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The Bear Queen

Chapter 1

––––––––

The moment I woke up with the taste of blood in my mouth, I knew it had been a bad night.

Groaning, I sat up and tried to make sense of my surroundings. Sunlight streamed through tree branches over my head.

I was in the woods, naked. Again.

“Jenna!”

I recognized my mom’s voice and rose unsteadily to my feet. I could see her several yards away, a puff of honey-colored curls poking out of a gigantic magenta parka. I waved to her, catching her attention, and she ambled toward me. My flannel bathrobe was in her hands.

“You’re too good to me,” I said with relief as she hurriedly dressed me.

“Just doin’ my job,” she said, which was her answer every time.

We transitioned easily into the next part of our ritual, the long trek home where Mom would likely have a hot breakfast waiting for me. But secretly, I’d also think about how Mom deserved a daughter better than me...

One who didn’t turn into a bear on random nights.

* * *

By some miracle, I got to work on time. I was a barista at Café Olé, one of the only coffee shops in our small town of Hollow’s End. It was only ten o’clock in the morning, but the entire place was bustling with activity.

I quickly put on my apron and went behind the counter. A customer came right up to my register. I immediately recognized him, Henry Ulrich. He owned the logging company that employed most of the town’s men, and he was one of my favorite people.

I put on my best smile. “Do you want your usual today?”

Henry didn’t seem as perky today, which was unusual, but maybe that was why he was here. “Sure, but make it a large this time. I really need the pick me up.”

“Aw. Is something wrong?” I asked as I put in his order.

Henry looked grim, his lips pressed into a straight line. “You haven’t heard?”

“Heard what?”

“About the bear attacks.”

I froze. “B-bear attacks?”

At those words, a couple of the people standing in line behind Henry stepped up.

“The first one was two nights ago,” an old lady said.

“No, the first one was last week,” a second woman replied. I recognized her as one of the stay-at-home-moms who frequented the café. “But it was barely inside county lines. That’s why we didn’t hear about it.”

The old lady clicked her tongue. “What a shame. You know what they do to bears that get a taste for killing people.”

Henry nodded gravely. “They’ll have to hunt it down and kill it before it gets someone else. Sheriff Joe is getting a task force together as we speak.” He sighed deeply. “The last victim was one of my guys. Eric. He was a good guy.”

My skin prickled over with goose bumps, and sweat collected around my hairline as I continued to take orders. Bear attacks. As far as I knew, I was the only bear in town. I knew I wasn’t vicious, and the idea of killing actual people turned my stomach, but...

But I haven’t ever been able to retain my human consciousness as a bear, and I had no way to control it. I shifted spontaneously once or twice a month. Usually, I’d go to bed one night and wake up the next morning somewhere outside, usually the woods, without any clothes on and no memory of what happened. I’d tried tracking the seasons, moon cycles, my cycle, to see if any of it had an effect on when I shifted, but nothing. It was all seemingly random.

And now, it appeared that there was a bear in the same woods I frequented at night, killing people. If that bear was me...

I shuddered. I wouldn’t let myself think about it anymore. I poured myself a hot cup of coffee after the line in front of my register went away. The nice thing about working here was that we were allowed to drink our fill of free coffee during our shifts.

The door opened, letting in the cool, moist breeze. I quickly drained my coffee and resumed my position at the register. “Hi, welcome to Café Olé!” I chirped.

Then, my breath caught short in my chest.

The customer who’d just walked in was a tall, burly man I’d never seen before. He was dark-haired and clean shaven, but he didn’t sport the flannel and jeans that was the uniform of the men in our humble logging town. He strolled in wearing black trousers, a crisply ironed shirt, and a sleek leather jacket. The atmosphere in the shop completely changed when customers and employees alike took notice of him.

He raised his eyebrows at me. “Hi,” he said, his voice deep and melodious. “I’m kind of lost. I’m looking for the Hollow’s Town Inn.”

“Oh,” I said dumbly. I pointed at the wall. “It’s that way. Just continue along on this street and turn right on Adams Road. Drive a couple more blocks, and it should be on your left.”

He smiled, and the entire landscape of his face changed completely. He’d gone from brooding and intense to warm and inviting in an instant. But it was his dimples specifically that made my knees weaken.

“Thanks a lot. Could I also get a small coffee, please?”

“Sure.”

My fingers shook as I jabbed at the keys on my register. “You’re not from around here,” I said conversationally. Then, I mentally kicked myself. Of course he’s not from here! I thought. He just asked for directions to the inn!

“I’m in town for business,” he explained as he took some soft bills out of his wallet. “I’m Tim. And you’re...” He leaned forward to read my name-tag. “Jenna.” He smiled again as he paid me for the coffee. “It’s nice to meet you, Jenna.”

“Nice to meet you, too,” I said faintly.

I handed Tim his change, and he tossed it into the tip jar. “Thanks for the coffee. Hopefully I see you again.”

I just nodded at him, unable to come up with a thing to say. Business resumed as usual the moment he walked out the door.

Denise, one of my co-workers, sidled up to me. “Hot damn,” she said. Her eyes glistened as she looked out the window to watch Tim walking to his car. “What did he say to you?”

“He just introduced himself. His name’s Tim.”

“Tim Remington.” Already, I could see Denise’s gears turning. She was the complete opposite of me, with straight, icy blonde hair and a slim ballerina frame. I was sure that if she’d been at the register instead of me, Tim would’ve stayed a lot longer. “Think he’ll be in town long?”

I shrugged. “He did say he was here for business. He’s staying at the Hollow’s Town.”

Denise brightened. “Ooh. Maybe he’ll be at Chips tonight. We should go!”

Chips was a bar just down the street from the Hollow’s Town Inn, and it was frequented by girls who were just like Denise: thin, pretty, and popular.

“Maybe he will,” I said lightly. “Do you mind watching the front for a little bit? I think I want to take my break now.”

“Sure,” Denise said, moving into position.

I walked past her and into the break room, which was really a storage area with a folding table and chair shoehorned in. I sat amongst the fat, yeasty rolls that lined the shelves, ready to be stocked in the display case out front. I was sure I blended in with them, round and soft-looking. I was nothing like the lithe and graceful Denise. Even as a human, I was rather bear shaped.

But for a few shining seconds, I’d actually felt special in Tim’s presence.

Chapter 2

––––––––

That night, Mom was parked in front of the T.V. with her knitting supplies. I walked into the living room, an iced tea in my hand and ready to watch our favorite shows together, when it hit me.

It was Friday night, and I was going to watch T.V. with my mom. She’d just finished an eighteen hour shift at her job as an E.R. nurse. What excuse did I have?

“What is it?” Mom asked me, sensing my hesitation.

“You know what? I think I’m going to go to Chips tonight.”

Mom hopped up. “That’s great, Jenna!” she exclaimed. “A girl your age needs to go out and have fun. I’ve been telling you that for years.”

It was true, she had. But ever since puberty, when the bear thing first began, I’d become more and more withdrawn. I’d always been afraid of someone finding out my secret and thinking I was a freak.

But not today. After all, I’d shifted only last night. I wouldn’t be due for another transformation for at least a couple of weeks.

Plus, even though I was afraid to admit it to myself, I kind of hoped I’d see Tim Remington again.

“But I don’t really have anything to wear,” I thought sadly. Because I’d been a homebody for so long, my entire closet was jeans, tee shirts, and black polos for work.

Mom motioned to me. “Come on. I might have something.”

I rolled my eyes but I thought I’d humor her anyway. Mom took me to her room and began digging through her closet. She pulled out a black minidress, still inside of its dry cleaning plastic.

“I haven’t worn this since the seventies,” she said as she peeled off the plastic. She examined it at arms’ length before handing it off to me. “What do you think?”

I could only stare at it. Most of Mom’s clothes were...well, “mom” clothes, but this dress was surprisingly stylish. Mom had held onto it for so long that it had become fashionable again.

I went into the bathroom to change and put it on over my head. The fabric pulled and stretched as I tugged it down past my wide hips. Once it was on, I smoothed out the wrinkles and took a look at myself in the mirror.

There were high spots of color in my cheeks, and my lips were parted in surprise. For a split second, I didn’t recognize myself. The dress was tight up top and cinched in at the waist, giving me an hourglass shape that I didn’t even know I had. The rest of the skirt barely skimmed out to the tops of my thighs. When I turned to the side, I discovered that my ass looked amazing.

I came out of the bathroom, feeling a little shy, but the moment Mom looked at me—

“Goodness me,” she whispered. “You really are going to knock ‘em dead tonight.”

I put on heavy make-up for possibly the first time in my life, and I slipped my feet into a pair of heels I’d only worn once to my senior prom. Mom kept trying to give me spending money for the bar as I made my way to the car.

“Mom, please! What if the neighbors see?” I said.

“Okay, okay. I’m just so excited.”

I rolled my eyes. Looking at her, one might’ve thought it was the morning of my wedding or something. I texted Denise that I was on my way, and I slid into the driver’s seat of my car.

“Don’t drink too much,” Mom called out from the driveway as I backed out. “Or if you do, call me for a ride!”

I was mortified. I stopped the car. “I won’t drink too much,” I promised. “Just please don’t wait up.”

Mom closed her mouth, but still looked cheerful as can be. I finally turned my attention away from her, blasted a song on the radio, rolled down the windows, and drove into town.

* * *

“Where are you?” Denise asked on the phone. I could barely hear her voice. She sounded like she was standing in the middle of a parade.

“I just parked,” I said. I crossed the parking lot quickly, using short steps in my high heels.

Chips was just a few yards away, a saloon modeled to look like a mountain lodge. There was a cluster of people standing around outside the exit, and I spotted Denise’s platinum blonde head among them.

“Denise!”

I could see Denise turn her head, blinking confusedly in my direction. A few seconds later, she shrieked. “Oh. My. God!” She ran toward me and gave me a hug. When she pulled away, she scanned me up and down. “I knew you had a little slut inside of you, Jenna Mayer.”

I could feel myself blushing fiercely and laughed it off.

“Come on,” Jenna said. She took my arm and led me toward the entrance. “He’s here, by the way.”

My heart leapt. “Who?” But I knew who exactly she was talking about.

“That new guy! Tim!” she whispered.

We were at the doors. A heavyset man dressed all in back held his hand out to me. I stared at it.

Denise elbowed me. “He wants your I.D.”

“Oh!” I dug through my purse and handed it to him.

Somehow, I’d survived my twenty-first and twenty-second birthdays without ever going to a bar, so this was all new to me. The security guard checked my birthday and handed it back. “Thanks. Have fun.”

“My friends are all sitting over there. I’ll introduce you,” Denise said, pulling me inside.

I followed her in slowly as I gazed around the room. The bar was on the opposite end and completely swamped. There was a small square of hardwood floor that served as a dance floor, and couples spun around like tops to a live country band. Denise led me to a long rectangular table and introduced me to her friends.

“This is Jenna Mayer, guys. She’s my co-worker.”

I smiled shyly and shook hands with several people, their names flowing in one ear and out the other. They were all young, attractive, and energetic, and they treated me like I was one of them.

I was one of them, actually. I’d never realized it before tonight, but I was just as beautiful as Denise. Sure, I wasn’t blonde, and I wasn’t exactly her size, but neither was anybody else at this table.

Feeling more confident, I took a seat between Denise and someone who I thought was named Maya. A girl in cut-off shorts and a Chips Saloon tee shirt came around and took my order.

“This is my first time at a bar,” I admitted when she left.

Denise and Maya squealed and looked at each other.

“You know what that means,” Maya said.

Denise nodded. “We need us some bitch shots.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Bitch shots?”

Maya tilted her head at me, a mischievous glint in her eye. “You’ll see.”

Denise got up to go order something and came back shortly. A few minutes later, the waitress came back with my margarita and three “bitch shots,” which turned out to be pure tequila in glass tumblers that I suspected contained more than just a single shot. One of them had a cherry floating on top, which was unsurprisingly meant for me.

“In honor of your first time, Jenna,” Denise said with a wink.

The three of us clinked our glasses together, toasting to popping my bar cherry. I watched Denise and Maya knock back their shots like champs before taking my own.

The room took a slow spin around me when I banged down my glass.

“Whoa,” I said with a dry cough. I reached for my margarita and took a long sip. Instantly, my senses heightened, and I felt like I’d chugged half a gallon of coffee. In other words, I felt fantastic.

I remembered what Denise had said earlier, about Tim being here. “I think I’m going to walk around and mingle a bit,” I said, standing up. I took my drink with me and made a lap around the dance floor. I caught some glances being cast my way, but I still didn’t see the face I was looking for. Before I knew it, I’d finished my margarita. I set my empty glass on a nearby table and made my way toward the bar to order another, when—

“Jenna, right?”

My blood froze at the sound of his voice. I turned around to see Tim Remington standing behind me. It was like he’d simply appeared there. He was dressed casually, in jeans and a loose tee, but somehow it made him look even sexier.

I couldn’t believe he’d even remembered my name. “Hi,” I said, feigning surprise, trying to appear like I hadn’t been looking for him.

“I’m glad to see you,” he said. “I’ve been hanging out by myself like a loner. I don’t know anybody here.”

“Well, I’m here now,” I said, a slow smile spreading over my lips. The alcohol was making me brave and flirtatious.

Tim took a step toward me and turned his attention to the dance floor. His profile was just as striking as the front of his face, with his long regal nose and chiseled jaw. “Do you want to dance?” he said.

Just then, the band switched to a slow, lilting song about whiskey and longing. I gulped, and my heart sped up just a little.

“Sure,” I said nervously. I wasn’t going to say no to a guy like Tim, but...I was terrified.

Tim took my hand, which looked tiny in his enormous one. Several people turned to look at us, the shy coffee girl and the mysterious city boy, as we stepped onto the dance floor.

Tim stood a head taller than me. My eyes were at the level of his neck when he took me in his arms, and I could see his pulse ticking, healthy and strong, exactly where his neck met his shoulder.

Suddenly, I couldn’t stop thinking about putting my lips there, feeling the blood rush under his skin
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