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Bear in a Bookstore

She’s on the run. He’s her reluctant protector. Will there be a second chance for the alpha bear shifter mountain man?  Or will he lose it all... again?

One minute Cara Neal is celebrating her win as Kansas City’s Entrepreneur of the Year by maybe drinking too much and finding the wrong guy... the next, she’s carrying a secret and every male bear shifter in three states is after her. She’s on the run, forced to leave her thriving jewelry business behind for the wild Colorado mountains.

She has no choice but to accept help from the alpha mountain man grizzly shifter who offers protection, free of charge. He’s sexy. Tormented. Maybe a little gruff. But any man who sings to his hives of honeybees can’t be that intimidating, right?

Until he turns those dark, hungry eyes on her, and Cara knows she’s going to have to repay his kindness. And... probably not with one of her award-winning necklaces.

Jett Mitchell had a family once. They’re gone, and so is his tolerance for anyone outside his mountain. He’s content living alone on his organic farm, raising honeybees. When the sexy little human shows up with her surprise baby bump, his protective instincts go into overdrive. He should turn her away. He shouldn’t want to keep her safely tucked away in his mountain home. Or watch her belly grow. Or long for things he can never have again. Bear shifters don’t get a second chance fated mate. He can’t keep her...

But he’ll be her bear shifter protector until it’s time to let her go.

And heaven help any other male who gets in his way.
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Chapter One 
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LOOK AT ME, ABOUT TO make another huge mistake. 

Cara Neal shifted in the driver’s seat of her parked Jeep and frowned in annoyance at the unsteady man using the crumbling brick exterior of The Mark Bar as a urinal. He steadied himself with one hand on the wall, gripped his appendage with the other and whirled it in circles while whooping in delight. Then he stopped to stare at it as if waiting for something remarkable to happen. 

She groaned and pressed a hand to her forehead. “It’s not going to get bigger, buddy. Just move on already.”

She’d been waiting for Pisser to leave for over five minutes now. She’d have to call it a night and head home soon. It was getting dark, and The Mark was a shifter bar. They came out in droves at night, and she couldn’t afford to get tangled up with another sexy bear shifter who offered a little fun and distraction in the shadows. 

This place was a dump anyway. Nothing more than a crumbling hole in the wall. It might have been respectable once, but the humid Kansas City heat and no TLC had worn it down to a place where grown men performed cock acrobatics outside the front door. 

Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the steering wheel. 

How the hell had she let business associates drag her here two months ago? Yes, they were celebrating her win as Kansas City’s Young Entrepreneur of the Year and the nice five-thousand-dollar prize that went with it by having a drink at every bar on the West side. But she wasn’t one to go to bars, certainly not shifter bars, or... engage in anything else that had happened that night. 

She’d been high on the power of being gifted an oversized plastic key to the city and drunk on one too many shots of herbal infused vodka. 

Who was she kidding? She downed too many cheap beers while lugging that stupid key over her shoulder like it was an Olympic medal. Which... it kind of was. She didn’t start from nothing and work her business into one point two million in sales in three years by being lazy.

And now that was all about to change.

"You have to go in there. It's your only lead." Saying the words out loud didn’t help, even if it was the truth. This place offered her the only chance to find Roan, if that was his real name.

Pisser finally zipped up and went inside. 

Cara sat straighter and looked at herself in the rearview mirror, inadvertently spying her packed bags in the back seat. She’d just had a meeting with a high-end jeweler about potentially creating a line of engagement rings for their store, and she was supposed to be heading out of town for that vacation she’d promised herself she was going to take. She’d booked a hotel room in Estes Park, Colorado, to get away and have a few days to think about the situation she was in—away from the prying eyes of her ever-present assistant, Olive. 

Her phone chimed with a familiar tone. Grateful for the distraction, Cara checked the incoming email for the daily sales report from her online store. Her heart fluttered in the anxiety-overdrive way it did whenever orders piled in. They’d just run a sale on bracelets, and by the looks of it, half the country decided to cash in their 25 percent off. 

Eyeing the bags again, she worked her jaw and pondered a moment. No way could she go out of town with thirty plus pages of incoming orders. 

Pulling up her text app, she typed a message to Olive. Not going out of town after all. Will be in tomorrow to help with orders. 

An immediate reply popped up. You sure? I’ve got it if you want to go. No worries. 

It’s not that Olive and the rest of the team weren’t capable, Cara just didn’t like to leave the office for more than a day. Things tended to go to hell when she wasn’t around. She had plans for expansion and world domination in the artisan jewelry space. Everyone would know Cara Neal designs... one day. 

First, there were loose ends to tidy up. Like, finding Roan.

I’m sure. See you tomorrow.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the car door and slipped out. She really didn’t want to do this. Something didn’t feel right. The back of her neck tingled. A small voice in her head said not to go in, to just go home. It was the same voice that said she should live a little and go home with Roan tonight. 

The voice inside her head was clearly off her meds. 

She lightly touched her abdomen. The evidence of that drunken night hadn't made itself apparent yet, but it wouldn’t be long. Shutting the car door, she tossed her long auburn hair back and clipped across the parking lot on her three-inch designer heels. She could do this. “Get it together, Cara,” she whispered.

She didn’t owe this guy anything, right? Lots of women had babies alone. No, no, she wasn’t going to be that person―the one who never gave the father a chance to know about his baby. She owed it to Roan... but first she had to find out his, ah, well, his whole name. 

And where he lived. 

Maybe an email address? A Twitter handle. 

Snapchat! She could send him a snap. Hey, remember me? We’re having a baby. Surprise! The heart-eyes, face glitter, butterfly wing filter might make it easier to digest, right?

Shuffling sounded behind her. With a start, she looked back while simultaneously sliding the keys on her keyring between her fingers as a paltry weapon. Kansas City shifters had a mixed reputation. There were the honorable, true-to-their pack credo ones, and then... the others. The old-school shifters who followed archaic laws that didn’t mesh well with human society. 

The parking lot behind her was empty. 

It’s just nerves. I’m ok.  I’m a strong, confident woman. 

She didn't take shit from anyone, and she wasn't the type to be dishonest either. She didn't care one bit if Roan wanted to be in the child's life or not. Sure, that would be nice for the child, but it wasn't a deal-breaker for her. She wasn't looking for marriage—God, no. They could co-parent, separately, from their own homes. In different neighborhoods. Possibly separate cities. She'd already worked it all out in her head. What she would tell him. How it would all work, what he could expect. 

She just needed to tell him. Roan mentioned he went to The Mark often. He’d even used it in his cliché pickup line, “Hey baby. I’ve never seen you in here before.”

She’d already had a few tap drafts and three vodka shots clouding her mind. He was sexy, stacked, and he’d been explosive in bed. So explosive that he’d broken the condom—something she didn’t realize until later when she’d spied it in the trash. Her birth control should have covered her, but when she missed her period two weeks ago, she just knew. 

Pulling off her sunglasses, she squinted as she entered the building. The interior was unusually dark. Despite no smoking laws, cigarette smoke drifted through the air and instantly turned her stomach. She hadn't been one for frequent morning sickness, but the stale scent of old tobacco made her want to make a beeline for the restroom. 

Her sight adjusted as she went to the bar. Several tables were full. The sounds of pool being played filtered from the back. Cara raised a hand to get the female bartender’s attention. Her scalp tingled and little shivers raced down her spine. Something wasn’t right. Pausing with her hand mid-air, she glanced around and swallowed hard. 

Every man in the room was looking at her. She'd been around shifters all her life. They tended to keep to themselves unless they were looking to get laid. But this was different. 

She felt like prey. 

The bartender caught her eyes and Cara’s heart flipped in relief. She recognized the woman from the night she was here. The colorful tattoos, and multiple ear piercings were hard to forget. They’d chatted until Roan had interrupted with his stupid pick-up line. 

Sandy. That was her name. 

“Help you?” Sandy bobbed her head in greeting.

Cara looked over her shoulder as all the hairs on the back of her neck spiked. The sounds of the pool game had stilled—four men stood in the archway that led to the game room with pool sticks in their hands. Had they stopped playing to stare at her? 

An old man got up from his stool a few seats down and stiffly ambled to the seat next to her. It was Pisser. His watery brown eyes bored into her. Not friendly. Not threatening. Just... oddly intense. She had a mental flash of his penis aerobics and inched farther down the bar toward Sandy. 

“I hope you can help me.”

“Get you a drink? Water, maybe?” There was a knowing in the bartender’s tone that gave Cara pause. 

"No thank you. I was wondering. Do you remember me? I was in here about a month and a half ago with a man named Roan. I know he frequents here. I need to get in touch with him."

Sandy’s eyebrows went up. She leaned her forearms on the bar top. "Why?"

“That’s personal.”

The other woman made a hum from low in her throat, her expression sympathetic. “You don’t watch the local news, do you? Come with me." She motioned Cara around to the back of the bar and held open the door to the kitchen. The door swung closed with an ominous woosh, woosh.

“Look, he mentioned that he comes here a lot, so you probably know him? If I could just get his last name... maybe a phone number?”

Sandy scratched her lower lip with a finger covered in dainty tattoos of a swirling vine and tiny birds. She’d always admired tattoos but hadn’t been brave enough to get one herself. She expressed creativity through her jewelry. She considered it the type of body adornment that wouldn’t look distorted when your body parts began to sag.

Sandy crossed her arms. "I don't know what you're up to but coming here in your state was one of the dumbest things you could've done.”

Cara’s brows knitted. "I'm sorry?” 

Sandy leaned in, her voice low and tight. "Roan Dixon is dead. He was killed in a motorcycle accident a few weeks ago. It was all over the news. Do you know how dangerous it is to flaunt his baby around without him here to protect you?"

Chills ran down Cara's spine. Dead? "Wait... how did you know that I’m—”

Her lips were too numb to finish forming words. How the hell could Roan be dead? He wasn’t much older than her. So young to have his life cut short. Jesus, she’d come here to tell him he was going to be a father.

Sandy’s expression softened. “Whoa, you’re really pale. You better sit.” 

She gripped Cara’s shoulder and maneuvered her onto a stool. “Look, you obviously didn’t know shit about Roan. He was the Alpha of his pack and he died without an heir. By shifter law, the baby you're carrying is heir to his estate and his hierarchy in the pack. He was a wealthy man. Shifters from his pack and any outside rivals that feel like a fight will try to claim your kid. Do you get what I’m saying?”

Not really, but it sounded shady as hell. “That’s not legal.”

“Honey, shifters don’t care about human laws. Not if they can break them and get away with it. Which they will. You’ll be carried off, your kid will get ripped away from you, and you’ll never be seen by human eyes again. Now, how about that water?”
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MAYBE THE PROBIOTIC shake she’d had at breakfast had gone bad and caused some weird mental problem. That’s what this was. She had invasive bacteria in her brain from expired tree hugger-juice and it was causing drunken hallucinations. 

“I’m not drunk.” The words burst out. 

Sandy scowled. “I would hope not?”

“I’m... I’m Entrepreneur of the Year. I work hard. Pay my taxes. I... I go to the dentist every six months. How many people do you know that do that?”

“O—kay.”

Cara grabbed the front of Sandy’s tank top with both hands. “Maybe I hit my head.” 

“No, you didn’t. Listen to me.” 

“Why am I being punished? I’m a good person. Okay, fine, I found a twenty-dollar bill in the Target parking lot last week and I didn’t turn it in.”

Sandy carefully peeled Cara’s fingers off her shirt and held them comfortingly in her hands. “You’re not being punished. You hooked up with a hot guy and accidentally got pregnant. Do you know how many times that happens every day? I know Roan. If he were alive, he’d do everything for his kid. He was a really good man who just never settled down. A lot of his pack were jealous of him and they’re going to want what he had.”

Sandy twisted the top off a bottle of water, then handed it to Cara. “But you have to be careful now. Whatever asshole claims control of the baby gets to claim Roan’s fortune. There’s no way to conceal that this is Roan’s baby. If I smelled it, there’s no way the others didn’t. You need to go into hiding or something.”

It hadn’t occurred to Cara that the bartender was a shifter. But now wasn’t the time to make girl talk about it. In fact, she’d been here too long already. The longer the woman spoke, the more anxious Cara became. Sliding off the stool, she thrust the water bottle at Sandy. “I’m going home now. Thank you.” 

Sandy grabbed her arm. “Did you not hear me? You can’t go home. You can’t stay anywhere around here, or they’ll sniff you out now. You walzed in here and hand-delivered the scent and now, they’re going to follow you. The scent is faint right now—just to the detectable levels—but it’s going to get undeniably stronger as you get farther along and then you’re really going to be in trouble. You need to run, girl. Far away from here until that kid is born. And you need to do it now.”

Her hands shook as her heart thundered in her ears. She'd had the instinct to not go into the bar, but she hadn't listened to it. Damn it, why hadn’t pisser taken more time watching his dick for magic tricks? Maybe she would have left after all. 

Too. Late. Now. 

"How do I get out of here with all those guys out there?"

"There's a back exit, but you have to hurry."

She all but pushed Cara through the kitchen, rushing her to a fire exit where she pushed open the door. "I'll distract them with free taps. It may or may not work. They all saw you come back here with me. So, run to your car. Hear me? Run.”

Damn her Jimmy Choos! What a stupid day to wear them. Except... the heels were pointed and potentially deadly. Maybe great for jabbing a man in a tender area. Quickly slipping them off, she held one in her left hand with the heels pointed out, slipped the other under her opposite arm and put her keys between her fingers. 

“Damn, that’s a potential waste of some bitchin’ shoes,” Sandy sighed. 

Cara’s lower lip jutted out. “It’s only their second time out of the box.”

They took a moment for silent reverence. 

“Well, then you better make it count. Aim for an eyeball. Really jam it in there until you feel a squish and a pop.”

The two women looked at each other. Cara’s lips skewed in disgust. “The eye and not the, you know, groin?” 

“Their groins are like steel. I mean, you should know that, considering.” Sandy chuckled and motioned to Cara’s middle, but it quickly faded when she realized Cara wasn’t laughing. Sandy cleared her throat. “The eyes are a shifter’s most sensitive part. It’ll slow them down long enough that you might get away.”

“Aim for the eyeball... got it.”

“This way.”

Sandy ushered her to the back exit and slowly opened the door before peeking her head out and looking around. “Looks clear. Hurry to your car and I’ll distract them.”

A knot twisted in Cara’s stomach at the thought of going into the parking lot alone. How had her life changed this much in ten minutes? The door clanged behind her, making her jump and leaving her no choice. She hadn’t even told Sandy thank you.

Gripping her shoes, she hurriedly picked her way over the bumpy asphalt to her car. Wrenching the door open, she hopped inside, slammed the door, and locked up the car. Settling against the seat, Cara fluttered her fingers over the steering wheel and took a second to gather her thoughts. What the hell had just happened? This was insane! Who knew shifters had such crazy laws about parentage and inheritance? If what Sandy said was true, she was in a huge bind. She could go to the cops, maybe, but what could they do? Maybe she’d have to hire a bodyguard or security team. Like, ones with extra big guns and tungsten handcuffs who could deal with shifters.

Whipping out her phone, she opened the notes app and started writing ideas down. Upgrade security system. Call bodyguard company. 

Call bodyguard company? Did such a thing even exist? She groaned and leaned her head back against the headrest. “Now you’re just making stuff up, Neal.” 

She knew one thing for certain, she wasn’t going to let any bastard shifter lay a hand on her or her unborn baby. Images of snowy mountains popped into her head. Her parents had taken her to Sprague Lake near Estes Park many times when she was young. Winter and summer breaks had been spent exploring the mountains and lounging on the lake shore. Her chest squeezed with a hit of nostalgia. Those had been the good days. The ones she clung to when the loneliness of adulthood got to be too much. Her parents had been gone several years now, leaving her without any family.

She’d been running full speed ahead ever since, rarely taking a break in her drive to grow her business. She’d achieved a lot in that time. Celebrities wore her designs; fashion magazines featured her work, and she had a year-long waiting list from clients requesting custom pieces. 

There was no choice but to slow down a little bit now. She was going to be a mom. Tiny sparks lit over her forearms. This baby certainly hadn’t been planned, but it meant that she was going to have someone. She wasn’t going to be alone anymore. How strange and wonderful that would be. Cara ran a hand over her belly. Maybe she should keep her reservation in Estes Park. If nothing else, Sandy’s warnings had reminded Cara of the special place and how long it had been since she’d been there. 

A thought hit her. Estes Park had its own shifter packs. Did the screwed-up laws count for them, too? There were shifters everywhere. If what Sandy said was true, she’d be in trouble no matter where she went. 

What the hell was she going to do?

She jumped at a sudden tap on the hood of her car. Her eyes tracked out the windshield, spying three sets of legs beside her Jeep, then hips, middles... massive arms crossed over chests and frowns on ominous faces. 

“We need to talk, Ms. Neal. Get out of the car.”

She jammed the door lock over and over... click, click, click, and turned the key. The engine roared to life. 

“Ms. Neal.”

Her heart sank as she eyed the men. 

Cara stepped on the break and the gas simultaneously, revving the engine in warning. 

The three of them stepped closer, unintimidated by the fact she was in an SUV, and they were still in their human forms. The middle one growled. "There's no reason to be aggressive. We just want to talk."

Talk her ass. She didn't want to run them over, but she would if they forced her hand. The tallest man flicked his fingers like a monster in a movie, snapping out claws where his fingernails had been. Her scalp tingled as hair began to sprout on his bare forearms, the skin moving like there was something beneath it. She’d never seen a shifter change from human to bear. Her gut lurched as his skin rippled. Gak. Tensing, she willed herself not to throw up. 

The trio advanced, running at her with their claws out. Letting out a scream, she gripped the wheel and slammed on the gas. The car shot forward and plowed into something hard enough to jolt the car. A huge body cracked and flew over the hood, pieces of her headlight flying around him. A scream burst from her throat, the sound of claws digging into the rear of the vehicle was like a metallic scream as she fled.

She’d hit one of them. Jesus! 

Her heart thundered in her ears as she looked in her rearview mirror. The one she’d hit pulled himself to his feet, the other limping his way to join his friends. She swore she could feel their gazes burning into her until she rounded the corner and blazed onto the main road. Adrenaline rushing, pulse racing, she blew through a stop sign and took the corner too fast. Her purse tumbled from the passenger seat onto the floor. She thrust her arm across the seat before the Jimmy Choos could follow suit. 

They hadn’t been ruined with any shifter eyeballs and if she ever made it home, they were going back in the box and never coming out again.
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