside. “Thanks, guys. I was floundering today, now things seem clearer.”

“Go get some sleep and they’ll seem a lot clearer in the morning,” Kelos replied.

“Have a good evening, Joey,” Mac called after him.

“I plan to.” Joey strode over to his truck, feeling lighter. It was as if his shift in mindset had eased the pressure he felt at getting his relationship with Breeze and Tristan right. Even though they were fated to be together, it didn’t automatically mean they would know how to deal with each bump in the road.

He drove his truck into Bear Creek, stopping for some flowers and a bottle of wine before heading over to Breeze’s house. She’d invited him over to dinner and he was looking forward to spending a normal night at home with her. It would almost feel as if they were married and settled down together. Which he could not wait to be real.

Slow things down in that head of yours, his bear told him. Don’t frighten Breeze with talk of moving in together. Not yet.

I know, I’ve got a handle on it, don’t worry, Joey answered. I am not going for any deep conversations about our relationship tonight. I want to keep it light.

He parked his truck and got out, grabbing the flowers and wine as he slammed the truck door shut. Taking a deep breath to quell his nerves, he walked to the front door and knocked.

“Hey there.” Breeze opened the door, her face flushed with exertion. “Come in.”

“Is everything all right?” Joey asked.

“Oh, fine. Tristan is going for a sleepover at Jane’s. All very last-minute and now we’re trying to find my sleeping bag because they are going to camp out in the yard under the stars. Only I haven’t seen it since I moved and so we had to go through a lot of boxes.”

“Okay, deep breath, what can I do to help?” Joey asked as he handed the flowers and wine to Breeze. “These are for you.”

“Thanks.” She took the bunch of flowers and inhaled their scent. “Are you going to buy me flowers every day? I might have to invest in some new vases.”

Joey glanced at the roses he’d brought her after Polly’s birth which were arranged in a vase on the kitchen windowsill. “I had completely forgotten about those.”

“I’m glad I’m so memorable to you.” Breeze took a vase out of the cupboard and filled it with water.

“You are memorable to me, the flowers weren’t.” Joey crossed the kitchen and leaned against the counter next to the sink.

“Good save.” Breeze turned her head and rested her chin on her shoulder as she waited for the vase to fill. “So, it’s just you and me for dinner tonight.”

“That’s great.” His forehead creased as he stared at Breeze. “Oh, you think this is my doing, that I set this up?” His eyes widened. “To get Tristan out of the way.”

“It’s not?” she asked.

“No, it’s not. I was looking forward to spending time with both of you. In fact, I have something to ask Tristan.” He looked up, his senses locating the boy in one of the rooms upstairs. Not the room he’d carried him to last night. “I suppose I should ask you first.”

“Ask away.” Breeze set the vase down on the kitchen table and began unwrapping the flowers and arranging them in the vase.

“There’s a spring fair in Bear Creek this time of year, it’s next weekend. I was wondering if Tristan would like to help out on the stall the sawmill has there each year. There’s also a wood carving competition and I would like to teach Tristan how to carve. I know it’s short notice, but he might have something ready to enter.” Joey tried to read Breeze’s reaction as she snipped the ends of the flower stems and finished her arrangement.

“I think that’s a great idea.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “He’d love to do anything with you. He’s crying out for attention from a father figure.” She locked eyes with Joey. “That is what you’ll become if you are part of our lives.”

“I know and I am completely ready.” He grinned. “Well, not completely ready because I have no real idea what I’m supposed to do but I have been assured that is normal. Which brings me to my next question.”

“Oh, there’s more. Shall we break open the wine?” Breeze asked as she set the vase in the center of the table.

“Don’t you want me to take Tristan up to Cougar Ridge first?” Joey asked.

“No, thanks, Shawn is coming to pick him up. Apparently, they are having pizza and Shawn has to pick it up from town.” She glanced at her watch. “Anytime now. I’ll go round up Tristan and then you can ask me the next question. Okay?”

“Absolutely. Child wrangling is a skill I have yet to learn.” He grabbed the bottle of wine. “But I am an expert at bottle opening.”

Breeze giggled. “I am no expert child wrangler either. But I’m learning it’s one of the most difficult tasks. The art of getting a child out of the house with everything they need and on time is almost impossible.”

He watched her walk out of the kitchen and go up the stairs before he turned his attention to the bottle of wine.

An evening alone, his bear said. I wonder whose idea that was.

We have good friends, Joey replied, certain that his friends thought he needed time alone with his mate. But I want to get to know Tristan and make sure he knows I care for him.

And we can’t do that if he’s not here, his bear replied. But it’s one time and I’m sure Tristan would prefer an evening of pizza and playing with someone his own age than watching his aunt and new boyfriend make eyes at each other across the table.

You do have a point. Joey opened the wine bottle and fetched two glasses from the cupboard. Placing them on the counter, he poured two large glasses of wine.

She’ll think you intend to stay the night, his bear warned him.

Oh, I never thought. I just figured you could get us home and I could pick up my truck in the morning.

Make sure Breeze knows that is your plan or this evening might not turn out like anyone expected.


Chapter Eighteen – Breeze

“The house always seems too quiet when Tristan isn’t here.” Breeze came back into the kitchen after waving her nephew off. She rolled her shoulders, it had been a long day and the thought of a leisurely dinner with Joey and a couple of glasses of wine sounded like heaven.

As much as she loved having Tristan here with her, it was nice to have a break. Spending time with another adult, especially Joey, was something she rarely did outside of work.

“Here. Have a glass of wine and sit down.” Joey pulled out a chair for her and she gratefully sank into it.

“Thanks, although I have to get dinner on.” She sipped her wine, it was good, crisp and fruity and just strong enough to make her brain buzz. She really ought to eat before she drank too much, or she’d be flat on the floor passed out before the evening had even begun.

“My bear tells me I should point out that I am not drinking a large glass of wine so that I will be over the limit to drive home in the hope you will ask me to stay, but because if I am over the limit, I plan to get home on four legs, not two, and pick my truck up tomorrow.” Joey raised his glass. “There ends my speech.”

She giggled, unsure if it was the wine taking effect already or if she just found him funny. A little of both.

“Well, if you need to stay, I could always make up Tristan’s bed with clean sheets.” She pointed at her glass. “Although, by the time I’ve drunk this glass of wine, I might not be able to tackle making up the bed.”

“I can sleep on the floor. Or my bear can make a den in your back yard.” Joey laughed. “He can sleep anywhere, believe me.”

“What’s it like?” Breeze got up from the table and rummaged through the fridge until she found the chicken she’d bought. She planned to pan-sear them and serve with a light lemon sauce. Add in some potatoes and it would look like a grown-up dinner. It would certainly make a change from the plain cooking Tristan preferred.

“You mean being a shifter?” Joey asked.

“Yes. What’s it like changing from a man to a bear?” She put the pan on the stove. “It must be incredible. I just cannot get my head around it.”

“Maybe more wine will help,” Joey joked.

“Seriously. Tell me.” Breeze fetched another pan and began preparing the sauce.

“It’s incredible. Scary at first. The first time you shift, it’s incredible. The freedom of running wild and free… It’s like nothing else. Then comes the panic, the fear that you won’t be able to shift back, that you will be stuck as a bear forever. And as incredible as running free is, that’s not who I am. It’s only a part of who I am.”

“Did you shift back okay?” Breeze waved her wooden spoon at him. “I mean, obviously, you shifted back, and you’re an expert at it as far as I can tell, but that doesn’t mean the first time was easy.” She put the spoon back in the sauce. “I am rambling.”

“I like it,” he admitted. “And yes, it was okay. Took me a couple of attempts, but it was okay. My dad had given me a thorough grounding in what it feels like, how the thoughts in your head can make it seem harder than it actually is. I was prepared.”

“You had a good childhood and a supportive father. That’s what I want for Tristan.” Her voice cracked. “So badly.”

“Hey.” Joey got out of his seat and came to her. “I’m here to help in any way I can.”

“You have no idea how much that helps.” She stared at the sauce bubbling in the pan. “But I also worry that Tristan is going to grow up with a sense of abandonment. What kind of parents go off and leave their son behind?”

“Remember, there is no parenting guide.” Joey slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “Your sister and her husband didn’t wake up one morning and decide that their love was more important than their child’s happiness. Did they?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. They always thought their love was the greatest love. Then Tristan came along and tested that theory. They love him, I know they do, but when their marriage cracked apart, it’s like they decided to jettison their son to save their relationship. And that is not right.”

“Maybe they will see that for themselves and come back for him,” Joey suggested. He stroked her arm, his fingers drawing lazy circles across the fabric of her sweater. “If that happens, I’ll be there for you. Whatever you need. And if it doesn’t, then I’ll still be there for you. Whatever you both need.”

“Thank you.” Breeze placed the spoon down on the counter and turned up the heat on the stove. “I’d like one of those kisses again. Please.”

“My pleasure.” He cupped her face in his hands and lowered his head. His breath caressed her skin like a warm spring breeze before his lips captured hers. She sighed and wrapped her arms around him, holding him close as their tongues danced, teasing, tempting, tasting. Thrills coursed through her body and she didn’t need the wine to feel intoxicated.

“Will you stay tonight?” she murmured against his ear as their kiss broke.

“Do you want me to make Tristan’s bed up now, while you finish dinner?” Joey asked.

“No, I thought you could bunk with me.” She giggled. “That sounded much sexier in my head.”

“I’d bunk with you any time,” Joey replied.

“Now that the sleeping arrangements are figured out, I’m going to finish dinner and then we can finish the bottle of wine.” She fetched the plates from the cupboard and began dishing up the food.

Had she made the right decision? Inviting Joey to stay was a huge step, but then she was a realist. There would be few opportunities for them to spend the night alone together and she was not ready for Tristan to wake up to find out Joey had stayed the night.

“Are you okay?” Joey asked after they’d eaten dinner and they were doing the dishes like an old married couple.

She really needed to stop having thoughts like that. She wanted to take this slow. But with him here by her side, drying the dishes while she washed them with hot soapy suds, it was easy to sink into the nice comfortable ideas that they were happily married.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she insisted a little too…insistently. She smiled. “I’m absolutely fine and no, I have not changed my mind.”

“If you did, that would be okay.” Joey carefully placed the plate he’d just dried onto the neat stack he was making, ready for her to put away.

“I know.” She placed a bowl on the drainer. “Moments like these, evenings like these are going to be stolen,” she told him.

“Evenings alone, you mean?” He grabbed the bowl, gave it a shake, and then began to dry it.

“Yes. Tristan knows we’re dating but I don’t want him to wake up with you here. Not to start with.” She looked at him under her eyelashes. “I’m new in town and I don’t want people to talk.”

He chuckled. “Most people in town know exactly what is going on.” His eyes widened. “I don’t mean about us. I haven’t been going around telling everyone.”

“But since most people know about shifters then they accept that whirlwind romances happen.” She nodded. “I never thought about it like that.”

“It’s true. Bear Creek has the highest number of whirlwind romances and the lowest divorce rate in the world.” He arched an eyebrow. “It’s a fact.”

She giggled, still under the influence of the wine. “I believe you.”

“I would not lie to you.” He placed the bowl over his heart and gripped it with both hands as he said, “I cannot lie to you.”

“Is that for real?” Breeze asked.

“Yes, I think so. Part of you being my mate is that I can’t ever hurt you. And lies often hurt.” He gave her a quizzical look. “Now, whether I can lie to spare your feelings, I don’t know.”

“We could test it,” she said. “I could put on a terrible outfit and you can tell me I look gorgeous.”

“Ah, but I love you so much that I always think you look gorgeous.”

Her expression shifted, all humor gone. “You say that as if it’s a fact.”

“That I love you?” His eyes darkened, deep pools of emotion filled with longing and desire. “That’s because it is a fact.”

“What if I can’t say it back?” Breeze asked. “What if it’s too soon?”

“Then it’s too soon.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her skin. “I only want to hear it when you feel it in your heart. And I can wait for as long as it takes and if you never say it, if you never think you feel it, then that’s okay.”

“Is it?” she asked. “Truly?”

“That is a fact I do not want to test,” he admitted. “But, yes, I think so.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to wait that long.” She finished washing the dishes and emptied the sink before drying her hands. “I think you have already wormed your way into my heart.”

“That’s a good start.” He nodded as he dried the last of the dishes and placed it on the counter with the rest. If she wasn’t mistaken, his hand trembled. He was nervous.

That made her feel a whole lot better. The pressure of asking him to stay had mounted throughout dinner and she second-guessed herself more than once.

However, she was sure it was the right thing to do.

Now it was the next theory they needed to test.

Her cheeks colored and she ducked her head as she thought of Joey naked in bed. She hadn’t been thinking they needed to test their physical compatibility, she was certain that would be just fine. But waking up in the morning side by side, with messed-up hair and morning breath, would they have anything to say to each other? Would it be awkward?

If Joey’s theory on shifters really was a fact, there should be not the morning after the night before awkwardness.

“You okay?” he asked.

“You need to stop asking me that.” She took the damp dishtowel from his hands and draped it over the back of the chair. Taking his hand, she led him toward the stairs. “Are you okay?”

Joey looked up the stairs, apprehension in his expression. “I am. I just want you to be sure.”

“I am sure. We’re two consenting adults who like each other. Like each other a lot. Even without the mating bond, we might meet and fall in love, or at least meet and fall in lust.”

“Lust, huh?” His mouth curled up at the corners and she longed to kiss him.

“Yeah, you are sexy, any woman can see that.” She tilted her head on one side. “I bet you have broken a million hearts.”

“Nope, not one.” He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I’m always very careful with other people’s hearts,” he told her. “If ever I dated a woman and thought she was falling too hard and too fast, I’d back away. I don’t like seeing people hurt and knowing that they were not the one for me meant I would hurt them. Sooner or later.”

“There may be a little sprinkling of love mixed in with my lust for you,” Breeze conceded.

His smile widened. “I knew it. I knew you couldn’t hold out on me.”

She chuckled as she cupped his face in her hands and kissed his lips. Heat seared her mouth and she slid her tongue along his lower lip before nipping the soft sensitive skin with her teeth. He gasped and their kiss deepened, his tongue entwining with hers as his hands held her close to him. As her arousal kicked up a notch, she was aware of his hardness pressed against her thigh. There was no doubting his desire for her. A desire matched by her own.

Joey broke their kiss, leaned down, and scooped her up in his arms.

Breeze gave a small yelp of surprise which he ignored as he strode along the hallway and then carried her up the stairs.

“I don’t think I have ever been swept off my feet before,” she admitted as he paused at the top of the stairs. “That one.” She pointed to a door along the hallway. “Second one on the right.”

He surged forward, his muscles bunching as he tensed, shifting her weight in his arms so that he could open the door with a free hand. Shouldering it open, he aimed for the bed and laid her down gently. However, when she looked up at the hunger in his eyes, there was nothing gentle about his desire for her. The intensity was incredible, deep, complicated, and yet simple.

Breeze reached out for him and grabbed his hand in hers. He was strong enough to resist her pull at least physically, but he came to her, lying beside her on the bed. Turning onto her side, she cupped his face in her hands and kissed him.

“Are you okay?” She arched an eyebrow at him as he pulled back and took a deep breath.

“Overwhelmed, I guess.” He gave a low, self-deprecating laugh. “I’ve waited so long for you and I want it to be perfect.”

“I don’t ever expect anything in life to be perfect,” she admitted. “That way I’m rarely disappointed.”

“Thanks. I think.” She drew a smile from him, but she wanted more.

“Listen.” She laced her fingers with his and then drew his hand to her lips and kissed the back of it. Joey shuddered with desire. “It’s just us. And it’ll always be just us. I don’t care if we just lie here together. Or if we make love ten times or more.”

His eyes lit up at that thought. “Tempting.”

“Except I do have to work in the morning, and I do need to get some sleep.”

“It’s early.” He glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “I don’t think I’ve gotten to bed this early since I was ten.”

“You’re certainly not ten anymore.” She trailed her fingers down his chest. “Let’s just relax, take it slow, and see where we end up. Neither of us are young teens, we don’t have anything to prove to ourselves or each other. When you get to a certain age, you learn to expect all the wrinkles and bumps in the road.”

“What did I do to deserve you?” he murmured before he kissed her reply away.

“You must have committed some heinous crime.” She kissed his neck, but his clothes stopped her from going any further.

Tugging at the hem of his shirt, she got it so far up his chest before she gave in and undid the buttons, although it was frustratingly slow when she so wanted to run her fingers over his naked flesh.

When the last button popped undone, she pushed the shirt off his shoulders and Joey helped shrug it down his arms before balling it up and throwing it across the room.

Instantly she devoured his flesh, her fingers stroking, her mouth kissing and touching, seeking out his sensitive places as she pushed his arousal higher. She wanted him to burn with a need for her that was unquenchable. Although when she caught a glimpse at the fire in his eyes, she figured he was already there.

His raw naked need for her took her breath away. Yet he was perfectly controlled as he slowly unbuttoned her dress and pushed it from her shoulders. He kissed her creamy shoulders as she pulled her arms out of the sleeves of her dress, pausing once to collect her thoughts when her brain went blank. He had that effect on her. It was as if he could make her forget time and space.

A ripple of apprehension slid through her. Was this how her sister felt? Was this same depth of feeling the reason why she thought more of her relationship with her husband than any relationship with her son?

Joey cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed his thumb over her nipple, still encased in her bra. Unclasping the offending item of clothing that stood between two fated mates, he threw it across the room, where it landed on her dresser.

“Oops,” he murmured as he covered her nipple with his mouth.

“Good shot,” she complimented him as she hooked her fingers through his belt buckle and yanked it open. “You’re going to need to help me with these.”

“Sure thing.” He lifted his head and placed a hand on either side of his jeans. Wriggling, he pushed them down over his slender hips and kicked them off his feet.

“Better.”

“Nearly.” He leaned his weight on one elbow and hooked his fingers through the elastic of her panties. Breeze gulped as he practically tore them off and dropped them over the side of the bed. “Perfect.”

He slid his hand along the inside of her thigh, moving closer to the center of her need. Grasping hold of her own courage, she eased her thighs apart. Joey dipped his fingers between her legs, sliding inside her. She was so wet, as he moved his fingers in and out of her, the bedroom seemed to fill with the slick sound. A tremble of excitement filled her as her first orgasm rushed toward her.

Joey brushed the hair back from her shoulder and lowered his head, capturing her nipple in his mouth. She grasped the bedcovers in both hands and balled them up in her fists as he rolled his tongue around and around the taut bud.

The sensations of his mouth and his fingers drawing pleasure from her was almost too much. Her flesh was on fire, her insides melting from the heat of his touch.

She could feel each and every one of her nerve endings as they all connected in a matrix of pleasure that took over her senses. Higher, he pushed her higher, his teeth grazing her nipple, while his fingertips brushed her inner walls seeking out the center of her pleasure.

She was close, teetering on the edge. Joey brushed his thumb across her mound, finally pushing her over the edge.

“Oh.” She arched her back, her hand gripping his wrist as she fought to keep his hand between her thighs but fought to take it away. His touch was almost too much, and yet all that she needed at the same time.

He didn’t let up, pushing her further, taking his own pleasure in watching her come.

As her orgasm faded, she lay shivering in his arms. He kissed her, his mouth warm and tender on her feverish flesh, his fingers gentle as he helped her come down from her high. But she didn’t want to come down. Not yet, she wanted him to join her.

Pushing him onto his back, she moved to straddle him, her thighs on either side of him as if she were going to ride a horse. Instead, she was going to ride a bear. At least the human side of a bear shifter.

He placed his hands on her thighs and lifted her up. As he lowered her down, she guided him inside of her. His hard length filled her, her inner muscles straining against the invasion as he stretched her.

Breeze closed her eyes, keeping very still as her tense muscles slowly relaxed. It had been a while since she’d been with a man. The older she got, the pickier she got. Then when her sister began having problems, dating had taken a back seat.

Now, she was in the front seat. The driver’s seat.

A smile crept across her lips as she rocked her hips back and forth, watching Joey’s reaction. He bit down on his bottom lip, his jaw tense as she added a small circular motion.

Empowered by his reaction, she rocked her hips more, lifting herself up and down a little as she moved.

He reached up and cupped her breasts in his hands and her inner muscles tightened around him. Oh, my, this was good. So, so good.

She closed her eyes, wishing she could put her emotions into words. But words didn’t matter right now, only sensations. Only Joey.

Adjusting his position, Joey sat up, holding her close as he closed his mouth over her breast. His hands went to her shoulders and he pinned her down as he lifted his hips and thrust deep inside her. Breeze cradled his head in her hands and their lovemaking took them rushing headlong toward a climax that shook her to the core.

She came wrapped around him, filled with the warmth of his essence. He jerked his hips up as she circled hers around as if they moved as one.

As he finally held her in his arms on the cusp of sleep, she acknowledged she’d given herself to her mate. Mind, body, and soul.

But he would not consume her. His love for her and the need for her to be happy would temper their love.


Chapter Nineteen – Joey

“I would ask you if you are okay,” he told Breeze the next morning, “but I can see that you are.”

“Can you?” She smiled, color creeping across her cheeks as she bit into a piece of toast smothered in butter and strawberry jam.

“You glow like you spent the night in the arms of your lover.” He chuckled as she covered her face with her hand and turned away. “Oh, goodness, is everyone going to know?”

He stalked across the kitchen and slipped his hand over her bottom, pulling her close to him. In gentle circular moments, he rubbed his hard length against her. “I want them to know. I want everyone to know you are mine.”

Her heart hammered against his chest and her nostrils flared. “I have to go to work.”

“I know.” He cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed his thumb over her nipple. “I want you to think about me all day.”

She glanced up at the clock and groaned. “I want you to lift me onto the counter and then make love to me.”

“I can do that.” He inched her toward the counter, his fingers edging around the front of her black slacks.

She pecked his lips, leaving behind the taste of strawberries. “Unfortunately, I have to go.” She grinned and ran her fingers across the front of his jeans, leaving him painfully hard. “But I know you will be thinking of me all day.”

“I will.” He sighed as she pulled away from him and finished her toast before drinking the rest of her coffee. “Can I see you tonight?”

“Would you like to have dinner with me and Tristan?” Breeze checked the time once more. “I hope I have time to pick Tristan up and get him to Angela, who looks after him when I work.”

“I can pick him up for you, if that helps. I don’t start work for another couple of hours,” he offered.

“Oh, that’s my phone.” Breeze whirled around, her eyes scanning the countertops as she looked for the source of the ringing.

“Here it is.” He grabbed it from next to the toaster and passed it to her.

“Oh, that’s not good.” Breeze tapped her phone screen and put her phone to her ear. “Hi, Angela. Oh, no, that’s okay. No, no problem. Let me know when you are better. Take care of yourself.”

“Is Angela okay?” Joey asked.

“No, she’s come down with a migraine and can’t take him today.” She stared at her phone. “I don’t have a backup plan. I should have by now, but…”

“Hey, it’s okay, I can watch him for the day,” Joey offered.

“I can’t ask you to do that,” she replied. “You have your own work to do.”

“It’s fine, Mac already offered me a few days off so that I could get my head together about finally having a mate.” He grinned at the surprised look on her face. “It’s common for things to take a couple of days to settle down. Judgment can often be impaired when you are hit with the thunderbolt of love.”

She chuckled and went to him, kissing his lips before she took hold of his hand. “I am thankful I am your thunderbolt.”

“Me, too.” He went to the coffee pot and poured himself more coffee. “Jane can give you and Tristan references,” he told his mate. “When Shawn has to go away or if he’s stuck for a babysitter, I am the one he calls.”

“Are you?” she asked. “And I expect Jane has a great time.”

“She does. I am the fun one.” He pointed his thumb at his chest.

“Are you sure?” Breeze asked. “I can wait until you call work and make sure it’s okay.”

“No, it’ll be fine. And if they need me to pop in for a couple of hours, there’s always someone at the house to take care of Tristan. There are a couple of kids who live there. They know how things are.”

“Okay, and thank you.” She checked the time again. “I’ll call Tristan and tell him you’ll be picking him up.”

“Okay. I’ll go get ready and go on over to Cougar Ridge.” Joey headed for the door. “Does he have any allergies or anything I need to be aware of?”

“No, nothing that I can think of.” She went to a drawer in the kitchen and took out a key. “This is a spare key for the house.”

“Giving me a key already, I must be for keeps.” He winked and turned away, but Breeze crossed the kitchen and caught hold of his arm.

“Thank you so much.” She kissed him. “And you are for keeps.”

Joey cupped her face in his hand. “I love you, Breeze, and I love Tristan. It’s who I am.”

“I like who you are,” she told him and then he let her go.

“Get yourself to work. I have your cell phone number, if there is any problem whatsoever, I’ll call you,” he told her.

“You’ll have to leave a message, I don’t have my phone on me when I am on duty.” She gathered up her purse, phone, and keys. “If it’s a real emergency, call the hospital and ask them to give me a message. Okay?”

“Absolutely okay.” Joey turned and went upstairs, he’d left his jacket draped over the chair in Breeze’s bedroom and he needed to wash before he went to pick up Tristan since he would not be going home to shower first.

“Lock the door behind you and I’ll be home about five,” Breeze called as she left the house. “Tristan can’t wait to spend the day with you.”

“See you later and don’t worry.” He listened to the front door close behind her and immediately felt the loss of her presence. Something he would need to get used to since they both had separate lives and a child to care for. They might be connected on a soul-deep level, but they were not connected at the hip.

Ten minutes later, he was leaving the house, heading for Cougar Ridge and an exciting day of hanging outwith Tristan. Luckily, Mac had been absolutely fine about him taking the day off, telling Joey it would be good for him to bond with Breeze’s nephew.

So, what are we going to do for the day? his bear asked.

I thought we could go on a hike and then carve some wood. Tristan could make something for the spring fair. I’m hoping he’ll like the idea of helping out at the sawmill stall. It’s always a good day and if he is going to live in Bear Creek, it’ll be a good way for him to get to meet people.

I do enjoy the spring fair, his bear said. It’s good to see everyone having fun.

I thought you liked the fresh honey for sale, Joey teased.

That, too. His bear licked his lips in anticipation.

Joey drove the truck up the steep road toward Cougar Ridge. He was not going to complain about having a day off when the weather was so nice. Neither too hot nor too cold, it was a good day to do almost anything outdoors.

“Hi there.” Joey knocked on Shawn’s door and opened it up as he heard his friend shout to come in.

“How are you?” Shawn asked and handed him a cup of coffee. “The kids are in the back yard playing. Tristan is extremely excited about spending the day with you.”

“I hope he still feels the same way at the end of the day,” Joey said, suddenly nervous.

“Hey, you are Jane’s favorite babysitter. I can’t see that Tristan won’t feel the same way, too,” Shawn assured him.

“I don’t think Tristan is the tea party kind of a guy,” Joey replied as he drank his coffee.

“No, but he liked hiking yesterday. Over dinner, he kept talking about how cool it was to ride on the back of your bear.” Shawn raised his cup to Joey. “The boy loves you already.”

“Loves my bear,” Joey corrected.

“And your bear is a big part of you.” Shawn looked out of the kitchen window to where Jane and Tristan were playing. “He’s a good kid. He deserves the best.”

“I can’t understand his parents,” Joey admitted. “How could they ditch him like that?”

“Maybe they were scared.” Shawn pulled out a chair and sat down across the table from Joey. “Being a single parent is tough. Maybe neither of them thought they were up for the challenge and decided the best thing for everyone was if they could save their marriage.”

“I suppose you could be right, and you do have more of an insight into being a single parent than anyone else I know.” Joey drank his coffee thoughtfully. “My worry is what happens next?”

“For you and Breeze?” Shawn asked. “Having Tristan in your lives might put the brakes on your relationship, you know, slow things down, so you all have a chance to adjust.”

“That’s not what worries me,” Joey replied. “What worries me is if Tristan’s parents decide they want him back.”

“Isn’t that a good thing, for him to be with his parents?” Shawn asked.

“As long as it’s for keeps. What happens if they get back together as a family and then they decide it isn’t working again?” Joey shook his head bitterly.

“Then you and Breeze will be there to pick him back up again.” Shawn looked at his friend over the rim of his cup. “Or maybe you should give Tristan’s dad a good talking to and tell him to man up. This is his family and he’s letting it fall apart.”

Joey grinned. “Yeah, that would definitely endear me to Breeze’s family.” He sighed. “If only they were shifters, then they would not be going through all of this because they would never have gotten themselves into this mess in the first place.”

“You could use that as your opening argument,” Shawn suggested lightly.

“I’m glad you find it amusing,” Joey told his friend.

“That’s the thing,” Shawn began. “I really don’t. I hate it when kids get all turned inside out over these things. I know the last few weeks with Jane have been tough. The uncertainty about her future was difficult to live with.”

“But now you guys are good?” Joey asked.

“Better than good,” Shawn confessed. “I love having Joanna in our lives, I love that she is a mother to Jane. And I am more than happy that Joanna is a shifter and there is no awkwardness for Jane. Joanna loves Jane as if she was her own child. And that is the same love you have to give Tristan.”

Joey’s eyes stung with tears, but he brushed them away. “I’d love to help raise him, but you are right, he’s better off with his own parents. But if that doesn’t work out then I am here for him and will support Breeze no matter what.”

“Here they come,” Shawn said. “I’ve told Jane that we have some errands to run or she might have invited herself along.”

“I wouldn’t have minded,” Joey replied.

“I know, but I think Tristan deserves some one-on-one time with you.” Shawn got up from his seat and went to the kitchen door, holding it open for the two children.

“I didn’t hear you arrive,” Tristan said as he tumbled through the door and went to stand next to Joey. He looked tense and unsure, but his cheeks were flushed with excitement.

“I was just drinking coffee with Shawn while you played.” He stood up. “But now I am ready to go. Do you want to grab your things?”

“Sure, I have them all packed and ready to go.” He ran out of the kitchen, skidded to a halt, and then turned around and ran back to Shawn and Jane. “Thanks for the sleepover. It was fun. Maybe I can ask Aunt Breeze if you can come and sleepover with us soon.”

“That would be fun.” Jane lifted her hand and waved. “Bye, Tris. Bye, Joey.”

“Bye, Jane. I’ll see you soon, okay?” Joey replied.

“See you soon,” Jane answered and threaded her hand through her dad’s.

“What are we going to do today?” Tristan asked as they left Shawn’s house and went to the truck.

“What do you want to do? We can go for a hike or I thought I could teach you how to carve wood. There’s a spring fair in Bear Creek and the sawmill sponsors a wood-carving competition. I also wondered, and I cleared this all with your aunt first, if you wanted to help out on the sawmill stall.”

Tristan’s eyes lit up. “That would be great! So do I get to use a knife when we carve the wood?”

“You do, but you’ll have to wear some special gloves to protect your hands, particularly your fingers, from the blade.” Joey glanced sideways at Tristan as he drove away from Cougar Ridge, heading home.

“This is going to be so fun,” Tristan announced with so much enthusiasm he could barely sit still.

Joey grinned at the young boy as he remembered those days.

Of course you remember them, his bear said. It was only yesterday when we were driving to Breeze’s house for dinner.

Funny, Joey answered. You’re a comedian.

I try. His bear puffed out his cheeks and sat down, he was enjoying their time with Tristan and after the wood carving, they would go into the mountains and Breeze’s nephew could ride on his back again.

They were nearing his house, nestled in the woods on the edge of the land belonging to Mac at the sawmill, when Joey had a thought. He was enjoying his time with Tristan because he liked watching children learn and grow. It was why he loved babysitting Jane. He liked seeing the world from a child’s perspective.

Your point? his bear asked.

Is that Breeze doesn’t have anything to worry about. My relationship with Tristan is a genuine one, a natural one. I would hang out with him even if Breeze wasn’t my mate, Joey tried to explain.

Which means that your relationship with Tristan would never be crushed by your love for Breeze and your need to make her happy, his bear summarized.

Yes. I love them both and want them both to be happy. Of course, the love I have for my mate is stronger, how could it not be? But it doesn’t force me to exclude all other relationships. In the same way that Beck, Hex, and Mac all still love each other and their mom, even though they have mates.

“So what are we going to carve?” Tristan asked as they drove along the short trail leading to Joey’s cabin.

“I thought we could carve an owl. They’re great for a first attempt.” Joey stopped the truck and got out.

“Whoa, you live here?” Tristan asked as Joey stopped the truck in front of the cabin.

“Yes, it’s a little small, but I like it. It’s cozy.” He got out of the cab and went around to the passenger door, but Tristan had already flung it open and slithered out of his seat to land squarely on the ground.

“I love it.” His eyes shone brightly with excitement. “When you and Aunt Breeze get married, can we live here with you?” Tristan asked, running up to the front porch and jumping up the steps.

“That isn’t something I can decide on my own,” Joey said. “Hey, shall we go and get the stuff we need to carve an owl? It’s in the shed over here. I use it as a workroom.”

“Yeah. I can’t wait to show Aunt Breeze what we make,” Tristan said.

His bear hung his head as they went to the workshop. He never mentions his parents.

I know, it’s like they don’t exist, Joey replied.

Or he knows they just don’t care. His bear shook his head sadly.

At least he has Breeze, and now he has us, Joey answered, determined to be the best he could be for Tristan, whatever form their relationship took.

Father and son, or uncle and nephew, it didn’t matter as long as the boy was happy and knew he had people who cared for him and who he could turn to whenever he needed help.


Chapter Twenty – Breeze

Breeze giggled as Tristan’s voice came through her cell phone and into her car. She was driving home from the hospital, her back ached and her legs were tired, and a niggling headache nestled behind her eyes. Despite all that, she’d had a great day, delivering a baby to a mom who had been in labor for thirty-six hours straight. It sounded as though Tristan had also had a great day but for different reasons.

“So my owl looks like a cat,” Tristan continued. He was still at Joey’s cabin, which he loved, and wanted to live in.

“I can’t wait to see it,” Breeze told him. “And the cabin.”

“Joey says the cabin is small, but I think it’s perfect. There are trees and birds all around and I think I saw a wolf.” Tristan paused for breath.

“A wolf?” Breeze asked with concern, but Joey put her at her ease.

“It was a shifter. There’s a trail that runs through the woods surrounding the sawmill and Mac lets people from town use it as a shortcut to the mountains. Wild wolves and bears don’t come around here because of the scent markers the shifters make.”

“Sounds yummy.” Breeze screwed up her face.

“There’s nothing like the musky scent of a bear marking his territory,” Joey told her firmly.

“I am now rethinking the whole mate thing,” she told him.

“Don’t worry, I don’t intend to mark you,” he assured her.

“I’m grateful you told me that.” Breeze sighed and rolled her shoulders, easing the ache in her neck. “I’m nearly home, I’m going to have a nice soak in the bathtub so you guys take your time and I will make dinner.”

“Are you sure? Because I could make something,” Joey offered.

“No, it’s fine, Tristan needs an early night, it sounds as if he’s had an active day and I don’t want him grouchy for Angela in the morning.” She waited for Tristan to insist he was never grouchy.

“I am tired,” Tristan admitted. “But it’s been fun. Thanks, Joey.” There was a small grunt and Breeze imagined her nephew launching himself at Joey just like he did at his dad when he wanted a hug.

“You are very welcome,” Joey replied. “And you are also welcome to come back whenever you want.”

“Really?” Tristan asked. “Like tomorrow?”

“Like anytime I am not at work and it’s okay with your Aunt Breeze,” Joey replied.

“Well handled.” Breeze turned down the road where her small house was situated. “Okay, I’m nearly home. See you later. Love you.” Her forehead wrinkled. Maybe she shouldn’t have said that.

“We love you, too.” The two people at the end of the phone laughed. “See you soon.” It was Joey’s voice that signed off on the call and then the line went dead.

Her heart fluttered in her chest and a deep ache in her core reinforced the words Joey had taken as for him. Or maybe he’d been teasing her. But she couldn’t deny it. She did love him. Maybe not in the same overpowering way he loved her. But it was a spark inside her heart that she aimed to nurture and allow to grow until it burned bright and fierce.

She parked her car and got out, closing the door and locking it before walking toward her house. As she took her house key from her purse, she was aware of someone behind her. Swallowing down her panic, she took a deep breath, trying to gauge if she had enough time to unlock the front door and get inside before the person behind her grabbed her, or worse.

Her hand shook as she raised it to the lock. When she moved to Bear Creek, she was impressed with the low crime rate. Since she moved here, she’d always felt safe. So who was this, someone from her past? Breeze had never hurt anyone. There were no skeletons in her closet, no scorned wives.

“Breeze.”

Her shoulders sagged forward with relief. Relief that was short-lived. The person behind her was not a shadowy figure from her past, but they certainly were about to upset her near-perfect present.

“Lisa.” She turned around to face her sister. “What are you doing here? I thought you were out exploring the world with Uri.”

“It’s good to see you, too.” Lisa took two quick steps and wrapped her arms around Breeze and hugged her close.

“Is everything okay?” Breeze asked, hugging her sister back.

“Everything is more than okay,” she replied. “Uri and I have talked things over and decided to renew our wedding vows and try again.”

Breeze should be happy to hear her sister say those words, but she wasn’t ready to believe that Lisa and Uri had somehow managed to fix all the problems in their marriage. She blinked quickly and pulled away from her sister. She was being unfair. People could change.

Lisa and Uri had loved each other for a long time, perhaps they had found a way to rekindle their love and make it last.

“Why don’t you come inside?” Breeze asked.

“Sure.” Lisa looked around. “Where is Tristan?”

“Oh, he’s with Joey. He’s a good friend,” Breeze quickly assured Lisa.

“I thought Tristan was in daycare while you worked?” There was a slightly judgmental tone to Lisa’s voice that set Breeze on the defensive.

“Normally, yes. But Angela had a migraine today and Joey offered to take care of Tristan for the day.” Breeze placed her purse down on the counter in the kitchen and went straight for the coffee pot, she had a feeling she would need gallons of the stuff before the day was over.

“And who exactly is Joey?” Lisa asked.

“As I said, he’s a good friend.” Breeze kept her tone neutral even though she wanted to ask Lisa what right she had to question her decisions when they had practically abandoned their child and gone off to see the world. “How is Uri?”

“He’s great, he’s so sweet, he’s gone into town to get me some coffee and something to eat. We’ve been waiting for hours.” Her mouth formed a firm line. “Don’t you check your messages?”

“I was at work,” Breeze reminded her.

“You’re not now.” Lisa pulled out a chair and sat down. “What would happen if this Joey had a problem with Tristan and needed to get hold of you?”

“Joey is a very capable man.” Breeze resisted the urge to take out her phone and check for any messages from Lisa. She’d done nothing wrong. “And Tristan likes him. They have spent the day carving cats from wood.”

“Wood carving?” Lisa’s eyes widened in shock. “With knives? Of course with knives and they would have to be sharp knives…”

“Lisa, they had a good day and Tristan enjoyed having some one-on-one time with Joey.”

“Did you check Joey out before you handed my son over to him?” Lisa asked.

“Stop.” Breeze held up her hand as if she were trying to stop the traffic. “What is this all about? If you think you can show up here unannounced and berate me for the way I care for your child, the child you left behind while you and his father ran off halfway around the world, then you are mistaken.”

Lisa’s head snapped back. “That is unfair, you know we had our reasons. We wanted to make our marriage stronger so we could come back for Tristan and make a family again.”

“Meanwhile, Tristan and I are stuck in limbo. You tell me I don’t answer my messages, but I’ve been texting you about whether I need to make arrangements for Tristan to start school here for days.” Breeze hated that she was arguing with her sister when she’d only just arrived. But their relationship had always been on the volatile side. They just did not understand each other. Not one bit.

“I didn’t come here to fight,” Lisa told her sister. “I know I will never be as perfect as you.”

“What?” Breeze’s head snapped back as if Lisa had slapped her across the face.

“You know what I mean.” Lisa chewed the inside of her cheek. “You always said we married too fast. Uri says you are jealous of our love. I didn’t see it until now.”

“Lisa, I think we should just have a cup of coffee and calm down before we both say something we will regret.” Breeze handed her sister a cup of coffee and sat down at the table opposite Lisa.

Lisa shook her head. “You don’t think that I strive to be perfect? The perfect wife, the perfect mom.”

“No one is perfect,” Breeze said gently. “And when you first got together with Uri, yes, I thought it was too fast too soon. But you loved each other, it was clear from the way you looked at each other. You were happy. But your relationship with Uri was too suffocating. It was as if there was no room for anyone else.”

“You mean no room for a child,” Lisa said bitterly. “I would be the first to admit that things would have been better for me and Uri if we hadn’t had Tristan.”

Breeze took a sharp breath. “So what happens now?”

“I told you, we have talked it over and we’re willing to try again. Try to become a family.” She gave a short laugh. “After all, we only have to survive another ten years or so, and then Tristan will be an adult and…”

“Lisa.” Breeze reached across the table and covered her sister’s hand with hers. “That is no way to look at it.”

“That’s the only way to look at it,” Lisa said. “It took a lot of time and effort for me to get Uri to see it that way.”

“What did Uri want?” Breeze didn’t want to ask the question and she was scared of what the answer might be. But she had to ask it, for Tristan’s sake.

“He wanted us to leave Tristan here with you. He wanted me to go with him to some far-off place, which I couldn’t even pronounce. He says he loves me, but he is not cut out to be a father, he never was.”

Breeze put her face in her hands and pictured Joey with Tristan and Jane. She was internally grateful that she would never be faced with a similar decision. Her husband or her child.

“Leave Tristan here with me,” Breeze offered. “He’s happy, he adores the mountains and he likes Joey a lot.”

“So that’s it?” Lisa asked savagely. “You want to use my son to make a perfect life of your own. I take it you and this Joey are in a relationship?”

“We are, but that is not how it is.” Breeze had no intention of defending herself against the accusations Lisa leveled at her. She had nothing to prove. “All I want is for Tristan to have a settled life. A normal life.”

“What if he doesn’t want a normal life?” Lisa asked. “We can show him the world.”

“Is that your plan, is that your compromise?” Breeze asked. “Uri gets to do what he wants, and you and Tristan follow him around.”

“Uri said he’ll travel to less remote places. He can still work, and I can homeschool Tristan.” Lisa didn’t look if she was sold on the idea. This was the first chink in her armor and Breeze intended to chip away at it and expose the cracks in their plan.

“Think about it, Lisa. You have never been interested in school, and you want to teach your son?” Breeze asked. “It’s not so bad now, but what about when he’s a teenager? And high school? He’ll miss out on all the things you loved. Sports, prom, friendships.”

Lisa’s phone pinged and she grabbed it out of her purse and checked her messages. “Uri is here.” She looked up sharply at Breeze. “Don’t pick a fight with him.”

“I don’t plan on it,” Breeze answered. “But at the same time, I am not going to just let him walk all over everyone else’s feelings.”

“Because you always know best for everyone,” Lisa said bitterly.

“That’s not true and you know it,” Breeze said. “Oh, I see this is one more of Uri’s revelations.”

Fear fluttered in Breeze’s heart as she went to open the door. While Uri and Lisa had been away fixing their marriage, her sister’s husband had been filling her head with false ideas. He’d been driving a wedge between Breeze and Lisa. Was it too late to make Lisa see the real truth?

She obviously loved Uri. But sometimes love was not enough. Sometimes love was not healthy, it was destructive and harmful. Breeze had seen it during her college years when she’d worked hard alongside other students who had dropped out due to breakups in relationships. Lisa was just reminding Breeze that love was a multifaceted jewel.

“Hi, Uri.” Breeze opened the front door to find her brother-in-law on the doorstep. “You could have knocked.”

“I texted Lisa to say I was here,” Uri told her.

“I know, but you could have just knocked.” She forced a smile onto her face as she opened the door for him and invited Uri into her home. “I see you bought some coffee. Can I offer you anything else?”

“No, thank you. We just came by to pick up our son.”

“Lisa was just telling me about your plans.” Breeze led Uri through into the kitchen, sensing his eyes boring into her back. They’d always gotten along. But Breeze and Uri were not friends, they had no common ground, no connection.

“The best coffee in town.” Uri placed a cardboard cup onto the table next to the coffee cup Breeze had poured for Lisa. “Not that it says a lot about the coffee. It’s not the same as the freshly ground Peaberry Kisii beans we drank in Kenya.”

“You look well, Uri.” Breeze couldn’t think of anything else to say. Other than, you really are a prize jerk, and she figured that might not help the day go well.

“Yes, we’ve spent the last few weeks walking and talking and deciding on what we want out of life,” Uri said.

“What we want.” Breeze looked at her sister, but her sister looked at her coffee.

“Yes, I’m sure Lisa has told you and I can see by your disapproving impression you don’t agree. But Lisa is my wife and Tristan is my son.”

“They are.” Breeze bit back her retort where she’d tell him that maybe he should have kept that in mind when he left his son behind while he went off to rekindle his old life and dreams, with his wife in tow. Breeze was certain that Lisa had gone to save her marriage, while Uri had simply gone because it was what he wanted to do.

“Where is my son?” Uri directed the question toward Lisa.

“He’s with a friend of Breeze’s,” Lisa replied. “Breeze had trouble with her daycare and Joey offered to step in.”

“So my son is with a stranger?” Uri asked.

“Tristan is with a friend of mine, a very good friend.” Breeze fought to keep her tone neutral.

The sound of Joey’s truck pulling up outside sent a rush of relief through her veins. Leaving her sister and Uri in the kitchen, she went to the front door, wanting to give Tristan a warning that they were here so he wasn’t shocked when he saw them.

“We’re home,” Tristan said as he strode up to the door looking a foot taller than when he’d left last night. In his hand, he clutched a piece of wood carved into the image of a cat sitting down with his tail wrapped around his feet. “Look.”

“That is amazing.” She held out her arms and he ran to her, hugging her tightly. “It sounds as if you and Joey have had a wonderful day.”

“We have. It was the best day ever.” Tristan pulled away from her and ran his fingers over the smooth wood. “We were going to hike in the mountains, but we spent all day doing this instead.” He flexed his fingers. “My hands are sore.”

“Hi.” Joey stood behind Tristan, looking handsome, his sun-kissed skin flushed with pleasure as he looked at her.

“I have a surprise for you.” Breeze fixed her eyes on Tristan. “When I got back from work, your mom was here. She’s in the kitchen with your dad.”

“They’re here?” Tristan asked, shrinking away as he nervously clasped his wooden cat.

“Yes, shall we go and say hi?” Breeze asked, her tone light and filled with enthusiasm she didn’t feel.

“Should I go?” Joey asked quietly as Tristan went into the house, heading for the kitchen.

“It’s up to you,” Breeze replied, reaching out to him and wrapping her arms around his waist. “Take me with you,” she murmured against his ear.

“You know I will.” He nodded toward the kitchen. “But I think the little man needs you more.”

She kissed his cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He turned his head and kissed her mouth. “If you need me, just call.”

“I will. Thank you. For everything.”


Chapter Twenty-One – Joey

Thank you for everything, what did that mean? he pondered as he went back to his truck and climbed inside. He sat for a few minutes staring at the house, waiting in case Breeze flung open the door and begged him to come back to her.

They don’t need us right now, his bear told him, but they will. Looking at Breeze’s face, when this blows over, she is going to need us more than ever.

Do you think they have come to take Tristan home with them? His bear was not happy at that thought, they had enjoyed their day with him so much. Yet, they both realized that was where Tristan belonged. If his parents were deeply committed to making it work.

Whatever happens, they would all be there for Tristan, whether he needed them today, tomorrow, or ten years in the future. Love had no time limit.

He drove home, feeling deflated after the joyful day he’d spent teaching Tristan to carve. The boy was a natural, able to look into the wood and see how he could carve it to bring out the beauty of the grain.

Joey parked outside his log cabin and stared at his home for a few moments before he got out of the truck. He needed to run. He needed to work off some of the tension in his body. But as he slammed the truck door closed and prepared to shift, his bear stopped him.

What if Breeze needs us?

Joey sighed. His bear was right, if he ran into the mountain, there would be no way for Breeze to contact him if she needed him to come to her rescue.

His bear chuckled at Joey’s human side. I don’t think our mate will need rescuing, but she might need a shoulder to cry on. Or someone to rant at to work through her frustrations.

Joey went inside and began cleaning the kitchen. Tristan had been so absorbed in carving that they had made a quick lunch and gone back outside with their food. They’d sat together under one of the old pine trees that grew tall and straight toward the sky.

There they had listened to the breeze as it ruffled the new leaves and Joey had taught Tristan how to recognize the trees and which had the best wood for carving and which were the best for burning on an open hearth.

It was a good day and Joey determined that nothing was going to persuade him otherwise.

After cleaning the kitchen, he took out a pan and filled it with water, which he set to boil. As he went to the cupboard for spaghetti, his phone beeped.

Hi, Joey, can I come stay the night? x The message was from Breeze.

He was both pleased and concerned in equal measure. Of course, he was ecstatic that his mate was coming to stay. However, this must also mean that things had not gone smoothly with Tristan’s parents.

Of course, I’m just making dinner x

I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’ll grab some wine. Do you want some beer? x

Beer would be great. Thanks. See you soon x

He stared at his phone as he sent the last message, wishing he could talk to her now and check if she was okay. The hands of the clock went around impossibly slowly as he made sauce for the spaghetti and then turned his attention to the garlic bread. He also rummaged in the freezer for a dessert, hoping by the time they had eaten, Breeze would be okay.

She might be okay anyway, his bear told him. Maybe she is just giving Tristan and his parents some space. They haven’t been together as a family for weeks.

Maybe you’re right. He lifted his head and looked toward the door at the sound of Breeze’s car approaching. Turning down the stove, he went to meet her, ready to fold her in his arms and tell her it would all be okay.

Joey opened the door and watched as her headlights grew larger. He was illuminated by the lights until she turned the wheel and parked her car next to his truck.

Where it belongs, his bear said.

All in good time, Joey replied. Although, we might need to build a bigger cabin if we intend to start a family.

No ifs about it, his bear replied.

“Hi.” He raised his hands and walked down the porch steps to meet his mate.

“Thanks so much.” She got out of the car, went to the trunk and took out an overnight bag. “I thought it was best if they spent some time on their own.”

“I wondered if that was the reason.” Joey stopped walking and waited for Breeze to reach him. “Are you okay?”

“No.” She stood with her shoulders slumped forward. She took a deep breath which shuddered through her body. “Honestly, I never truly got along with my brother-in-law, we kind of tolerated each other. Now I just think he’s the biggest idiot to ever walk the planet.”

“That bad?” Joey asked as Breeze closed the distance between them. He opened his arms and she came to him, resting her head on his chest. “I know now why I had such a hang-up about me and you while Tristan was in my life. I was worried I’d end up exactly like my sister, trying to hold it all together when one person doesn’t care if they are all together or not.”

“They didn’t come back for Tristan?” Joey asked.

“Yes, but on Uri’s terms. Which are my sister and my nephew traipsing around the world after him. He says the breakdown in their marriage came about because he wasn’t fulfilled. He isn’t a stay-in-one-place kind of guy.” She ground her back teeth together. “My interpretation of that is that he doesn’t want to hold down a steady job and support his family. He wants to live a life where he is free to do what he wants, and they are welcome to follow him like a couple of lost puppies.”

“Traveling isn’t a bad way to live,” Joey told her gently.

“No, it’s not. Not if it’s done for the right reasons and everyone has a say in whether it’s what they want. But when Tristan said he would be happy to stay here in Bear Creek with us…” She tilted her head back and looked at Joey. “That’s what he said.”

“Ouch, that must have hurt Uri’s ego.”

“Just a smidge.” She held up her fingers an inch apart. “Anyway, it was around then that I said I needed to give them some time to think things over. I also told Tristan I would support him in any way I could. That we would be there for him.” She patted Joey’s chest. “I figured you would be okay with that.”

“Absolutely,” he answered. “We are a family. Tristan is part of our family forever.”

Breeze lifted her overnight bag and patted it. “I have wine and beer and I am not afraid to drink it all.”

“Come on. Let’s go eat and I got a dessert out of the freezer.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “We can eat and drink and make love all night.”

“I like the sound of all of that.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Did I tell you I loved you?”

“You did but you can tell me again.”

“I love you, Joey.” She climbed the porch steps wearily. “I’m sorry you got dragged into my family drama.”

“I’m not.” He led her inside and shut the door behind them. “I like that you trust me enough to make me part of your family drama. If you’d shut me out, I’d have been worried you didn’t trust me. Or didn’t need me.”

“I trust you and I need you.” She inhaled deeply. “Something smells good.”

“It’s nothing fancy,” he told her.

“I like plain and simple.” She dropped her bag on one of the chairs and unzipped it. Reaching inside, she took out a bottle of red wine and a six-pack of beer.

“You are the kind of guest I like.” Joey held out his hand as she passed him a beer.

“I love your home.” Breeze leaned back against the counter and looked around the small kitchen. “It’s cozy.”

“We can extend if you want,” he replied.

“No, I mean it, it’s cozy. It makes me feel safe and warm. Like if there was a storm raging outside, we would be okay in here.”

“Is there a storm raging outside?” he asked as he drained the spaghetti.

“There might be. I left in the hope it might defuse the situation. Or maybe it was because if I had to spend another minute listening to Uri, I might have said something I regretted. The last thing I want is to alienate myself from Lisa and Uri. I want to be a part of Tristan’s life. And they have the power to cut me out.”

“Do you think they would?” Joey asked as he set the plates down on the table. “It was you they turned to when they needed someone to care for him while they went off to find themselves, or each other, or whatever they were trying to find.”

“Uri and I haven’t always seen eye to eye. Honestly, if he didn’t see me as free childcare, I doubt I would’ve had such a big part in Tristan’s life. But I was the convenient aunt, he always knew they could ask me to look after Tristan even at short notice.” She smiled sadly. “I’m not blaming the situation entirely on Uri. We’ve all had our parts to play.”

“A woman who can see she might have made a mistake.” He dipped his head and winked, and she grinned.

“Wow, well, if you ever meet a man who has that character trait, let me know, I’ll marry him on the spot.”

“Ouch. I’m wounded.” He studied her for a moment. “What about your sister?”

“What about her?” Breeze asked as Joey strained the spaghetti and fetched plates from the cupboard. With the addition of some fresh herbs and salad, the meal might just impress his mate. If he’d known she was coming to dinner earlier, he would have made something more impressive.

“You tell me.” He gave her a searching look.

“My sister.” She grabbed the bottle of wine and Joey pointed her in the direction of the glasses. “I am going to need some of this.”

“You two don’t get along?” Joey asked.

“We did when we were kids,” she began as she sipped her wine. “We were best friends, played together all the time, at the park, in the back yard, we always found something to do. High school was a little rocky. I blame that on my Goth stage.”

“Goth?” Joey tilted his head back and laughed.

“Glad to be of amusement.”

“No, it’s just.” He pointed the spoon at her. She was dressed in a cotton dress covered with small blue flowers, coupled with a sweater to ward off the chill air. As usual, Breeze wore hardly a scrap of makeup. She was naturally beautiful. At least to him.

And no other opinion matters, his bear concluded.

“Just what?” She folded her arms across her body, her wine glass grasped in one hand.

“You are about as far away from a Goth as it gets.” His brow furrowed. “That’s not to say I would not love you however you dressed and whatever you wanted to be. I just can’t imagine you as a Goth.”

“Nice explanation.” She sighed and smoothed her hand over her hair. “I had black hair, black nail polish, black clothes. And a black mood.”

“Were you okay?” Joey asked.

“I don’t think I was,” she admitted. “My mom wanted me to be a lawyer. Since my sister had no intention of finding a career and instead decided to try all the jobs until she found one she liked, it was as if my mom’s dreams of one of her children accomplishing great things was put on my shoulders.”

“That’s tough. But you obviously didn’t become a lawyer, so you didn’t let her bully you.”

“To some extent yes. To some extent no.” Breeze took a long drink of her wine. “I hated the idea of law. The compromise was that I became a doctor. But I soon realized I was not cut out for it. Although I loved aspects of the work, it just wasn’t for me. While I was trying to figure out how to tell my mom, I was present at the birth of a baby. At that moment it was as if my future crystallized and I knew that was what I wanted to do.”

“And your mom?”

“She was okay with it. Eventually.” Breeze refilled her wine glass as Joey set the plates down on the table.

“Dinner is served.”

Breeze inhaled deeply. “This smells wonderful. It’s nice to eat a meal I haven’t cooked myself.”

“I’ll cook for you every day if you never leave,” he teased.

Her expression faltered and her bottom lip trembled. “If Tristan goes home with his mom, nothing is stopping me from moving in here with you tomorrow.”

“Hey.” Before he sat down, he went to his mate and held her against his chest. “It’ll all work out.”

“Will it?” Breeze sniffed loudly. “I know the best place for Tristan is with his parents, but not like this. Not with him trailing around the world behind them. I know what it’s like to suffer in silence and do what your parents want you to do even though a piece of you dies each day.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t be like that for Tristan,” Joey said gently.

“But he doesn’t get a say in it, does he? Even my sister doesn’t get a say. I don’t think it’s what she wants to do.” Breeze leaned her head on his chest. “She desperately wants her marriage to work because if it doesn’t, it’ll prove all the people who said she was rushing into it right. And that includes me.”

“All you can do is be there for her. Show her that it’s okay to fail. Not that leaving a jackass is a failure,” he assured her.

“Uri is the reason our relationship fractured. He always was jealous of Lisa and me.” Breeze pulled away from Joey and went to sit down. “Come on, don’t let dinner get cold over my dysfunctional family.”

“Do you think she would leave him if she knew she had your support?” Joey asked.

His bear shook his head, he agreed with what Joey was going to say, but he also knew this might set their relationship with Breeze back by months.

“I don’t know. And I don’t want to be the person who persuades her to rethink her life choices. I don’t want to be the one to blame. I don’t want to lose my sister and Tristan.” Breeze picked up her fork and stabbed it into the spaghetti.

“I waited a long time for my mate,” Joey told Breeze. “But I think all the waiting is easier than going through all the heartache of being with a person who might not be right for you.”

“We non-shifters must seem almost idiotic to you. How we drift through life, swapping and changing partners.” Breeze reached her hand across the table and covered his hand. “Sorry, that was insensitive of me, considering how you felt for Polly.”

“Polly gave me a taste of what it is to not have the ability to know if you are with the right person. And I can see how people are willing to make sacrifices to be with someone, to be in a relationship with someone. To be part of another person’s life and love.”

“But you also saw how if it’s not right for one person then it’s possible to walk away and be happy again. That’s what I want for my sister. And Tristan.” She leaned back in her seat. “Or maybe I’m being too judgmental. Perhaps I’m doing exactly what everyone did when she originally met Uri and married him. I’m forcing my views on to her. I need to step back and be supportive but allow her to make up her own mind.”

“She’s lucky to have you as a sister,” Joey told her. “I mean that with all my heart.”

“She might not see it that way. Yet. But tomorrow I’ll talk to her and listen to what she says.” Breeze looked up at Joey through her lashes. “Now, let’s focus on us.”

“I like that idea. I like it a lot.” He raised his bottle. “To us.”

Breeze touched her glass to his, then they both let go of the conversation about her sister and enjoyed each other’s company. Tomorrow was another day to tackle her family issues, but tonight was theirs alone.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Breeze

“Good morning.” Joey placed a tray of food on the nightstand before the bed dipped beneath his weight and he leaned down and kissed her lips.

“Morning.” She slipped her arms around his neck and held him close. “I like waking up with you.”

“So do I.” He brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her once more. “Drink your coffee while it’s hot.”

He went to pull away, but she didn’t let him go. “I know something else that is hot.”

His eyes twinkled. “Oh, you do, do you?”

“I do and he is right here.” She knocked her knee into the arm that was supporting him as he leaned over her and at the same time, she tugged him forward, sending him off balance. “Now I have you right where I want you.”

He chuckled as he wiggled around to lie next to her, facing her, his eyes hungry, his lips instantly kissable. Breeze leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, her teeth nipping his bottom lip as he slid his hand under the bedcovers and stroked her hip. “Are you naked under there?”

“You know I am.” Her brain instantly conjured up images of them making love last night before they fell asleep in each other’s arms. “Since you are the one who removed my clothes. If I remember correctly, it was all a bit of a blur.”

“A blur?” he asked. “Then maybe I should refresh your memory since it’s all very clear in my head.”

“Refresh away.” She slid her hand down over his chest and tugged at the hem of his T-shirt. “You need to get naked, too, if I remember correctly.”

“So, it’s all coming back to you?” he asked as he sat up and pulled the T-shirt over his head.

“In flashes. I think I’m going to need a little more help to remember the details.” She batted her eyelashes, tempting him to kiss her as her hands threaded down their bodies and tugged at the shorts he’d quickly put on to go down and make breakfast. “I don’t remember you wearing these last night.”

He chuckled. “I might not have any neighbors in close proximity, but I didn’t want any passing shifter to glimpse my bare butt through the window while I was making morning coffee. There is only one person who needs to see my bare butt in the morning, or anytime, and she is lying here right next to me.”

“I can’t wait to see your bare butt.” She pushed his shorts down over his slender thighs and he wriggled out of them before kicking them off the side of the bed. “Much better.” She ran her hand along his naked thighs and drew her fingertips across his lower stomach.

Joey tensed and bit his bottom lip as she circled her fingers ever closer to his hard length that pressed against her thigh. Around and around she trailed her fingers until he could bear it no longer and he tensed, shifting his weight so that her fingertips trailed across his belly. She, at last, touched him. He let out a low growl as she curled her fingers around his hardness and stroked him up and down.

She enjoyed the control she had over him in the bedroom. The desire he had for her was enough to make any woman feel like a goddess. Meeting Joey had certainly increased her self-confidence. Although she also acknowledged that the shifter mating bond had a greater hold over both of them, it was a bond they were enslaved to.

Breeze never thought she was the kind of woman who would accept that she was tethered to a man, with no free will of her own as to whether it was right or wrong. But every moment she spent with Joey reinforced the truth she had come to accept, they were meant to be and there was no point fighting it. Because she didn’t want to fight it. She didn’t want to deny it because she loved him.

Not just because she was meant to love him. But because he was the man of her dreams whether fate said so or not.

Joey nuzzled her neck, his body tense as she turned onto her back and urged him to move between her thighs. Not that he needed any urging. They both wanted the same thing. To lose themselves in each other and leave the world behind just for a few minutes at least. There was time, after, for them to deal with life and the problems it threw their way.

“This is definitely my favorite way to wake up each day,” she murmured against his lips.

“I completely agree. Although, I liked the way we said goodnight, too.” He smiled as color infused her cheeks. “Do you remember the way we touched?”

He stroked her arms, his hand caressing her shoulder before he cupped her right breast in his palm and lowered his head, sucking on her sensitive nipple. Her stomach clenched and her arousal shot up as he circled his tongue around and over, and around… Her brain could not think or focus on anything else as he licked and sucked on her breast. It was as if she were trapped in the most pleasurable dream, one from which she never wanted to wake up.

But Joey was waking her up. Waking her body piece by piece. A kiss of his lips, a stroke of his fingers, the press of his hardness against her thigh. She eased her legs wider and he reached down, guiding himself into her, filling her impossibly slowly.

It was as if she could feel each minute movement. Her inner muscles tensed at the invasion, tightening around him as he thrust deeper.

When her senses finally became her own, she stroked his back, pressing her fingertips into his hard flesh as she urged him to take her. She kissed his neck, inhaling his scent, a mixture of musk and pine. He was like a wild man of the forest. There was something intrinsically primal about Joey. Perhaps it was the bear that lived beneath his skin, the other side of him that was linked to the mountain and the wilderness surrounding it.

He pulled back and then thrust deep into her with one fluid motion and she groaned, her mind brought back to the present and the man between her thighs.

Joey moved in a steady rhythm, thrusting in before pulling almost completely out of her. In those moments she teetered on the edge of begging him to fill her completely. When he was inside her, their connection was stronger, its presence almost tangible. They belonged together.

He lifted his head and kissed her lips, his tongue sliding along her bottom lip and she opened her mouth for him. As their tongues entwined, it was as if he was trying to touch every part of her, own every part of her and she would give herself to him willingly because he would give himself, give his life if he had to, for her.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear as their kiss broke and he stopped moving, raising his head to stare down at her face. Adjusting his weight, he leaned on one elbow and brushed her hair back from her face. For a long moment, he simply stared, his face and body unmoving, as if her words had turned him to stone.

“I love you,” he said at last. “I want to commit this moment to memory, to etch it deep in my mind so I can pull it out and experience it again and again.”

Her mouth pulled up at one corner. “You are as good with words as you are with your hands.” She took hold of one of his large hands and pressed it to her mouth.

“You’re incredible, Breeze.” He kissed her, his hips flexing before he thrust deep into her over and over again. He didn’t stop as he drove them both toward the edge of their climax. For a moment, Breeze teetered on the edge, reaching for her orgasm. Joey moved, his body grazing her mound, stimulating her nerve endings, finally allowing her to let go as he thrust inside her, filling her with his essence as he finally came.

He jerked into her. Holding her close as if he never intended to let her go. She kissed him, light kisses down his neck, across his chest, her mouth finally finding the taut bud of his nipple. His breath hissed as she grazed her teeth over the sensitive flesh and then rolled her tongue across his skin to ease the pain. He thrust harder, impaling her on his hard length as he cried out her name.

Breeze wrapped her legs around his thighs as if she could crawl into his skin and become one with him as he slipped his hand under her bottom and held her tightly against him. As his orgasm subsided, he simply held her, buried deep inside her as if that was where he wanted to stay forever. And she would not object.

However, the day was not getting any younger and her coffee was only getting colder.

“I should get dressed.” She kissed his mouth and ran her hand over his cheek. “Even though all I really want to do is lie here with you.”

“I could stay here all day and all night,” he murmured as he nuzzled her neck. He bit her sensitive skin lightly and a jolt of arousal coursed through her.

“I take back all the things I said. You are a wicked, wicked man who is trying to tempt me to stay in his bed when I really should get going and see how Tristan is this morning.”

“I can do wicked.” He arched his back and licked the flat of his tongue over her nipple. Her inner muscles tightened around him and she felt him harden inside her.

“This is no good,” she said but didn’t try to move. “I really need to go.”

He lifted his head and then rolled over. She wished he’d stayed exactly where he was, but he sat up and curled his fingers around her coffee cup. “I’ll go make some fresh coffee while you get dressed.”

“You don’t have to. I feel bad that you went to all the effort of making me breakfast in bed and now…”

“Oh, do not feel bad. I would much rather make some fresh coffee while remembering the feel of being inside you.” He winked and left the room while Breeze fought the urge to run to him and force him back into bed. She really did need to go and check in on Tristan.

After dressing, she’d grabbed a quick cup of coffee with Joey. Then, after a long, lingering kiss, they had both left his cabin in the woods. Joey went straight to work, while Breeze drove back to her house, which she’d vacated for the sake of Tristan. And her own sanity.

The short drive home gave her time to think about how she was going to handle the situation. Last night it had all become heated, with tempers frayed. This morning, in the cool light of a spring mountain day, Breeze could see things from her sister’s perspective.

Lisa was trying to do what was best for her family. Even if Breeze thought it was wrong, or short-sighted for Lisa and Tristan to follow Uri around the world so he could feel fulfilled, it wasn’t Breeze’s place to question that decision.

Tristan was not her son and maybe he wanted to go. Maybe it was Breeze that was being short-sighted and narrow-minded. These days, with the internet, it might be possible for Tristan to receive a good education from the furthest corners of the globe.

Breeze was fully aware that she was trying to make a square peg fit in a round hole. Her own beliefs and ideas on how to best raise a child consisted of routine and stability. But that was because babies thrived on those things. Tristan was not a baby.

She parked her car in front of her house. Uri’s car was not there. For a moment, panic gripped her. Had they all left in the night without a word to Breeze?

However, as she unlocked the front door and went inside, she could hear her sister singing along to her favorite song. A smile flittered across Breeze’s mouth as she entered the kitchen and joined in the chorus of “Don’t Stop Believing.”

Her sister turned around and the two women danced around the kitchen as if they were teenagers once more. The only difference was Breeze was well and truly out of her black phase. If she could only figure out how to help her sister, Breeze’s life would be all sunshine and rainbows with her mate.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Breeze

“Hey, Lisa, you have not forgotten how to dance.” Breeze leaned back against the counter, breathless from singing and dancing like she did when she was a teenager and life was much simpler.

“Neither have you.” Lisa placed her hand on her chest as she tried to quell her breathing that came in gasps. “I thought I was fitter than this.”

“We’re getting older,” Breeze warned. “Nothing is as easy as it used to be.”

“Oh, I don’t know, some things seem easier.” Lisa fixed her with a knowing stare. “Like two sisters falling out.”

“Last night?” Breeze asked.

“Yes, I’m sorry it got a bit heated.” She looked down at the linoleum and scuffed her toe across it, another reminder of the teenager Lisa. Whenever she’d gotten into trouble, she never did like to make eye contact. Which their mom always took to believe she was guilty. Which Lisa often was.

“I’m sorry, too. It’s just these last couple of weeks with Tristan…” Breeze forced a tight smile onto her face. “I love the little guy. You know that.”

“I know.” Lisa raised her eyes from the floor and looked at Breeze. “He loves you, too. The way he was talking last night, it’s the most animated I’ve ever seen him. He looks happy.” Her voice caught in her throat and she brushed a hand across her face.

“He is happy. But not just here. He’s happy at home, too,” Breeze insisted.

“Not so much.” Her forehead creased. “I don’t think any of us have been happy for a long time.”

“Oh, Lisa.” Breeze went to her sister and wrapped her arms around her, holding her close, just as their mom had held them when they were little and upset. “I’m sorry.”

“I think you leaving brought it all to a head.” She buried her face in Breeze’s shoulder and sobbed. “I never knew how much you were there for us before you moved here.”

“It’s something I had to do.” Breeze was in no way taking the blame for the breakdown in her sister’s marriage.

“I know.” She drew in a long breath. “I just wonder if we all went back to how things were then Uri might feel more settled, less hemmed in.”

“Hemmed in?” Breeze asked, breathing steadily as she fought her rising temper. She didn’t want this to end in another argument.

“Having a child stunts your personal growth.” Lisa’s mouth twisted into a smile. “You are no longer the master of your own destiny.”

“Do you hear yourself?” Breeze asked. “You’re blaming a child for your own unhappiness.”

“That’s because…” She pulled away from Breeze and raked a hand through her hair. “I’m going to have to choose. Aren’t I?” Lisa went to the window and looked out at the mountains.

“I’m sorry, Lisa, but I think you are.” Breeze went to her sister and slipped her arm around her shoulders. “I’m here for you. Whatever you need. But then one thing I know that isn’t going to happen is me moving away from Bear Creek so that you guys can go on with your old lives. I’m happy here.”

“You won’t sacrifice your happiness for mine.” Lisa turned around and faced her sister.

“No.” Breeze held her sister’s gaze.

“And you shouldn’t have to. I don’t want you to.” She looked at the floor once more. “I think that is what finally made me realize the decision I have to make. Seeing you so happy. It reminded me of the first few months with Uri. It was incredible. He was the man I fell in love with.”

“And then you had Tristan,” Breeze said.

“And then reality set in. Once the thrill of love and a whirlwind romance faded, we were just two people living together trying to make things work. And we had to work at it.” She sighed and the breath shuddered through her body. “It didn’t come easy. The spontaneity that had fueled our romance was gone. We were just plain old Mr. And Mrs. Holder, and Uri hated it.”

“He’s not your average everyday guy, is he?” Breeze asked.

Lisa arched an eyebrow. “No, he is not.”

“I’m sorry.” Breeze placed her hand on Lisa’s arm and rubbed it, trying to comfort her.

“I’m not. I love him for who he is. If he was Joe Average, I would never have fallen in love with him. But the fire burned too bright and now it’s like I’m constantly trying to rekindle it.” A fat tear trickled down her cheek. “And that’s what I realized last night. After Tristan had gone to bed and it was just the two of us, I tried to talk to him, to reach a compromise where we would all be happy. But Uri isn’t interested. Not in us. He wants what Uri wants. I am the only one keeping the fire going. And as much as I put wood on the fire, he pours water on it.”

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Breeze asked. “Are you going to be happy without him? Being a single mother is going to be tough.”

Even though she welcomed Lisa’s decision, there was no getting around just how challenging it would be for her to make it alone with a child to support both financially and emotionally.

“I figured we might stay with you for a while.” Lisa dashed a tear from her cheek and looked Breeze in the eye.

“Lisa…” Breeze shook her head slowly. “I am in love with Joey. We’re planning a life together and as much as you are welcome to stay and I will help you in any way I can, please don’t do this thinking that I am willing to give up my life and happiness for you.”

Lisa’s head jerked back. “So that’s it. You were always jealous of my whirlwind romance and now you want one of your own. Well, let me tell you what everyone told me…”

Breeze put up her hand. “No, Lisa. I know what everyone told you, I was there. This is different. And I know that is what you said but for me this is different, and this is real.”

“You haven’t learned from my mistakes at all, have you?” she asked savagely.

“No, I haven’t.” Breeze dropped her hand to her side. “I will help you. You know I will. But not by taking Uri’s place. It’s time you figured out what you want and go for it.”

“That’s easy if you know what you want,” Lisa replied sourly. “All I ever wanted was Uri.”

“It’s time to step out from his shadow,” Breeze said gently. “Maybe when he knows what he is missing, he’ll come around to your way of thinking.”

“Do you think so?” Lisa’s tone lifted and, in that moment, Breeze realized just how much Lisa was willing to give up for Tristan. Lisa loved Uri so much, even though she had decided to let him go for the sake of their child.

“Stranger things have happened,” Breeze said, imagining the moment when Joey shifted into a bear.

“I’ll hold on to that.” She stood up straight and brushed her hands over her cheeks, wiping away her tears. “Shall we have some coffee? And then you can tell me all about that man of yours. Joey?”

“Joey.” Breeze’s features softened and her eyes sparkled as she thought of the man she was in love with.

“Wow, is that how I looked when I was first dating Uri?” Lisa laughed as Breeze’s cheeks flushed pink.

“Maybe.” She placed her hands on her hot cheeks.

“It’s a good look on you.” Lisa’s hand trembled as she spooned the coffee.

“Thanks.” Breeze went to the fridge and took out the milk. “I think you’re very brave.”

“I’m not so sure. A brave woman would have sorted out her relationship a long time ago.” She poured the coffee into two cups.

“Better late than never,” Breeze replied and then looked around. “Where are Uri and Tristan?”

“Oh, they went for a hike into the mountains,” Lisa said. “I think Uri was perhaps a tiny bit jealous when Tristan told him how much fun he’d had in the mountains with Joey. So, he promised he’d take him to one of the peaks.”

“A hike. To a peak?” Breeze swallowed down her uneasiness. “Is Uri experienced in mountain climbing?”

“We’ve done some hiking,” Lisa said as she pulled out a chair and sat down. “And Uri knows how to look after himself.”

“And Tristan. He needs to know how to look after Tristan,” Breeze reminded her.

“Of course he does.” Lisa patted the chair next to her. “Don’t worry about them. They’ll be fine. You come and tell me all about Joey.”

“Do you know where they went? Which trail they took?” Breeze asked.

“No, Uri is not the greatest of planners.” She looked at the kitchen clock on the wall. “But they are due back in an hour. Uri has an important phone call to make.”

Breeze let out a sigh. “Okay. Good.” Although she would have preferred it if they were back right now or had at least left a map of where they were hiking to. The mountains were treacherous for the inexperienced, especially the high peaks.

“Uri might be many things,” Lisa said. “Stupid is not one of them.” Although, a flicker of concern crossed her face. “Now, Joey.”

“I don’t know that there is a lot to tell, really,” Breeze said, one eye on the clock as the minutes ticked slowly by.

“Not a lot to say. You’ve just met the man and you… You,” Lisa let the word hang for a moment, “are talking about spending the rest of your life with him. I have seen men come and go throughout your life and none of them have ever held your interest for longer than a couple of months.”

“That’s not fair,” Breeze began.

“It might not be fair, but it doesn’t make it a lie.” Lisa sipped her coffee, her eyes fixed on Breeze who squirmed just a little in her chair. “So?”

“I don’t know. It’s not as if I can put my finger on it exactly. He’s kind, he’s loyal, he’s handsome. He’s just the one.” Breeze gave her sister an apologetic smile. “There’s just something about him, a connection that I can’t explain but I know is there.”

She didn’t want to bring up the fact that Joey was a shifter. Not yet. Sure, Tristan had heard of them through his dad, but for some reason, Breeze wanted to keep that morsel of information to herself.

Perhaps she didn’t want to cheapen what she shared with Joey. To tell Lisa that Joey was a shifter and that was why she knew they were meant to be together would detract from all the other reasons they were right together.

As they talked, the hands of the clock reached the time Tristan and Uri were supposed to be back and kept on turning.

“It’s not like Uri to be late. He has a phone call scheduled at twelve with the manager of a tour company he’s hoping to work with.” Lisa placed her cell phone on the table after trying, unsuccessfully, to call Uri for the tenth time.

“I think it’s time we called in some help,” Breeze suggested.

Lisa nodded. “You might be right.” She raked her hands through her hair and rested her head in her hands as she stared at the tabletop.

Breeze placed her hand on the small of Lisa’s back and rubbed it while she took out her cell phone. She pressed dial and waited for Joey to answer. If anyone knew what to do, it would be him. If they had to call mountain rescue, he would call. Or maybe he’d tell her she was overreacting.

But the mountains were dangerous, and Tristan was just a boy.

“Hello.” Joey’s voice made her close her eyes with relief, as if everything would be okay now


Chapter Twenty- Four – Joey

“Joey, I need you.”

Joey hesitated to answer, thrown back in time to the phone call he’d received from Polly the night she’d gone into labor, the night he’d met his mate. For a moment, the world closed in on him and he was scared everything that had happened since had all been a dream, a way of coping with Polly having a baby and a mate while he was all alone.

“Joey.”

“Breeze, what’s wrong?” He exhaled deeply and focused on his mate’s voice. She was real, of course she was real.

“Uri took Tristan for a hike into the mountains. They’re late coming back. Unfortunately, they didn’t leave a route map so we have no idea where they have gone, and we can’t contact them by cell phone.” Breeze’s voice wavered but she kept herself together.

“Okay.” He leaned his axe against the fallen tree he’d been chopping up and signaled to Hex to switch off the chainsaw. “How late are they?”

“They were due back by twelve Uri has some phone call to make so Lisa doesn’t think he’d be late on purpose.” She was scared and he wanted to reach down the phone and hold her close.

“I’m on my way. Stay where you are and let me come to you. If they arrive back there before I reach you, just give me a call. Okay?” He was already gathering up his tools and heading for the truck as he spoke.

“Okay.”

“And Breeze, we will find them. If they are missing, we will get them home safely.”

That is something you can’t promise, his bear told him.

I just did, Joey replied.

“What’s wrong?” Hex asked as he helped Joey load their gear in the back of the truck. Luckily, they had only just started work and were cutting a tree up on Mac’s property. They could walk away right now. If they had been removing a fallen tree that was blocking a road or driveway or was in any way dangerous, Joey would not have been able to leave. He closed his eyes in thanks and hoped that his good luck would hold, and they would find Uri and Tristan safe.

The alternative did not bear thinking about. Joey had been involved in enough mountain rescues to know they could end badly.

It’s a warm spring day, the weather is settled, and we have a few hours before nightfall, his bear reminded him, although Joey could sense his bear was equally worried about the boy they thought of as family.

But the cliffs are just as deadly in warm weather as cold and the peaks are still covered in snow. The cold is still a danger if you venture too high. Unless you are well prepared, but I doubt Uri will be. Joey shook his head. How could a father put his child in danger like this?

“Why don’t you drop me back at the office?” Hex suggested. “I can get Mac to call around and make sure everyone is looking out for them and make first contact with mountain rescue. You go to Breeze and get as much information as you can from her. Then we can coordinate a plan.”

Joey nodded. “Thanks, Hex. I can’t think straight right now.” He got in the truck, waited for Hex to get into the passenger side and then drove straight back to Mac’s office.

“It’s tough when those we love are in danger,” Hex told him gently. “But most of the time these rescues end just fine. I expect they took a wrong turn on a trail and can’t find their way back down. We forget how easy it is to get lost in the mountains.”

“I just can’t believe Uri would go off like that. He should have left firm directions and made sure Lisa knew exactly where he was going,” Joey said bitterly.

“Maybe he thought he had something to prove.” Hex side-eyed Joey.

“What do you mean, something to prove?” Joey asked.

“I mean that Tristan probably told his dad what a great time he’d had these last couple of days with the new guy in Breeze’s life.” Hex had a point.

“And he wanted to prove to his son that he could be fun, too.” Joey nodded, recalling how Shawn always looked a little hurt when Jane said how much more fun Joey was than her dad. Kids never meant anything by it, not really, but adults tended to take it to heart.

“Okay, keep in touch.” Hex opened the truck door as Joey slowed to a stop outside Mac’s office. “And try not to worry too much, we will find them.”

“Okay, thanks, Hex.” Joey put the truck in drive and eased his foot down on the gas. He wanted to get to Breeze as fast as possible, but he wasn’t about to break the law to do it. He would be no good to Breeze if he put his truck in the ditch or got arrested for speeding.

His hands gripped the steering wheel, the whites of his knuckles showing as he steered around the bends, all the while he kept imagining how scared Tristan must be.

When Joey was young, before he’d made his first shift, he’d been playing in the mountains. He used to go up into the lower slopes and watch the eagles flying over the high peaks. One day he decided to follow them, keeping them in view as he clambered over rocks, and threaded his way through valleys. He gave no thought to where he went or how he planned to get back home.

Not until the eagle was gone and he was alone on the mountain in a rocky area he had no memory of.

He vividly recalled the fear that gripped him and rendered him unable to move for an hour. Fear that he would take the wrong trail and be lost in the mountains forever. Eventually, he’d gotten himself up and moving, putting into practice all the knowledge his dad had taught him.

Three hours later he reached familiar territory, where his dad found him. Although Joey could have found his own way home from there, he’d never been so happy to see his dad’s bear lumbering toward him. So grateful that he’d thrown himself onto his knees at the bear’s feet and hugged him around his thick furry neck.

His dad hadn’t lectured Joey on what he’d done wrong. He could see that his son had learned a very valuable lesson all by himself. Instead, he’d told him to always think about the consequences of his actions. For himself and those around him.

Maybe he should have thought about that before he formed such a deep relationship with Polly. He’d have hated to inflict the pain he’d felt, the sense of betrayal, that he’d experienced when she met her mate and told him they couldn’t see each other again.

He stopped his truck outside Breeze’s house and got out. Before he’d slammed the truck door shut, Breeze came out of the house to meet him. Her face crumpled and he held his arms out. She came to him, draping her arms around his waist and holding him tightly as she took a couple of sobbing breaths. Then she pushed herself away and stood straight, her expression the same one she wore when she delivered babies. She had to be in control of her emotions, Tristan’s life depended on it.

“Tell me everything,” Joey said as they went into the house.

“There’s not much to tell.” Breeze introduced a woman hovering in the hallway. “This is my sister, Lisa.”

“Hi, Joey. Sorry we skipped the introductions last night.” Lisa shared similar features to Breeze, the same almond-shaped eyes, the same full lips. But there was something jaded about Lisa, it was in the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, as if her smiles were forced, and the effort took its toll.

“Good to meet you, Lisa.” He smiled and warmly shook her hand. The tension Breeze said existed between them seemed to have passed, replaced instead by a shared fear.

Tristan had brought them together, but not in the way Joey had hoped.

“Do you have any idea where your husband and Tristan might have gone?” Joey asked. There was no time for small talk.

“No.” Lisa hugged herself as she turned and walked toward the kitchen window. “Although, Uri was staring at that peak this morning while he was drinking coffee.”

A ripple of apprehension threaded through Joey, but he kept his voice calm. “And did you see which direction they headed in?”

“Uri took his car. So I don’t know other than they drove along the street toward the mountains.” Lisa’s smile was apologetic. “I’m sorry, I feel so useless.”

“It’s not your fault,” Breeze said gently as she turned her head to face Joey. Their eyes met and she read the worry on his face. “What’s the plan?”

Joey walked to the kitchen window and looked out. “If they were heading for that peak, then they could have taken one of three trails. Two of them are relatively easy climbs for the first half, then they get increasingly difficult. The third trail is washed out near the bottom. If they took that trail and decided to figure out their own route, then they could be anywhere.” He clamped his mouth shut, he’d been thinking out loud.

“Oh, my.” Lisa covered her mouth with her hand.

“But the team we have here in Bear Creek has found hundreds of people. They are expert trackers,” Joey assured her.

“Shifters,” Breeze said quietly. “Joey is a bear shifter. And there are other shifters in town. They can track like no one else can.”

Lisa swung around to face Joey, all thoughts of her son and husband pushed aside as she stared at her sister’s mate. “You’re an actual shifter?”

“I am. Tristan said that you knew about them,” Joey replied. He understood why Breeze would tell her sister his secret and he was confident it was a secret Lisa would keep.

She should since shifters are the best hope she has of getting her son and husband back in one piece, his bear said.

“I never knew for sure that you were real. Uri told us stories of them. He met a couple in his younger days, just before we met.” Lisa glanced at Breeze for a second. “You’re mates. That’s why you know he is the man for you. That is why you are willing to commit to a relationship with a man you have just met.”

“Yes.” Breeze looked uncomfortable and kept her eyes averted. Who was she trying to hide from?

“Wow, you get the real deal.” There was a hint of bitterness in Lisa’s voice.

“What do you mean?” Breeze asked her sister.

“Uri used to say that he and I were like fated mates. He was in love with the idea that when you met the person of your dreams, the person you were meant to be with, you would know. He told me that was me, that you didn’t need shifter blood to know that.” Tears pricked her eyes. “And I fell in love with the idea. But then we had to work at it. We had to work at keeping that idea alive.”

“Even shifters have to work at relationships,” Joey told her. “It’s not a magic bullet.”

“This isn’t helping get Tristan and Uri back,” Breeze said quickly. “I only mentioned Joey was a shifter because they have like a sixth sense. If they can find Uri’s car, they should be able to pick up the trail and then use that sense to search for them. Is that right?”

“That’s right,” Joey agreed.

“Then let’s get going.” Lisa grabbed her purse and headed toward the door.

“Oh, no.” Breeze caught hold of her sister’s arm. “We’re staying right here.”

“I want to help find my son and my husband,” Lisa said firmly.

“I’ve seen shifters in action,” Breeze told her. “We’re just going to slow them down.”

“I need to do something,” Lisa insisted.

“You are doing something,” Joey told her. “You’re going to wait here in case they come back. Mountain rescue has a satellite phone, I’ll text you through the number so that if they get back, you can call us and let us know.”

Lisa nodded. “Okay.”

“Be careful.” Breeze kissed his lips as he walked toward the front door.

“I’ll do my best to bring them back safely,” Joey told her.

“Just make sure you bring yourself back safely, too,” she told him.

“I will.” He took one last look at her before he turned and walked away.


Chapter Twenty- Five – Joey

He needed to find Tristan and find him fast.

And Uri, his bear added.

Of course, Joey replied. We need to find them both and bring them home safely.

He’d already called Hex and told him what little he knew. After a brief talk with the local mountain rescue, it was agreed that three teams would set out along the three trails that led to the peak Lisa thought Uri was trying to reach. Each of the teams would try to pick up the trail left by Uri and Tristan. Joey would provide a shirt Tristan had used to cover his good clothes when they were carving the boy’s wooden owl so that everyone knew the scent they were searching for.

Joey was now driving to the rendezvous point, which was Mac’s office at the sawmill. Mac had managed to juggle the jobs around so that most of the men who worked there could help in the search. Including Kelos.

At least if they have gotten themselves into trouble and we need a rescue by air, the dragon shifter can help us, his bear said.

Indeed, he can. Joey’s brain raced off, filling his head with images of Tristan’s broken body lying halfway down a rock face.

Thinking like that doesn’t help anyone, his bear told him.

I don’t think I’ve ever been so worried about someone, Joey told his bear. He’s so young to be lost in the mountains.

He’s with his father, his bear reminded him.

That’s what worries me. Joey didn’t have much respect for a father who would leave his son while he went off to do his own thing. A father’s place was by his child’s side.

Which is exactly where Uri is, his bear said quietly.

“Hey, Joey. There you are.” Hex raised his hand as Joey parked his truck.

“I got the shirt.” Joey grabbed the shirt off the passenger seat and held it crumpled up in his hand as he got out of the truck.

“Okay, we’re ready to go. Is it okay if I tear the shirt up and each group takes a piece?” Hex asked, his hand going to Joey’s shoulder. “We will find them.”

“Sure, do what you want with it.” Joey looked as another truck headed toward them. “Shawn.”

Shawn parked his truck and got out. “I figured you might need a doctor. I switched shifts so I could come up here and help.”

“Thanks,” Joey said sincerely. A lump formed in his throat and he had to look away as tears pricked his eyes. He hadn’t expected so many people to drop everything to help find Tristan and Uri.

“The least I can do. How are Breeze and her sister holding up?” Shawn asked as they were split into groups.

“They’re okay for now. But I just want to bring Tristan and Uri home. I want Breeze to be happy and it kills me that I can’t accomplish that right now.” Joey looked up as Mac came toward him.

“Grab what you need from your truck. I’ll drive since you don’t look in any fit shape.” Mac slipped his arm around Joey’s shoulders. “You’ll feel better once we are on the mountain and doing something. The waiting around is always the worst.”

“Thanks.” Joey strode around to the back of the truck and grabbed the backpack he always kept stowed there in case of emergencies. It contained emergency rations, a water bottle, and climbing gear along with a first aid kit.

The mountains were both beautiful and treacherous. With the weather switching from sunny to foggy, warm to cold, in a heartbeat, people often got stranded on the higher slopes and even shifters could get themselves into trouble. It paid to be prepared. Not just for himself but for others who didn’t always have mountain sense.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to stay with Breeze?” Mac asked kindly as Joey joined the others by Mac’s truck. “She must be worried.”

“She’s waiting with her sister. She’s strong and I think she would prefer it if I was on the mountain so that when we find Tristan, he sees a familiar face.” Joey glanced nervously at the others. “We will find him.”

“Not if we stand here jabbering,” Beck said and guided Joey to the passenger side of the truck.

As they got inside, Joey realized the reason Mac had decided to drive. His cab was huge with seats in the back, meaning this entire third of the rescue team could travel together. Joey squeezed into the front with Shawn, while Hex and Beck were in the back.

“We have to pick Kelos up on the way,” Mac explained.

“It’s good of you all to come,” Joey said. “That sounds stupid. Of course, you’d all help.”

“What are friends for?” Beck placed his hand on Joey’s shoulder and Mac started the engine and drove away from the sawmill. The other two teams were leaving, too, about to head off to their designated trails.

The five men sat in silence as the truck took them along the back roads and then onto the lower slopes. Mac took the turn to Kelos’s cabin where the dragon shifter met them out front.

“Snug.” Kelos climbed in back with Hex and Beck. “Where are Tristan and his dad going to sit when we find them and bring them home?”

“We have a satellite phone.” Shawn held it up and waggled it like it was a prize. “Whoever finds him calls the other teams and we figure that out.”

“It depends on if they are injured.” Joey glanced sideways at Shawn. “I am aware of what we might find, and I know this might turn into a full-on rescue with the helicopter if they are injured.”

“I thought that was why you brought me along,” Kelos remarked.

“We brought you along because you have the strongest senses out of all of us due to your age,” Beck told his friend.

“Is that a dig at my age?” Kelos asked.

“You are pretty darn old,” Hex joined in.

“I am. I’m also the strongest out of all of us. And I do have the keenest senses.” He nodded and turned to look out of the window. “And I’m the wisest.”

“So that rules out any ageist jokes then,” Hex said with a sigh. “Pity, I had a few good ones I’ve been storing up.”

The others talked around Joey. Sometimes funny, sometimes serious as Mac drove them to their destination. As the words rolled around him, he realized this was usually his job. He was the one who would try to keep everyone’s spirits up, who would inject positivity into the conversation to raise morale. But today, his friends were playing their part, his friends were buoying him up and keeping him from slipping into a dark place.

“Okay, we’re five minutes out.” Mac’s voice pulled him back to the present. “As soon as we are parked, we grab our stuff and hit the trail. Hex and Beck are going to shift first and see if they can track the scent from the shirt. The rest of us are going to climb the trail, looking for any signs they might have come this way and also call out for Tristan.

“When we’re sure they are not in the immediate vicinity, we can all shift.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Except for Kelos.”

Kelos ducked his head and looked out of the window. “It’s too light for me to fly. Unless you really need me to.”

“No, as long as you can keep pace with us.” Mac was not implying Kelos was slow, but rather the bears and cougars in the truck could move fast.

“I can keep up,” Kelos replied. “But if I drop behind, just keep going, I’ll catch up and as soon as it’s dark enough, or we are in a deserted valley, I can shift and fly.”

“We have a plan,” Mac said. “We all know what to do. We have all been here before. This rescue is no different. We must be thorough, but we also have to be careful. No risk-taking.”

“Agreed.” Shawn shot a sidelong glance at Joey.

Joey turned away from the window and nodded at Shawn. “I understand. If one of us becomes a casualty, it means the rescue will be delayed. That is something I do not want on me.”

Mac drove along the dirt track that began where the road ended. He expertly navigated a couple of sharp turns and nursed the truck over a slab of rock before he was finally beaten by a deep groove in the track where heavy rain had washed out the dirt last winter.

“I guess we’re on foot then.” Mac opened the truck door and got out, the rest of the team followed.

Joey let his senses roam as he waited for the others to get their packs out the back of the truck. He couldn’t sense Tristan and Uri. The only other people he could sense was one of the other rescue teams who were on the other side of a high ridge. They were still traveling up the road and if he listened really carefully, he could hear the whine of the engine as it climbed the steep road. Then the engine cut out.

“Kelos. Anything?” Shawn asked as he handed Joey his pack.

Kelos shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Okay, Beck and I are going to go sniffer dog mode.” Hex handed Joey the piece of torn-off shirt that held Tristan’s scent.

Joey nodded and waited for the two men to shift before holding the shirt out to the two huge bears that materialized in the place the two brothers had stood only moments before.

The bears huffed at the shirt, inhaling deeply as they prepared to track Tristan. After a long couple of minutes, the bears swung around and headed up the trail. Joey watched them go before he tied the remnant of the shirt to the outside of his backpack. Heaving it onto his shoulders, he prepared to move out with the others.

“We didn’t see Uri’s car,” he said to Mac as they struck out up the trail.

“No, we didn’t,” Mac agreed. “Maybe one of the other teams did.”

“Wouldn’t they have let us know over the satellite phone?” Joey asked.

“Probably.” Mac glanced sideways at Joey. “If we don’t find them here, we move on.”

“You’re worried they might have taken another route and are not heading for Snow Cap Peak?” Kelos asked.

“Yeah,” Joey murmured in agreement.

“If they have, once it’s nightfall we can split the mountains into grids and I can search each grid until we find them,” Kelos told him.

“He wouldn’t have just left, would he?” Shawn asked.

Joey stopped walking and turned to face his friend. “What do you mean?”

“Uri didn’t take Tristan and run off with him?” Shawn’s question was an unwelcome one. But that didn’t mean it could be discarded without thought.

“I don’t think so. Uri’s not the fatherly type. I don’t think he’d kidnap his own son…” Joey fell silent, his stomach in knots as a terrible thought occurred to him.

“What?” Shawn searched Joey’s face for an answer.

“What if it’s not an accident that they are lost out here?” Joey hated saying the words, but they just might be true.

“Do you think Uri plans to harm Tristan?” Kelos asked. His question was met with shocked expressions from Shawn and Mac.

“Tristan is his son.” Mac shook his head in disbelief.

“I have lived long enough to see the worst in people,” Kelos said in defense of his suggestion.

“Uri might blame Tristan for the breakdown of his marriage,” Joey agreed.

“And what better way to…” Shawn shook his head. “No. I don’t believe a man would do that.”

“I agree we have to continue as if we are looking for two lost hikers,” Mac said. “But I also don’t think we can rule anything out at this stage.”

As they resumed their search, the satellite phone beeped, and Shawn grabbed it and answered it. “Hello. Yes. Okay. Thanks for the update.”

“They found his car?” Joey asked.

“They did. It’s on the farthest trail. The one that’s washed out.” Shawn pressed his lips together into a thin line as he hooked the phone back on his pack.

“Which means they could be anywhere in the mountains.” Joey adjusted the straps on his pack and strode on up the trail. They really needed some good news.

That good news came in the form of two huge bears bounding back down the trail toward them. They skidded to a stop, sending a shower of small stones and dirt into the air.

“Hey, puppy, have you found something?” Mac asked, stroking Beck’s head as if he were an overgrown puppy dog.

Beck’s bear scowled, took a couple of steps back, and then shifted. “We picked up the scent. It’s a half a mile or so up the trail.”

“Then let’s go.” Mac shifted into his bear while Shawn shifted into his cougar.

Joey hung back for a moment with Kelos. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay on two feet?”

“I’ll try to keep up as best I can. Any chance I get, I will shift into my dragon.” He looked back down the trail. “We’re pretty high up and this late in the afternoon there aren’t so many hikers, especially not on a workday.”

“Not in late spring,” Joey agreed.

“Spring, a time for new beginnings,” Kelos murmured.

“I’m hoping it is new beginnings and not new endings.” Joey shifted into his bear and ran after the others.

The sound of Kelos’s feet hitting the ground as he ran followed Joey as he loped up the trail until he put too much distance between them. He could still sense his friend. A surge of gratitude swept over him. His friends were always there for him. Always there for each other. No matter what.

Switching his focus away from Kelos, Joey’s bear kept his head down as he sought out the scent trail Beck and Hex had found. There. Unmistakably Tristan, with another male scent mingling with it.

He could sense the other shifters up ahead, maybe a couple of hundred feet away. Pushing himself harder, he ran until his muscles ached and the air burned his lungs. He ran until he saw Mac’s bear’s short stubby legs disappearing around a bend in the trail.

They were slowing. Joey ran on and caught up. The three bears and a cougar were sniffing the ground, working like a pack of hunting dogs as they searched for the scent trail. Joey joined them.

He kept his head down and snuffled around the edge of the trail. The scent seemed to just stop. He turned around and backtracked down the trail, sniffing the undergrowth on either side. He stopped and retraced his steps. Sticking his head in a bush, he forced his way through. Why had they left the trail?

He shifted back to his human form as Kelos finally caught up with them.

“Everything okay?” Kelos asked, surprised to see Joey on two feet.

“The trail stops, but I think they went this way.” He pointed into the undergrowth as the other shifters joined them. “But I don’t know why they would leave the trail.”

“From a few feet back, there’s a good view of the peak,” Kelos told him. He pointed up the trail. “From here it looks as if this trail goes off in a different direction.”

“So they took a shortcut across the mountain when the other trail was blocked and instead of carrying on along this trail, they kept going through the undergrowth.” Joey shook his head. How could anyone be so stupid and put themselves in danger like this?

Kelos turned his head from side to side, his eyes out of focus. “I think…” The others all watched him closely. “I think I can sense something.”

“Tristan or the other team?” Joey asked.

“I don’t think it’s the other team. Their trail leads off in the other direction.” Kelos practically shimmered as he stood in front of Joey, his dragon itching to let loose and fly across the mountainside, seeking out the two lost hikers. “I could be there in five beats of my wings.”

“Is it too risky?” Joey looked up at the sky, the sun was cresting the mountains, but it would be a couple more hours until the sky darkened enough to give the dragon shifter any kind of cover.

“It’s a risk either way,” Kelos told him.

“Let’s go on foot and see what we find. If the terrain gets harder or we need to hurry, then shift.” Joey rested a hand on Kelos’s shoulder. “I want us all to come out of this unscathed.”

“We don’t always get what we want.” Kelos turned to Joey. “Sorry, that was thoughtless of me.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Joey told him. “I know what you mean. I just don’t want to start the relationship with my mate with disaster.”

“Then let’s avert it.” Kelos parted the undergrowth with his hands, ignoring the thorns that snagged at his clothes and pricked his skin. Lifting one foot, he took a long stride forward and before the undergrowth closed around him, Shawn’s cougar followed.

Hex and Mac hesitated for a moment, both bears looking at Joey as if they had something to say but then they turned their massive heads in the direction Kelos and Shawn had gone and pushed their way through the undergrowth.

Let’s not get left behind, his bear said, and Joey let go of his hold on the world and shifted.

He jumped over the undergrowth, landing on large paws before running off after the others.

Kelos had been overtaken by the others as Joey fast approached him, but the dragon shifter kept running. Joey slowed as he approached but Kelos stepped to one side and let him pass without missing a step. The guy was a beast both in human and dragon form.

I sense them, his bear suddenly said as they crested a small rise and looked down into a steep valley below.

The other shifters were up ahead, pacing up and down as they searched for a way down into the valley. As Joey stared down into the valley, the scent of wood smoke drifted up to meet him.

This was it. At least, there was someone down there, but he was sure it was Uri and Tristan since there was a faint hint of the boy’s scent on branches and bushes.

The area around them was remote, he doubted anyone else would be here lighting a fire.

His bear quivered with excitement, certain that Tristan must have lit the fire. Which meant he was all right.

“Ah, this is a steep valley,” Kelos said, voicing Joey’s thoughts. “What’s the plan?”

One by one the shifters returned to their human forms. Joey spoke first. “We should go down there. Two of us.” He looked around at the others.

“I agree,” Mac said. “The rest of us need to stay up here in case there are problems.”

“The undergrowth is trampled over there.” Hex pointed farther along the ridge. “And there’s a strong scent.”

“And?” Joey asked as Hex didn’t meet his eyes.

“I think someone fell down there rather than walked.” Hex was unhappy at relaying this news, but he wasn’t to blame.

Don’t shoot the messenger, right? his bear asked.

Right, Joey agreed.

He just hoped Breeze felt the same way if he had to break the news to her that Tristan had fallen and hurt himself. Or worse.


Chapter Twenty-Six – Breeze

“They should be here,” Lisa said. “They should be back. If the mountain rescue teams have found them, they should be back.”

“Joey will find them. If anyone can, Joey can,” Breeze told her.

“You’re so sure.” Lisa placed her coffee cup down on the kitchen table and paced the room.

“I am. Joey loves Tristan.” Breeze managed to stop herself from saying, like a father. Or perhaps, more than his father. That would not help anyone.

“Is that what you two have been doing?” Lisa asked. “Playing house?”

“No, Lisa, we haven’t.” Breeze refused to rise to Lisa’s insinuation that they had been playing at being a family with her child. “Joey is a family man, it’s as simple as that. He looks after one of his friend’s children, Jane, regularly, too. She adores him. He’s fun.”

“Unlike Uri.” Lisa’s bottom lip trembled. “I don’t know what to do.”

“And I can’t help you with that,” Breeze told her. “I’m here for you, you know that, but I can’t make these decisions for you. You are the only one who knows how you feel and what’s best for Tristan.”

“And I thought you would be full of advice telling me to ditch Uri and live a normal life. Like you.” Lisa walked around the kitchen table and went to Breeze with her arms open wide. “I wish you would tell me what to do but I’m grateful that you aren’t.”

“Take your time. Tell Uri you need more time. Maybe stay in town for a couple of weeks. Perhaps the mountain air and wide-open spaces will give you some clarity.”

Lisa sighed and rested her head on Breeze’s shoulder. “I wish I was more like you. Less rash, less…”

“You are perfect just the way you are,” Breeze told her, her voice ragged with emotion. “Don’t ever change.”

“Are you sure about that?” Lisa asked with a short laugh.

“I know that you have an incredible child, he’s amazing, Lisa. I just think maybe the three of you need to figure out, together, what you all want.” Breeze rubbed her sister’s back. “And if that doesn’t work then do what is best for you and Tristan.”

“Not Uri?” Lisa asked. “I thought I’d made up my mind. But now that he’s missing, it’s made me realize that I don’t want to lose him. I don’t want to lose either of them.”

“That’s up to Uri and whether he is going to compromise, too.” Breeze shrugged. “Maybe he’ll surprise you.”

“Or maybe he won’t.” Lisa jumped and took a couple of steps back, her hands to her face as Breeze’s phone rang. “Oh, is this them?” Her face paled and she covered her mouth with her hand as if she were trying not to be sick.

“Hello?” Breeze’s heart hammered in her chest as she waited for a reply. The number that flashed up on her phone was the number of the satellite phone Joey had texted her earlier.

“Breeze, it’s me.” Joey sounded breathless.

“Joey, have you found them?” Breeze asked quickly. “Are they okay?” she added without giving him a chance to answer.

“Yes, we found them.” He paused and she could hear a voice in the background.

“Are they okay?” she repeated.

“Tristan is fine. Tired and cold but fine. Uri has a broken leg, we’re carrying him back down the mountain now. Can you meet us at the hospital?”

“Of course,” Breeze said. “They’re going to be okay?”

“They’re going to be fine,” he assured her. “And you know I can’t lie.”

“Except to spare my feelings.”

“Not this time, I promise. Everything is just fine. At least it will be when Uri’s had his leg X-rayed. But Shawn has looked at it and he said it’s a clean break, no complications.” He paused and a muffled voice said something she couldn’t hear. “I have to go. I love you. See you at the hospital.”

The call ended and she turned to face Lisa. “They’re okay. Uri has broken his leg, but they are okay.”

“His leg?” She wiped her hand over her eyes. “And Tristan?”

“He’s fine. Tired and cold but fine.” She breathed a long, deep, thankful breath. As she hugged Lisa, she said, “Maybe this will give you the time to reconnect.”

“Because Uri can’t go off doing his own thing?” Lisa asked. “You might be right, but I would’ve preferred not to have that chance with Uri in plaster. He’s going to be a nightmare to live with.”

“He might just learn how much he depends on you. And on Tristan.” Breeze put her hands on Lisa’s shoulders and held her at arm’s length. “This gives you some breathing space, time to think what your next step is. Use it wisely.”

“I will.” She nodded and pulled away from Breeze. “Okay, let’s go. As much as I cannot wait to hug them both, I also want to figure out how this happened and maybe tear a strip or two off Uri. He is the adult and he should have been more careful.”

Breeze smiled to herself as the two women grabbed their purses and headed to the door. Perhaps Lisa might finally see Uri for who he was. And perhaps Uri might finally realize that it would be worth compromising to keep the wife he adored and the son who needed a father who was there for him. For too long Uri had made decisions that suited himself without thinking of his family.

Breeze drove them to the hospital and checked with the receptionist whether Uri and Tristan had arrived yet. The answer was no and so the two sisters headed outside to wait.

“This is the worst,” Lisa complained.

“They did have to drive down from the mountains,” Breeze reminded her.

“I know but waiting has never been my thing.” She looked up, standing on tiptoes as three vehicles pulled off the road and drove across the parking lot. “Is this them?”

“It is.” One of the vehicles belonged to the mountain rescue team. Disappointment filled Breeze when she didn’t see Joey’s truck. She wanted to see him, to hold him, and to thank him for everything.

However, when the three vehicles stopped close to the hospital entrance, Joey was the first person out of the truck. Breeze lifted her hand and waved, feeling ridiculous as Joey simply nodded at her and then turned his back on her. Then her heart leaped with relief as he lifted Tristan out of the truck and strode toward her and Lisa.

“There’s your mom and Aunt Breeze.” Joey held Tristan, who was wrapped in a blanket, against his chest, as if sharing his body heat. Tristan looked small and pale next to the tall, muscular bear shifter. However, a smile soon brightened his face as he saw his mom and aunt.

“I lit a fire to keep Dad warm,” Tristan said proudly.

“You lit a fire?” Lisa asked in shock. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“Joey taught me, he said it was okay as long as there was an adult with me. Dad is an adult,” Tristan pointed out.

“Supposedly,” Lisa said sourly as she went to Tristan and hugged him.

Joey relinquished his hold on the boy and went to Breeze, folding his arms around her and kissing her lips softly as the breath shuddered through his body. “Uri was lucky the fall wasn’t worse. I’ll be giving him some lessons on walking safely in the mountains when he’s better.”

“Thank you so much,” Lisa said, then her attention was drawn to her husband who was being wheeled into the hospital on a gurney. “I’m going to go.” She pointed at Uri.

“I’ll be in soon,” Breeze told her. As her sister walked away, she rested her head on Joey’s shoulder and held him close, breathing in the scent of damp mud and pine. “Have you been rolling around in the mud?”

“I had to climb down the steep valley where Uri had fallen. It wasn’t the easiest of climbs.” He sighed and inhaled her scent. “You smell good.”

“Thanks.” She tilted her head back and looked up at him. “You really are my hero.”

“Keep talking.” He smothered a smile and she wanted to kiss it right off his lips.

“You and the others. You risked your life for Tristan and Uri.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Joey replied. “It would have been a lot worse if Kelos hadn’t flown down and carried Uri and Tristan out of there.”

“He flew his plane into the valley? That must have been incredibly dangerous.”

“Kelos doesn’t have a plane,” Joey told her.

“Then how does he fly?” she asked in confusion. “How did he pick up Miles and fly him home to be there for the birth of his baby?”

“He’s a dragon shifter.” Joey looked down at her as her mouth fell open. “I can’t lie, remember.”

“You expect me to believe…” She looked over Joey’s shoulder where a group of men who had been part of the rescue party stood talking quietly together. As she stared, one of the men turned and looked directly at her as if he could sense her watching him. With a faint smile, his eyes glowed a deep amber and she swore smoke came out of his ears.

“Kelos.” Joey lifted his hand and waved. The dragon shifter spoke quietly to the other men and then came toward them.

“Oh, boy,” Breeze said.

“So, this is the woman who has captured the heart of my friend.” Kelos inclined his head and nodded at her. There was something otherworldly about him, or maybe old-world.

“This is Breeze. Breeze, this is Kelos.” Joey made the introductions with a protective arm around his mate’s shoulders.

“Good to meet you, Kelos.” She smiled brightly, unsure as to how you were supposed to say hello to a dragon shifter. Breeze glanced at Joey for reassurance.

“I just told Breeze about your secret,” Joey explained when Kelos also shot a questioning look his way.

“Ahh, does that mean I can now give you the gift I have picked out for you?” Kelos’s eyes were bright with excitement as he dug his hand into the pocket of his worn denim jeans and pulled out a small leather pouch. “If you don’t like it, I have plenty of others. You can come and choose your own.”

“Kelos.” Joey’s eyebrows furrowed as he opened the pouch and tipped it up. A ring set with rubies surrounding a large diamond fell into his palm.

Breeze gasped. “You don’t have to.” She wasn’t sure who she was aiming that statement at.

“I want to. As long as you are not offended by my actions.” Kelos grinned as he stared at the jewels. “I feel like an addict slowly weaning myself off a drug.”

Joey laughed. “Kelos is rather attached to his treasure, he can sense it, it calls to him.”

Breeze got the feeling Joey was only half-joking, but this meant the gift held greater importance. Kelos had chosen to give this beautiful ring to his friend so that his friend could…

Joey dropped down on one knee and took hold of her hand. “Breeze, I know we have only just met, and I am not going to rush you into anything. But I love you more than anything in the world and I would be honored if you would be my wife.”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “A million times, yes.”

Joey slipped the ring onto her finger and she pulled him to his feet. More than the ring, even though it looked gorgeous on her finger, she wanted her mate to hold her in his arms and never let her go.

Whatever her sister decided to do with her life, Breeze would be there for her and Tristan. And even Uri, if he ever admitted to needing help.

Joey had taught her that there was room in her heart for enough love for everyone. She would never have to pick and choose, it wasn’t about stealing a piece of love meant for one person to give to another.

Joey, the bear with the big heart, had proved to her love was limitless and without boundaries and she planned to spend each and every day with him living in that limitless love.


Epilogue

“Are you sure?” Lisa asked as the sound of Tristan laughing filled the hallway where Breeze stood with the last box filled with her belongings in her arms.

“Absolutely.” Breeze glanced toward the living room where Uri and Tristan were playing a board game. “I’m happy that you decided to stay in Bear Creek while Uri recuperates.”

“But you could stay, too,” Lisa insisted. “I feel bad that you are leaving your home so that we have somewhere to live.”

“Don’t.” Her eyes widened and a smile covered her lips. “I’m looking forward to moving in with Joey. I really am.”

“It’s good to see you so happy.” Lisa stepped to the side and hugged Breeze around the box.

“It’s good to see you all so happy, too.” Breeze studied her sister’s face. “I know it hasn’t been easy.”

Lisa sighed. “Uri is the worst patient in the world. But he’s beginning to appreciate me more. Especially when he can’t carry a cup of coffee from one room to the next without spilling it.”

“And he has Tristan to keep him entertained. They are growing closer day by day.” It warmed Breeze’s heart to see father and son getting to really know each other.

“Uri has no place to go. While his leg heals, he has to stay put. His wanderlust has disappeared and he’s already talking about Tristan starting school here and them exploring the mountains together.”

“After they have both had some survival training,” Breeze added.

“Uri knows he was stupid going off like that.” Lisa stared down at the floor.

“What?”

“He told me why he took Tristan into the mountains.”

“He did.” Fear gripped Breeze, had there been an ulterior motive for Uri’s reckless actions?

“He was jealous of Joey.” Lisa raised her eyes to Breeze’s and nodded.

“Why?”

“Because Tristan kept telling us about what he’d done with Joey and how much fun he’d had in the mountains. Uri decided to prove he was as good as Joey. Although, all he proved was he wasn’t.” Lisa smiled mischievously. “I think the whole experience gave Uri a bit of a shock.”

“I’m glad things are working out for you all.” Breeze looked down at the box. “I should go before my arms drop off.”

“Tristan, Aunt Breeze is going now.” Lisa looked toward the living room.

Tristan came running and threw his arms around Breeze. “Bye, Aunt Breeze. Can I come and visit you soon?”

“Sure you can. Your Mom said you can come and sleepover on Saturday night. Is that okay with you?” Breeze asked. “Joey said he would cook you some nice mountain vegetable soup.”

“I’d like to come and stay but I don’t want vegetable soup.” Tristan wrinkled his nose.

“Joey says you will like it. Because you are going to go and forage for some of the ingredients in the mountains. I bet you’d like that.” Breeze arched a questioning eyebrow. “He also said you could look for bugs since we didn’t have time when we went for our picnic.”

“I guess I could try the soup. I’m not sure about the bugs.” Tristan gave her another hug, and then ran back to the living room. “I love you,” he called out before he disappeared.

“I love you, too,” Breeze called back.

“Thanks for everything.” Lisa’s eyes misted with tears. “I know I acted foolishly and let Tristan down.”

“It’s okay. We all make mistakes. We do what’s best for those we love. That is all we can do. He’s happy, and you and Uri seem happy. So, we got there in the end and that is all that matters.”

“And if we hadn’t forced you to leave, you would never have met the man of your dreams,” Lisa teased.

“You didn’t exactly force me to leave,” Breeze insisted.

“Hey.” Lisa put up her hand. “Let me take some of the credit, please.”

Breeze laughed and her sister opened the front door. As she stepped outside, it was as if she were taking the first step toward the rest of her life.

Going to her car, she wedged the last box onto the crowded back seat and shut the door. Then she gave one last wave to Lisa before driving to the cabin where her mate was waiting for her. He’d arranged for Breeze to meet Martha, who was a non-shifter mate to a shifter, but the last few days had proved to Breeze that she no longer needed reassurances.

“Something smells good,” she said as she opened the front door and went inside.

“Jane baked us some carrot cake and I have made fresh coffee.” Joey came to meet her in the hallway and they both went outside to carry in the last of Breeze’s boxes.

“I think I’m going to like living here.” Breeze inhaled the scent of fresh mountain air that blew through the trees carrying the smell of sun-warmed pine resin.

“I know I’m going to love you living here,” Joey told her.

“I also can’t wait to raise a couple of kids here. With you.” She leaned over and kissed him. “You are my perfect ending.”

“This is just the beginning,” he reminded her.

“I know, but when the beginning and the middle are done, you will still be there for me and I will still be there for you.” Two hearts that beat as one, filled with enough love to last a lifetime and beyond.

“Always.” He kissed her once more and then they carried her boxes into the house which was now their home.
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