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        For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.
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      My fingers were burning, my gloves ripping as I gripped the rocky edge of the cliff, my breaths coming in quick, panicked pants. It was a long fall if I lost my grip – an exceedingly long fall. There would be no way in absolute hell I would survive if my fingers slipped.

      I had been so stupid to come out here by myself. There were reasons people said to not go hiking through the mountains by yourself, especially in the snow. Everything was icy and slippery. You could never be sure where exactly you were putting your foot.

      Which was what had happened to me. I put my boot in the wrong place, and the next thing I knew, I was sliding down the hill, screams tearing from my throat as my jacket ripped on the rocky slope, leaving my body exposed to the frigid, cold temperatures.

      What in the hell had I been thinking?

      Oh, yeah, I hadn’t been – not clearly anyway – when I’d made this dumb decision.

      My ex of three years had broken my heart, but I had been determined to still enjoy this vacation we were supposed to have together before he ran off with another woman. No warning, no nothing. I came home to find a note that he was leaving – that he had found the love of his life. All of his things were gone.

      I whimpered as my fingers slipped a little. I should have known that climbing this mountain by myself was a huge mistake.

      And now, I was going to die because of my stupidity.

      A massive grizzly bear’s head appeared over the ledge, looking down at me with bright, blue eyes. A scream tore from my throat. I’d only ever seen strange eyes on an animal once before in my life, and that was my ex’s. He’d been a bear shifter, and his bear form was terrifying – and filled with rage.

      I screeched in alarm as my fingers slipped, completely losing my grip on the ledge. The bear quickly lurched forward and grabbed my arm in its massive jaws. A pain-filled scream tore from my lips as tears poured down my cheeks, its massive teeth tearing through my jacket sleeve and into the flesh of my arm.

      It slowly tugged me back over the ledge and released me, stepping back from me. Somewhere in my mind, I registered that it was showing me it wasn’t a threat – that it wouldn’t hurt me.

      But my heart was racing too fast. My head was spinning. I could barely breathe.

      “You—you—” I choked out.

      Everything faded to black.
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        Rosco

      

      

      Before I could even begin to shift to warn my mate that I meant her no harm, she passed out on the snow-covered ground. The smell of blood met my nostrils, and I growled softly as I shifted into my human form, moving towards her limp, unconscious form on the ground. Protectiveness surged in my blood – protectiveness for my beautiful mate. I quickly sniffed around her body, locating the area that she was bleeding from.

      Lifting her hand, I ripped open the rest of her jacket sleeve, guilt twisting in my gut when I saw that I had torn open her skin with my teeth. I clenched my jaw as my bear whimpered in my mind. One of the worst things that my kind could do was harm their mate. Mates were sacred, one of the biggest blessings.

      To harm our mate? It was like laughing in God’s face.

      But she would have died if I hadn’t grabbed her. I guess her arm had slid between my teeth as I had grabbed her to stop her from falling to her death, though. It didn’t make that guilt simmer down at all, though.

      “Stupid,” I scolded myself. “Should have fucking been more careful,” I grunted.

      Alpha, the young bears are fighting again.

      I ran my hand over her dark hair, loving how the softness of it sifted through my fingers. With a small shake of my head and a sigh, I reached down to pull my mate up into my arms so I could cradle her to my chest as I carried her towards my clan. She moaned softly in protest, but otherwise, no sound escaped, nor did her eyelids flutter open to reveal those beautiful, warm brown eyes.

      I desperately wanted to see those beautiful, tender eyes again. They were so expressive – so beautiful. I’d known she was mine the moment her vanilla scent had drifted to me down the mountain, but the moment my eyes met hers? Even if I had doubted her being my mate before, there would be no doubting it after our eyes had connected.

      Those eyes had rocked me to my core, her soul calling to mine.

      I’m on my way back, but I won’t be able to help. Tell Collin to separate the young boys. I am currently busy. Put wound dressings and ointment by the deer skin rug in my cave, and make sure a fire is stoked, I ordered Trish.

      Trish was the daughter of my clan’s doctor, and she was quickly following in her father’s footsteps. Her mother, Wherma, was human, and she’d been a doctor for six years before she met Braden, our clan doctor, on one of his trips to another clan for a meeting.

      Wherma was useful here for those of my clan that had human mates and for the children who had not yet awakened the healing powers of their inner beasts.

      Their daughter was going to be an amazing addition to our infirmary since she would be well versed in both human and bear shifter medicine.

      Yes, Alpha, Trish replied.

      The young woman in my arms groaned softly, a soft cry of pain leaving her lips as she moved her arm. Her eyes snapped open, an alarmed cry sounding from her as her brown eyes locked on mine.

      “Who are you?!” she screeched. I winced at the sheer volume of her voice. I had extremely sensitive hearing, and the volume of her voice sounded like she was screaming at top volume right against my ear. “Oh, my God, you’re naked!” she cried in alarm.

      Amusement flashed through me for a moment, my bear huffing out a laugh as well. I quickly buried the amusement, though, when I remembered how frightened she actually was.

      “Easy,” I soothed, the gravely sound of my voice instantly quieting her, just as I knew it would. Every part of me was created to soothe her. “I’m not going to harm you. I’m trying to take you back to my home so that I can doctor that wound on your arm,” I informed her.

      She looked at her arm, the sound of her rapidly beating heart easily reaching my ears as she began to remember what happened to her before she passed out. Her fearful brown eyes locked on mine. My bear growled in my mind, wanting to eliminate whatever had her so afraid – that was until I silently reminded him that we were the ones who had frightened her so badly. “A b-bear…”

      The fear in her voice had my bear softly growling, desperate to be released so that he could prove to her we would never harm her. We were created solely to love her, to cherish her, and to take care of every need or want she may ever have in her life.

      But right now, I couldn’t allow Talon out. I knew enough about humans to know that letting him out would only send our mate running far away as fast as her little legs would carry her.

      Easy, Talon, I soothed my bear through our link. She is just human. We must be patient.

      He growled softly in response but heeded my warning. I knew if he truly wanted to, he could rip through my control over him, but we lived in harmony, trusting one another, knowing that in some instances I knew more than him, just as sometimes, he knew more than me.

      In this situation, I knew more than him.

      “Why are you naked?” she asked me.

      I clenched my jaw. I’d honestly been hoping that she would stay unconscious until I could get back to my cave and don some clothing to avoid this question while I got her to warm up to me, but it didn’t seem like that would be happening. “I… do not have an answer for that,” I admitted.

      She snorted. “Of course, you don’t, and yet it’s thirty-two degrees outside right now.” Her angry eyes clashed with mine. I swallowed thickly. Fuck, she was smart – a hell of a lot smarter than I had originally wanted to give her credit for. Her next words shook me to my core. “Admit it – you’re the bear that saved my life and injured my arm.”

      She shouldn’t know about us.

      Even my bear bristled at her words despite the fact that she was our mate. If she knew about us, then that meant others may know about us.

      My clan was in danger.

      I quickly set her on her feet, taking a couple of steps back from her. I crossed my arms over my massive chest, conflicted over how to handle this situation. When it came to my clan’s safety, I normally acted without thought, eliminating the threat.

      But she was my mate. It wasn’t as clean-cut anymore.

      “How many more of you know about us?” I demanded to know.

      “I don’t… I didn’t mean—” she stammered as she fought to keep her eyes locked on mine instead of running them over my naked body, her cheeks tinting red.

      I could smell her arousal. There was raging conflict inside of me of whether to lock her away, to dress her wound, or to knock her into the snow and have my way with what I knew would be a sexy, curvy body beneath all those layers of clothing.

      “Tell me how you know about us,” I growled, my bear rising to the surface as his eyes swirled with my normally dark ones, the brown and blue now mixing together.

      She whimpered as she stumbled back from me. Fear coated the air before her beautiful, brown eyes rolled to the back of her head. I quickly lunged forward just in time to catch her in my arms.

      She knew about us, yet she was afraid.

      Something wasn’t adding up for me, and if I found out another bear shifter had hurt my mate, I would rip his head from his shoulders and mount the head of his beast on my fucking wall as a trophy.
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      When I woke up, I was laid out on a deer skin rug in front of a fire. The man from earlier was roasting some meat on a stick, turning it before he glanced over his shoulder at me. His brown eyes dilated slightly before returning to normal as he turned his massive, muscular body in my direction. He was huge to put it lightly, which I guess he had to be if he shifted into a bear as big as the one that had saved me.

      A light dusting of hair was on his chest and his jaw, making him look like a rugged mountain man, which I guess fit considering I was currently in what was clearly a cave.

      “You’re awake,” he commented in that gravelly voice.

      My nerve endings curled, that voice of his making every sexual need inside of me awaken. He drew in a deep breath, a low rumble sounding from his chest as his nostrils flared. Though he was dressed, I could see his cock stiffen in the jeans he was wearing in response to whatever he’d just smelled.

      He looked away from me for a moment as he reached up to rub his hand over his bare chest. I frowned slightly. It was so cold outside – and cold in here – even with the fire going. The barely any clothes thing didn’t make much sense.

      But if he were truly a bear shifter, I knew he would never need any kind of real warmth. His body was made for cold temperatures.

      Just as Garrett’s – my ex – had been.

      I swallowed thickly, suddenly nervous. “I um, I… where am I?” I asked him, finally forcing my brain to make a coherent sentence.

      “You are where my clan and I stay,” he informed me.

      My eyebrows creased in confusion. “Clan?” I asked him. What the hell was a clan?

      He sighed. “Surely you know what a clan is if you know what a bear shifter is,” he dryly commented, not amused in the slightest by my lack of knowledge. In fact, he seemed to find it annoying.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Well, excuse me for not knowing,” I snapped back at him. His eyes narrowed, his bear’s eyes coming to swirl with his human ones. I tightly closed my eyes, my heart rate spiking as fear clawed at my throat. “Sorry,” I whispered.

      “Stop being afraid of me,” he ordered. I slowly opened my eyes to look back up at him. He sounded hurt, like just the thought of me thinking he would hurt me caused him pain. “You are my mate. I will never hurt you. What is your name?” he asked me, his voice much gentler this time as he spoke to me.

      “Aimee,” I softly responded. His eyes flashed completely blue for a moment before they went back to swirling. I swallowed thickly. “And um, a mate?” I asked, wanting him to clarify what the hell that was supposed to be.

      “How much do you know about us, Aimee?” he asked me instead of answering as he kneeled beside me and helped me sit up from the rug, his warm, calloused hands warm on my skin.

      A shudder wracked my frame at his touch, and I felt my body involuntarily leaning towards his, seeking more of his skin against mine – more of that warmth and strength.

      I jerked back from him in alarm once I realized what I was doing, a dark blush tinting my cheeks as I remembered just how beautiful he was. How was it even possible for someone as beautifully sculpted as him to exist? It was highly unfair to me – a virgin.

      He sat across from me, his eyes now back to their normal brown color. “I don’t know much,” I told him honestly, remembering his question to me. “My ex, he was a bear shifter.” I cringed. “He had a bad tendency to get really angry. I wasn’t afraid of him – the human part of him – but the bear?”

      “The bear was uncontrollable,” the man in front of me spoke calmly – knowingly.

      I nodded. “Yeah,” I softly confirmed. I looked up into his mesmerizing brown eyes. “How do you know that without me saying anything?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “I’m the alpha of my clan,” he informed me. I knew what alpha meant; it meant that he was the leader. “My name is Rosco,” he told me, almost as if just remembering that he had never told me his name. Rosco was definitely a good fit for him – masculine, wild. “I work with the cubs once they begin to feel their bears inside of them, teaching them how to control them, and then teaching them how to maintain harmony between their bear and themselves. Some bear shifters are granted the luxury of belonging to a clan to learn how to remain more human than beast – others, not so much.” He shrugged. “So, they become like your ex – lost and uncontrollable.”

      “He left me for another woman,” I told him, my voice tinged with sadness. Rosco growled softly in response. I snapped my eyes up to his in alarm.

      Rosco cleared his throat. “Probably his mate.” He grunted. “Once a bear finds its mate, nothing else matters. We don’t care who we hurt once we find out mate. All that matters is her.”

      My cheeks darkened again at his words, longing for someone to love me that much rolling through my body. I twisted my fingers in my lap. “And I am your mate?” I asked him, a tinge of hopefulness in my voice despite the fact that I didn’t even know the man.

      Rosco nodded. “Your scent traveled down to me on the mountain,” he informed me. My eyes widened in surprise. Damn, they had strong noses. “I had come up looking for you when I heard you scream. Thankfully, I wasn’t far.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered. I looked down at my bandaged arm. It wasn’t throbbing – barely even noticed that it was there. Rosco had saved my life.

      “Trish left me an herbal ointment to rub over your wounds,” Rosco informed me as I lifted my arm up. “It’s a sort of numbing agent, while still healing you.” He swallowed thickly, those unnerving eyes of his meeting mine again when I looked up at him. “I did not mean to hurt you, Aimee,” he told me, an apology in his voice along with a hint of sadness.

      I gave him a soft smile, thankful he had been there to save me. “You saved my life, so thank you,” I told him. I lifted my arm. “This will heal,” I assured him.

      His eyes were pained as he looked at my arm. “As your mate, I’m supposed to protect you from any kind of harm, even harm from myself. To harm you—” He shook his head, his hands curling into fists. “It’s something I will never forgive myself for.”

      I rested my hand over his. Shocks jolted up my arm, seeming to wrap around my heart. I jerked my hand back from his, my breathing shallow. His eyes flashed blue before the brown and blue began to swirl together. Desire curled so tightly in my belly that it physically hurt to want him so much.

      “You accepted me,” he growled, his body trembling.

      “I didn’t—” I choked out, unsure of what he was talking about. All I knew was that I had touched him, wanting to help soothe some of the pain and guilt he felt.

      “Those shocks mean that your mind and your soul have accepted me,” he clarified. “Your heat is starting.”

      I whimpered, that ache in my belly beginning to spread throughout the rest of me, feeling like I was burning from the inside out. He jerkily stood to his feet, a growl ripping from his chest. “I will not take you before you’re ready,” he growled out as he began backing up towards the exit of the cave, his body rippling as his beast fought to push forward – to take over.

      “No!” I cried out, reaching for him. I whimpered. Everything hurt – burned. “Please don’t leave me in this state,” I begged him. “Make it stop,” I cried, tears springing to my eyes. “I don’t care what has to happen. Just please, God, make it stop!” I screamed, clutching at my head.

      He quickly moved towards me and dropped to his knees in front of me before he laced his fingers in my dark hair. With a bit of dominance in his grip, he tilted my head back and perfectly angled my face before taking my lips in a savage kiss.

      I would not leave this cave unscathed; I knew that.

      But at that moment, with Rosco’s lips covering mine, I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      Instead, I gripped his toned, bare sides and drew him down to the deer skin rug with me.
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