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        Grizzly bear shifter Grant Waters wants one woman—curvy Chelsea O’Reilly. He’s wanted her since they met. Except he’s worried his secret may be too much for her. It could be what sets her running.

      

        

      
        Curvaceous Chelsea works at a salon in Bear Canyon Valley. She gets butterflies when Grant’s around. But she’s got her own baggage. Plus, she thinks that Grant would be better off with the local, stunning, curvy, widowed-way-too-early Mae Forester.
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      Grant Waters picked up the pace. Not that he was anxious to see Chelsea. Okay, yes he was. He’d been seeing her every three weeks for two months. He’d been seeing her since she first moved to town.

      On a professional level, of course.

      Only. Not that he wouldn’t love to see her more often. And see more of her.

      Damn, the thought of that made his cock twitch. He’d better control that before he walked into the hair salon where she worked. The last thing he needed was to scare her off with a raging hard-on. A glance at his watch confirmed his appointment was in five minutes.

      He took a deep breath of the cool winter air, then let it out slowly and tried to think of anything that would make his arousal lessen.

      Good luck with that.

      Might as well go in and see her. And get his hair cut.

      He clicked the fob, locking the door on his pickup, ran his fingers through hair that didn’t really need a cut yet. And never really needed a cut when he scheduled his appointments. And yet he did. Every three weeks, like clockwork, he was back. Back for more Chelsea.

      “Grant.”

      He turned toward the voice.

      Mae, the salon owner, called his name. Seems she was headed toward the salon, too.

      “Not working today?” he asked her.

      “Needed to pick up a couple of supplies.” She raised a bulky box an inch or two, then settled it against her torso again.

      “Let me help you with that.” He stepped her way and relieved her of the burden.

      She looked at his hair, cocked her head, and a tiny smile played on her lips. “Is it already time for another cut?”

      He nodded and waited for her teasing. She enjoyed picking on him for coming in so often.

      “It was on the calendar.”

      As if he wasn’t the one that put it there.

      “When are you going to ask her out? You’ll save a lot of money on haircuts.”

      “You want me to save money on haircuts? Seems like that would cut into your income.”

      “And that would worry me?” Another smile from Mae.

      He knew the income didn’t matter to Mae. She was well-off financially. Set for life, as she’d told him when he asked her if she’d be okay after she lost her husband. Owning the beauty salon allowed her to pursue her other interests.

      Namely, helping others.

      He exhaled, watching his breath in the cold air. “Maybe today will be the day. I’m not sure if she’s as interested...” He shifted the box to one hand and opened the door to the salon with the other.

      “You have doubts? You?”

      “Not that impossible to believe, is it?” He shook his head at the hopelessly romantic matchmaker that Mae was, and stood aside so she could precede him into her shop.

      His kind mated for life. And life to his kind meant forever. It was no small thing to ask a human to commit to a life with a shifter—forever.

      Mae was no stranger to that. She lost her shifter husband many, many years ago, and had never taken another.
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      Chelsea looked at the clock for the fiftieth time since 10:00 a.m. Grant’s appointment was at 11:00, in three minutes.

      Three minutes!

      A warm flush ran through her body, a surge of excitement to see him again. She looked in the mirror, pulling her smock off. She didn’t need it accentuating her extra curves. She certainly didn’t need it adding any extra pounds.

      She turned, looked at her backside in the mirror. Jeez, what she wouldn’t give to have a smaller ass. She shot an envious glance toward the hairdresser in the next station over.

      Probably a size 2.

      Then Chelsea looked back at her own ample derriere. He’d never give her a second glance.

      Yet, he was kind of flirty... so maybe?

      Or maybe he’s just being nice to his hairdresser. She promptly put herself back in place. Don’t go getting your hopes up.

      “Your regular should be here in a few, right?” said Lana, the size 2 next to Chelsea.

      Chelsea’s cheeks grew warm. She chanced a peek in the mirror. Yep, that embarrassing red color was creeping its way up her chest to her face.

      All six foot-four inches, wide shoulders, and piercing blue eyes of him. “I’m not sure.”

      Sure you aren’t.

      Okay, hopeless. Of course she looked forward to seeing him. She had ever since the first haircut she’d given him, one week after she took this job, which seemed like ages ago.

      The sound of the door opening and closing brought her back to the present.

      She busied herself with the scissors, dryers, and brushes at her station, pretending she wasn’t expecting or anxious to see him.
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      Grant set the box down on the reception desk and closed the door behind him, trying not to be too loud and bring attention to himself.

      “See you later, Miss Mae.” He gave his good friend a smile and headed toward Chelsea’s station.

      Mae gave him a coquettish smile. She seemed to enjoy that he called her Miss Mae, though she didn’t look a day over thirty-something. He was hoping to escape from Lana’s blatant flirting before he was situated in Chelsea’s care.

      Whoa! Holy mother of fine asses.

      The first thing he saw was Chelsea’s ass as she bent over and arranged things at her station. He paused, taking his time to enjoy the sight. By the heavens above, that was one tantalizing view. A jerk in his pants concurred with that assessment.

      Chelsea whirled around. “Grant.” Her voice was breathless and low.

      He wished that it was because he’d entered. He wished that it was because of him. Probably only because she’d been leaning over and had stood up too quickly.

      Her smile showed off perfect white teeth. He imagined those teeth grazing his skin, teasing him.

      Still smiling, she said, “Today’s your day. Seems like just yesterday you were here.”

      He hoped that didn’t mean she was disappointed to see him. He enjoyed the time they spent together while she washed his hair, massaging his scalp, and talking about different stuff. Thankfully the robe-thing she would place over him hid the effect she had on him.

      More or less.

      Probably less.

      But between that robe and his pants, he always managed to hide the tent he pitched for her while her hands worked through his hair, and her soft voice with that sexy tone pulled on him.

      “Grant!” Lana’s screech disrupted the salon’s serenity. She lunged his way, locking him into a hug, her body pushing against him.

      He noticed Chelsea’s crestfallen expression and quickly pulled himself from Lana’s grasp. “Hi, Lana. Sorry, I think I’m late for my appointment with Chelsea.”

      “When are you going to let me tend to your hair... and your other needs?” Lana’s hand drifted over his crotch as he drew away.

      He threw a glance at Chelsea, hoping she hadn’t seen that, and even more, hoping that she knew he was disinterested in Lana. He had to make it clearer to Lana to back off, it seemed.

      “I’m good. Thanks.” He kept his voice cool, but had to pry her other hand off his bicep.

      He walked up to Chelsea. “No hug for me?”

      “I wondered if you’d already gotten your daily allotment.” A smart-ass smile crossed her face just before she turned around and reached for the robe.

      That’s what he loved about her—her sense of humor. And her awesome personality. Well, there were a couple more things. Her nice full ass, her hips, a set of tits that would fill his hands and overflow, nipples that he couldn’t help but notice.

      “Not when it comes to yours.” He gave her a wink and took a seat since her turning for the robe negated a hug.

      She laid it over him, wrapping it around his neck. “I need to get one that’s larger, so I can actually close it around your neck.”

      “You’ve been saying that for a couple of months now. I’m beginning to think you’re all talk.”

      She laughed and put her hands on his neck, her thumbs and fingertips rising up to his scalp, her nails raking his skin, her thumb pads massaging.

      “You know you don’t really need a haircut just yet. I don’t know why you get your hair cut so often.” Her eyes twinkled, dark chocolate against her fair skin.

      “Really? No clue?”

      It was past time for him to quit beating around the bush, as Mae had pointed out.

      The blush that colored Chelsea’s cheeks made her eyes sparkle and fueled his desire to see how far down her body that blush would extend. It also affirmed that she was at least a little interested—maybe.

      He breathed in deep.

      His bear’s senses took in her scent, her arousal and desire. His eyes closed, partially in response to the fierce need to mate with her that effused his body. His bear sought to take control of the situation and claim her, make her his, mark her for life.

      “So what do you say?” He struggled to keep the desire from showing in his voice.

      “To what?” She ran her fingers through his hair again. “Let’s go to the chairs, wash this hair, then we’ll see if I can give you a trim.”

      He followed her to the back, fighting to keep his bear from staring at her luscious ass as it swayed, imagining what it would be like to smack her with his palm while driving deep into her.

      For fuck’s sake, he had it bad. This time was worse than any other.

      He bit back a roar of desire at the image of taking her from behind, those luscious creamy globes pressing against his flesh as he pumped her and slapped that ass.

      “Grant?” She turned around to face him.

      He’d missed something she said. Dammit. “Yeah?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No, what?” He took hold of her hand, stopping her from turning around and leading him to the back.

      “Oh, I was just asking you to finish your thought from earlier.”

      If she only knew how many thoughts he’d had... And how lascivious... He knew what she meant.

      “I was asking what you’d say to the idea of maybe dinner. We could head into the city, not this town—” He laughed because the town they were in could hardly be called one. “—and we could do something?”

      She tilted her head. “Something?” Her voice had a little teasing in it. She indicated the chair.

      He sprawled into it, the contraption barely containing his large frame.

      Behind his head, she turned the water on and sprayed his hair with the warmth. She leaned over him, reaching for the shampoo. Her luscious breasts were a tongue’s length away from his mouth.

      If she didn’t have clothing on—

      If they were alone—

      He could claim the nipples that were poking against her top, their hardness barely concealed by the fabric, their outline and shape tempting his senses, bringing the bear in him to a fury for a taste.

      A hundred years ago, two hundred years ago, things would have been different. That was before he’d found a mate he wanted—Chelsea. That was when he would have found a willing, wet, and warm place to drive his thickness into.
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      Chelsea leaned over and tried to get a squirt of the shampoo into her palm without rubbing her breasts on his face. There were times she hated having boobs so big. She wasn’t sure if this was one of those times.

      She held her breath. This man’s sex appeal was too much.

      “Chelz?”

      She loved when he’d given her that nickname.  Remembered the day clearly. She’d never been called that before.

      She exhaled slowly and looked into his deep blue eyes, fighting the urge to lean down and kiss him. Knowing that she’d never give in to that urge. “Yes, Grant?”

      “Um, you have a... you missed... it kind of...” He lifted his hand, almost touching her breast.

      Mortification settled in.

      The shampoo had squirted right onto her breast. Exactly over her nipple. And she’d been so into him she hadn’t even noticed.

      Chelsea ran her thumb over it, embarrassed that her nipple perked and pebbled under her touch and his penetrating gaze. She gave him a sheepish grin.

      “Thanks.” For noticing. For the daydream. “For telling me.”

      Amusement—and something else—flickered in his eyes. “You didn’t say yes.” He reminded her that she hadn’t answered his question about going out.

      Was he taking pity on her because she didn’t have a life? Because all she did was sit at home after work, night in, night out and read those stories about hot highlanders claiming their willing women? About werewolves taking a bride and making her one of their own?

      She lathered him up and a blush rose to her cheeks at the thought of the story she was currently reading. A book about a girl like her who fell in love with a sexy alien who was on Earth to abduct her. Except the alien fell in love with her, and instead of stealing her for his people’s evil intentions, he ran away with her and started a new life.

      She sighed without realizing it at first, and rinsed the shampoo suds out. Of course she wouldn’t say no to Grant. Even if his reasons for asking weren’t necessarily the same as hers for accepting. She could use a friend in town, other than her boss Mae.

      Mae kept telling her if she had a better car, she could go into the city. It was only an hour away, and she could make friends her own age, and date, and stuff like that. Mae didn’t know that Chelsea used her car as an excuse because Chelsea didn’t really want any of those things.

      Chelsea avoided high-population areas. And she didn’t want any other man than Grant. The only man she’d wanted since she’d first laid eyes on him. Talk about setting your sights too high.

      Oh well.

      “I’ll go with you.” Chelsea reached for the conditioner, careful not to get any on herself, careful not to rub her breasts in his face.

      His expression lit up with a smile that showed off perfect white teeth, and made her think about what he could do with those teeth—and that mouth.

      Her face warmed once more. She really was in a sexual drought. If she hadn’t been head over heels for him, she’d have found a way to alleviate the drought.

      She raised the stream of water, rinsing out the conditioner, patted his head with a towel. Because he kept his hair short, towel-drying was an easy feat.

      She led the way to her chair. Having small talk was limited because of Lana’s proximity. That and Lana’s constant leaning toward Chelsea’s station meant there was no privacy.

      Chelsea wrapped up his haircut, a five-minute job that she stretched into fifteen just so she could keep her hands on him, even if it was only his head.

      “Let me blow it dry? It’s chilly outside. You don’t want to go out and catch a cold.”
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      Grant laughed. “I didn’t take you for the superstitious type. Colds are caused by viruses, not by temperature.”

      “That’s not superstition.” Chelsea smiled back.

      “So you believe in things you can’t see?”

      Mae glanced up from the desk in the reception area.

      He knew she could hear him.

      She gave him a look, as if to question what his reason was for asking that, as if to question his wisdom.

      He shook his head, one shake, almost imperceptible, and turned back to the luscious, curvy, light-brown-haired woman next to him. “Well, Chelz?”

      “I believe in a lot of things.” Her smile held a secret.

      He hoped he’d get a chance to learn it.

      “How about Friday at seven? I’ll pick you up at your place.” He didn’t need to ask her where her place was. She rented a room from Mae.

      The salon fell silent.

      Everyone turned toward the door.

      Grant looked to see what had garnered their attention.

      Jeff Landers.

      Grant bristled. The instinct to resort to violence rose in his bear. He picked up a scent of fear that carried over from Chelsea. Clearly she didn’t care for the land developer. He could understand dislike, but why was she transmitting fear? Why was she afraid of him?

      Jeff let the door close with a slam, ignored Mae’s greeting and strode straight for Chelsea’s station. “I hope I’m not late.” His voice had an arrogant twist to it.

      He glanced at Grant, locked eyes with him. “Have you given my offer any consideration? You have far more land than you need. The community would benefit from an amusement park in Bear Canyon Valley. You’re the only one keeping this community from its prosperous dream.”

      Grant fought back the derisive laughter that rose in his throat. The only one who thought that this community needed an amusement park to kill its tranquility and run its residents off was Jeff Landers.

      “I think I’ll keep my land.” Grant walked by the man, noting that he stood in such a way that Grant had to make a concerted attempt to walk around him, or he’d run into him.

      Grant opted for the latter and bumped shoulders with Jeff.

      Jeff was no slouch, probably reaching six foot, but he winced when Grant shoulder-bumped him. He turned to Chelsea. “I’m hoping you have an opening. I didn’t make an appointment.”

      Behind them, Mae cleared her throat. “You really should have made an appointment.”

      “Since when do I need one?” Jeff looked over Mae’s head at Grant, his eyes glinting his defiance and insolence. “So do I get my haircut, or not?” He glared at them, then softened his gaze as his eyes landed on Chelsea.

      Grant gave Mae a pointed look.

      She shook her head slightly.

      Too bad, because he would have liked to have permission to take Jeff’s impertinence and petulance outside for a lesson.

      “I’ll take care of this.” Mae took Grant’s bicep and guided him toward the door.

      Behind them, Chelsea was saying, “Sure, I can help you out, Jeff.” Her voice was stilted and forced, much like her smile.

      Grant waved to her. “See you Friday.”
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      Chelsea cringed.

      Grant saying that out loud made Jeff’s eyes narrow.

      She hadn’t wanted to help the rich developer. She could tell he had a cruel streak, and he had his sights on her. Why that was, she had no idea. Maybe it was to make Lana jealous. They used to date. That was probably it.

      Either way, he tipped a hundred dollars every time he visited, and she wanted to get him in the chair before Mae’s temper flared. Mae made it no secret that she didn’t care for Jeff. You’d think he’d learn his lesson and go to the city for his haircuts. He worked in the city, so why he came here... Yeah, probably to make Lana jealous. Chelsea bet she’d been right to begin with.

      She wondered why Jeff’s appointments always managed to coincide with Grant’s. Even Jeff’s walk-ins coincided with Grant’s.

      Jeff’s predatory glances and his way-too-familiar touches on her arms, neck, and shoulders made her cringe inwardly. She fought to keep Mae from seeing how revolting she found his advances. He reminded her of a man she’d like to leave in the past forever. A man with a truly horrible cruel streak.

      His expression stern, Jeff sat in the seat. “What’s this about Friday?”

      “Nothing,” Chelsea mumbled. Telling him anything about it would serve no purpose. She wasn’t into playing head games and pitting men against each other. And she wasn’t even remotely interested in Jeff.

      She made quick work of washing, rinsing, and cutting his hair. She didn’t offer to dry it, but he asked for a dry.

      She looked at Mae.

      Mae nodded.

      So she complied, and did it cheerfully, although half-heartedly. Admittedly, the cheerful part was faked.

      Today was Wednesday. Tomorrow was her early day. She could go into the city for a new outfit for her date with Grant on Friday. That would be nice. She wondered if she could find something slimming that would accentuate the right curves, and hide the wrong ones. She glanced up at Lana as she took the smock off of Jeff. Lana’s slim figure was a mirror that reflected Chelsea’s indulgences in guilty pleasures, particularly dark chocolate.

      She glanced away from Lana and looked at Jeff. “Thank you, Jeff. See you next time.”

      “Say, Chelsea?” His voice was loud. Too loud. It made her uncomfortable. “What would you say to going out with me?”

      Chelsea glanced at Mae. Mae’s eyes narrowed at his words.

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea, Jeff.” Chelsea rubbed her palms on her too-tight jeans, unaware she was transmitting her nervousness. “I thank you, though. I’m flattered.” Not exactly, since she didn’t trust him, and something about him made her very nervous. Plus it was clear that he and Grant did not get along. Was Jeff doing this to get to Grant?

      Jeff’s jaw clenched, and his knuckles gripped the banister on the way toward the reception desk. “I wish you’d reconsider,” he said through clenched jaws.

      “Can I think about it?” She hoped that would appease him, get him to stop, maybe even go away.

      “What’s to think about? A down-and-out, broke hairdresser would turn down a successful man like me? Do you know who I am?”

      Chelsea didn’t want to look at Mae, fearful that Mae was upset by the drama. She’d been so kind to give Chelsea a job here. Chelsea didn’t want to be responsible for a scene in her friend’s place of business. “Please, Jeff, lower your voice. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Of course. Saturday?”

      “Hell, no.” His voice was a nasal, offended hiss. “Hell, no. I don’t want his seconds. Tonight. I’ll pick you up at closing time.”

      “It’ll be late, and I won’t have time to change. Maybe another—”

      “I’ll be here tonight. You look fine.” He spun on his heel, threw a bill on the counter, and with a hasty, “Keep the change,” he stormed out.

      Chelsea stared after him, aghast. Now what? She had put herself in a bad position. She wanted nothing to do with him. And she didn’t trust him. And he wanted to get revenge of some sort on Grant. And she liked Grant. Okay, okay, she really liked Grant.

      Chelsea sighed. Feeling eyes on her, she turned, catching Mae’s squinting, narrowed glance. Chelsea grimaced at the expression on Mae’s face.

      “I’m sorry...” she started to explain, to tell Mae she didn’t want drama. She didn’t want to bring problems to Mae and didn’t want them in her own life. She’d had enough of drama and avoided it at all costs now. She avoided it as much as she avoided the attention of strangers and the law.

      “You shouldn’t have done that.” Mae’s voice was bitter.

      “I didn’t mean to upset him. I know, I should have accepted the first time he asked, I—”

      “You should have done no such thing. That’s not what I meant at all.” Mae put her arm around Chelsea. “You are not obligated to go out with anyone, whether they’re clientele or not.”

      A sob rose in Chelsea’s throat at the woman’s kindness. She hadn’t felt this kind of acceptance since...

      She couldn’t remember the last time.
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      The rest of the afternoon passed without incident. It was almost closing time, and already dark outside.

      Mae cleared her throat.

      Chelsea looked up at her, wondering what she was going to say, hoping that Mae hadn’t changed her mind and wasn’t going to tell her she didn’t need any drama with her clientele and that Chelsea would have to leave the salon. Forever.

      “I want you to feel free to cancel with Jeff and Grant.”

      “Oh, no!” Chelsea’s reaction was swift, catching her off guard. “I mean... well, I...”

      Spit it out, she told herself.

      It’s not easy to say it out loud.

      She wanted to go out with Grant. She wanted a lot more than that. She thought of his hard body, his wide chest and expansive shoulders. A warmth flooded her body, starting in her chest, rising to her cheeks. How she hated that the blushing came so easily.

      A thought occurred to Chelsea. Maybe this was Mae’s way of saying that she didn’t want Chelsea to go out with either man. For all Chelsea knew, Mae liked Grant in that way. And she didn’t want to interfere with that.

      Anyway, she looked at the other woman. Mae was a stunning, curvy woman with flashing, almost-black eyes and a tan that seemed to last year-round. Chelsea didn’t think her pale rose coloring could compete with Mae’s vivid complexion and features.

      Maybe Grant was asking the wrong woman out, and Chelsea should back out gracefully and let his courtship with Mae take its course. But... how would she handle that? How could she handle watching Grant and Mae date?

      “Chelsea?” Mae was patting her shoulder. “What were you saying? You were going to say something?”

      A wave of sadness and reluctance washed over Chelsea. She shook her head, resigned to what she had to do. “No. Nothing. I was just agreeing with you. I shouldn’t date your—our—clientele. It’s bad business. I’m sorry.” She looked down at the black tiled floor, littered with cut hair. “I should sweep.”

      Chelsea didn’t look back at the other woman. She slipped away to the back room, allegedly for the broom, but mostly to allow herself to regain her composure. She didn’t want anyone else to see how upset she was.

      So much for the shopping trip for something nice to wear on a date with Grant. She sighed, the sound more like a ragged breath torn from her body. Maybe she’d make the drive into the city tomorrow anyway, treat herself to a meal and some dark chocolate—yum—and even get herself a new outfit. Forget all these pipe dreams about someone like Grant being interested in her.

      For now, she had to get out of two dates. Somehow. She should ask Mae for their phone numbers. Then she should call Grant and Jeff and cancel.

      She made short work of cooling down while she swept the floor. She was so absentminded, that she not only swept her station and the immediate area around it, she swept the whole shop.

      She put the broom back and returned to her station.

      “Feel better?” Mae smiled her dazzling smile.

      Chelsea nodded. “Do you think I could get Grant’s and Jeff’s numbers so I can call and cancel?”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?” Mae gave her a look of concern.

      Chelsea was overwhelmed by the woman’s kindness and patience. She nodded. “Positive.” But she didn’t feel positive. She felt like she’d been on a boat that had sunk and had plunged her into the deepest, darkest depths of the ocean.

      “You know, if Jeff’s bothering you, we can call the police.”

      Chelsea gasped. “No.”

      Mae’s head snapped up at the loudness of Chelsea’s tone. “Okay.” She nodded in a reconciliatory way, as if to calm Chelsea.

      Chelsea hadn’t meant to be so loud. She’d been caught off guard. That was the last thing she needed, calling the police. How could she stay off the grid if they called the police in and they happened to check on her? There would be a paper or cyber trail if anyone looked into her background.

      Mae stepped behind the desk and touched the keyboard behind a monitor. She clicked, then clicked again. “Well, we don’t have Grant’s number on file. You’ll have to tell him in person.” She took a piece of paper and a pen, wrote something. “Here’s Jeff’s.”

      “Thank you.” Chelsea gave her a huge hug. “I’m glad I met you.”

      “It’s mutual.”

      “You two are so cutely sentimental.” Lana’s whiny voice came from behind them.

      A sound of disgust, almost a small growl, came from Mae. Chelsea studied Mae. Did she not like Lana? Why had she hired her, and why did she keep her, if she didn’t?

      Chelsea slipped to the phone in the back to call Jeff in private. She didn’t want Mae to hear that conversation. She tapped the numbers into the handheld and put it to her ear.

      It gave the ‘disconnected’ sound.

      Great, just great.

      She tried again. The same thing. Shoot. So, now what? She walked to the front of the salon.

      Mae looked up from the closing paperwork. “Are you okay?”

      “Um—yes. Yes, I’m fine.” She gulped air in. “It’s all taken care of.” She hoped Mae wouldn’t ask for details. That would mean lying to her and Chelsea already felt bad about her lie of omission. Saying that things were taken care of bothered her. She looked away and busied herself with arranging products on the shelves and dusting.

      She hoped that Jeff wouldn’t stop by while Mae was still there. Oh, jeez. What would she do if he did?

      Mae shut down the computer, put the ledger away and slipped the cash in a bank bag. “All I have left to do is assemble a product order so it’s ready to call in tomorrow morning.” She rubbed her temples. “Long day.”

      Chelsea jumped on the opportunity. “I’ll do that. Let me. I’ll need something to do tonight.” She tried for a cheery smile.

      And prayed that she could shuffle Mae out before Jeff appeared. If he appeared.

      She feared he would, so she had to get Mae out. She put her arm around the stunning brunette, and guided her to the door.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.” Mae laughed.

      Chelsea let out forced laughter, hoping it didn’t sound fake. She helped Mae with her coat and held the door open for her. “Go put your feet up and relax.”

      Mae gave her a curious look, as if she might be suspicious, but not very. “I may do that. And watch a movie I recorded last week.”

      Chelsea locked the door behind her boss and proceeded to sort out the shampoos, conditioners, and styling products, noting which ones needed to be purchased on an order form for Mae.

      She glanced at the clock on the wall.

      Eight o’clock.

      She’d been at it for an hour, and no Jeff. She breathed a sigh of relief, put her coat and a scarf on, shoved her cell phone in her coat pocket, and opened the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Chelsea shivered as she pulled the door shut. She tested it to be sure it was locked. It was one of those kinds of doors you didn’t need a key to lock from the outside. You opened it, set the lever, then let it close, and ta-daa, it was locked.

      She tested it again with a vigorous tug. Definitely locked. One more time to be sure, she tugged, and at the same time cursed her compulsion to double-check things. How irritating. Worse than being superstitious.

      She tugged the coat around her body, wishing she’d found one her size when she’d gone to the secondhand store, but thankful that she’d found this one, even if it was too snug to button all the way up. If only she could drop a couple pounds—okay, maybe a few more than a couple.

      She turned around, gasped, fell back. “Jeff.”

      He’d been standing right behind her. Too close. Almost touching. And now he was right in front of her. It was far too intimate, and way too uncomfortable.

      “I tried to call you—” she started, then paused, immediately wishing she hadn’t said that because she didn’t want to set him off.

      “Why?” He raised a brow. His face, though handsome, had a look to it that made her want to back away—no, run away. Brutality was his prevalent expression.

      She tried to back up, but found herself pressed against the door. She scrambled for an answer to his question. “I don’t feel so well. I was trying to reach you to cancel...”

      He clenched his jaw, his eyes squinting in the light reflected off the snow. Around them the rest of the parking lot was deserted, snow unmarked by tire tracks.

      Unmarked by tire tracks? Where was his car? If there were no tracks...

      She shivered. That meant he’d been there for a while.

      “I never got a call.” His voice was more chilled than the night air.

      She shrugged, mostly for show. “It wasn’t a working number. I’m sorry.”

      “So you’d like to postpone? A rain check?”

      She hadn’t actually said that, she’d said cancel, but she didn’t want to get into it with him on this very cold, damp night. The weatherman had said there’d be more snow, so the last thing she needed was to be out here with Jeff, and away from her place.

      “Yes, if that’s okay with you?” She would say yes now, and get out of it later.

      “Friday night,” he said with a smirk.

      She knew he was trying to bait her. He’d heard her accept Grant’s offer. Now he was putting her in a bad place. “Well, uh... maybe, we—”

      “What’s the problem, Chelz?” His voice had a sinister quality to it, and his eyes were menacing.

      And he used Grant’s nickname for her.

      A shiver ran its course through her body, a shiver that had absolutely nothing to do with the cold. She glanced up and down the lonely street, all the storefronts dark, no houses on this road—a road that was more for tourists than locals. Only the streetlights offered company, standing like blind sentinels, offering little light and even less comfort.

      She crossed her arms over her chest to stave off the shivers. “I don’t know. Can we talk tomorrow? It’s cold.”

      “Sure. Let me give you a ride home? Or we could drive into the city and grab a latte?”

      Yeah, right.

      The last thing she wanted to do was be trapped in a car with him. “I’m feeling poorly. Do you mind if... not?” She sidestepped in an attempt to walk around him.

      Jeff put his hand on her arm, his grip like a vise. “I think you...” He paused, a smile she didn’t care for crossing his face. “Fine. Have a good night. Mind if I wait until you pull out so that I can be sure you got on the road without a problem?”

      She frowned, hesitating. It was nice of him to offer to make sure she got on the road safely, but...

      “I won’t follow you home. But you should know this: if I wanted to know where you live—I am a realtor, after all.”

      She held back an eyeroll. She didn’t work on the books. She was just renting a room. No one should know where she lived unless she or Mae had told them. She was off the grid and happy about Mae’s discretion. She’d asked Mae when she moved in to keep things private, not because of Jeff, but it was working out for the best. Chelsea wasn’t ready to turn one problem in for another.

      She pointedly looked at his hand on her arm. He removed it with a flourish, as if it was a grand gesture on his part.

      Without a backward glance, Chelsea chirped her car unlocked and jumped into the freezing vehicle, wincing when her backside touched the cold seat.

      She jammed her foot on the brake and her finger into the start button of her Altima.

      Nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      She did it again.

      Still nothing.

      “Shit,” she muttered under her breath. “Shit and damn.”

      She glanced out the windshield at the vehicle nearby, headlights on.

      Jeff.

      Waiting.
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      “Come on, dammit.” As if talking to the car would make any difference. She slammed her foot onto the brake and at the same time pressed the start button.

      Again nothing.

      “What. The. Fuck.” She could wait. She could wait it out. Go inside and wait there. Maybe call Mae, see if she could give her a ride. Or she could sleep in the shop, in the waiting area, where it was warm and there was a row of seats she could squeeze herself across. That’s exactly what she would do.

      A sharp rap on the windshield made her jump—felt like actually jumping out of her skin, that’s what it felt like.

      She snapped her head to the left, and fought the disappointment from showing.

      Through the glass, Jeff raised his voice. “You okay? You’re not moving the car. And it’s a bit cold.”

      Tell him the car wouldn’t start? Or tell him she still had some work to do at the shop. Or... what other options did she have? None.

      “I’m fine. Just—” Just what, smarty? “I’m—I was waiting.”

      “Are you having car problems? This isn’t the kind of weather to mess around in, Chelsea.” His tone was nasal.

      Why hadn’t she ever noticed that before? His voice grated on her nerves. She’d rather listen to Grant’s deep, soothing timbre.

      “Just a little one. But it’s fine, Jeff. I can go back into the salon. It’s fine.”

      “You have a key to Mae’s?” Surprise registered in his voice.

      Hell. She’d forgotten. She’d locked the door. She wasn’t getting back in. “No.”

      “You can’t stay here. It’s too cold. Let me run you home.”

      She hesitated, and saw the reaction to her hesitation in his expression. Anger flared in his eyes.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m one of the area’s top realtors.” He tugged on the door handle.

      Maybe she was being silly. She should let him take her home. She could tell Mae in the morning and figure out a way to get her car fixed. Mae might be able to tell her about a trustworthy mechanic. And with a lot of luck, this wasn’t going to be an expensive setback.

      She released the lock and shoved her keys in her pocket. “I appreciate it, Jeff.”

      He took her elbow and led her through the parking lot to his black sedan. Chelsea studied the vehicle, wondering how a car could manage to look sinister when cars had no personality.

      The European machine gleamed in the darkness of the night, its shiny exterior evidence of the care taken by its owner. Jeff opened her car door for her, helped her in. His steps seemed a little too happy as he walked to his side of the car. She’d rather he didn’t seem so joyful over her misfortune.

      He got in, reached across her for the seatbelt and pulled it over her, fastening it before she could protest. A shudder of revulsion rolled through her when his hand accidentally brushed across her breast, even though she was bundled up. When he fastened the belt, the snapping sound made her jump. The finality of it reminded her of the clanging of a cell door. She took a deep breath to calm herself.

      He started the car. Envy ran through her at the ease with which his newer, more expensive car started. An anger ran parallel to her envy. Anger about the position she was in, no means, no reliable vehicle, running, hiding.

      Jeff glanced in the rearview mirror, a tiny smile playing on his thin lips. “How about a cup of hot chocolate? You’re looking blue.”

      Only if you’re not with me. “Thank you, but I’m tired, Jeff. I don’t feel up to much. Just a hot bath and my bed.”

      The sideways leer he gave her when she said the words ‘bath’ and ‘bed’ creeped her out.

      “I can get take-out. You can enjoy it on the ride to your place.”

      Where the hell would he get hot chocolate at this hour? It would be a fifteen-minute drive and not on the way to her room at Mae’s, she was sure of that.

      “Come on,” he continued. “It’s the least you can do. After standing me up, not wanting to give me a rain check. Here I am, your knight in shining armor, and you’re not being very gracious.”

      Maybe he had a point. “Okay, take-out will be fine.”

      At least that would appease him. He was giving her a ride after all, and he had waited to see if her car would start. Maybe he had a redeeming quality or two. She felt like she’d be a heel if she didn’t show her appreciation, even if he wasn’t someone she wanted to date.

      God, why does it sound like I’m trying to talk myself into it?

      He drove more quickly than she preferred on the dark, unlit highway, taking curves and hills at a speed that made her hold her breath. Fifteen minutes of small talk, and they arrived. He pulled into the parking lot.

      “Drive through?” She pushed her hair back nervously.

      “My window doesn’t roll down. Coming?”

      She studied Jeff hard. She wasn’t interested in being manipulated. “I’ll wait here, if that’s okay with you.” She tugged on her coat collar. “This jacket’s not really made for this kind of weather.”

      “That’s true. You’ll have to tell me sometime where you came from. Someplace warm, I’m guessing. You should probably buy a better coat.”

      “True.” She hadn’t planned on staying in this state as long as she had. But when the opportunity for a job and a place to live with Mae had come up, she couldn’t find a way to turn that down. If she had, she’d have already gone through her money.

      “I’ll be right back.” He slipped out the car door, taking the keys with him, and letting cold air in.

      The least he could have done was left the engine running, she thought. Didn’t he trust her not to steal his car?

      Less than ten minutes later—yes, she’d timed him on her cell phone—he was back and handing her a cup of hot chocolate. He put the key in the ignition. “Sorry, I thought I’d left the keys here and the car running. I hope I didn’t make you too cold.”

      She wrapped her fingers around the warm cup. “I’m fine.” She let the warmth and steam that came through the tiny drink hole warm her face.

      “Try it.” He smiled an encouraging smile. “They make it with real chocolate. Best hot chocolate you’ve ever had, I’ll bet.” Jeff watched her eagerly, as if he wanted her approval.

      She put the cup to her lips and took a tiny, cautious swallow so she wouldn’t burn herself. “It’s good,” she murmured. The liquid warmed her insides.

      He pulled out of the parking lot. “Okay, so on to your place now. Do you live near Mae’s salon?”

      “No, fifteen minutes in the other direction.”

      “Oh, you live near Grant’s property. That’s close to the land I’m trying to acquire.” His face conveyed his dislike for Grant.

      She purposely didn’t respond. She didn’t need to be dragged into the middle of that drama.

      “My plans for that land will benefit the entire community. An entertainment complex will bring people in droves. We have the potential to be one of the largest tourist destinations in the state. Imagine the money that would bring in to the people who live here.”

      Namely you. She held her tongue, took a sip of the comforting beverage and looked out the window at the blackness of the forest.

      After a few moments of silence, Jeff cleared his throat. “You’re friends with Grant.” He paused, waiting for her to either acknowledge or disagree.

      She said nothing, raised the cup to her lips for another drink.

      “You could tell him what a good thing that would be.”

      She lowered the cup slowly, pondering what to say. A bump in the road jostled the cup from her grip slightly.

      She gasped, more out of surprise than pain as the liquid exploded out of the tiny drinking hole and splashed on her cheek. She tried to wipe her face, but her hand wouldn’t rise.

      Slowing the car slightly, Jeff took the cup from her hand. “You okay?”

      She looked down at her hands in her lap. “Yeshh—I’m—” Why was she slurring her words? Why weren’t her hands moving?

      She raised her eyes from her lap to his face. That wasn’t an expression of concern, it was more like expectation. What was going on?

      “What—” She still couldn’t put a sentence together. What had he given her? Why couldn’t she control her hands and her mouth? She started to panic. Her eyes widened and she was sure her face held an expression that reflected her fear and horror. What had he given her? What had he put in the hot chocolate?

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      “Relax.” He put a hand on her wrist, his grip a steel band. “No one’s going to hurt you. Not in a bad way.” His smile was nothing short of lecherous, his leer, lustful. His thumb traced circles on her wrist.

      Chelsea wanted to pull her hand away, but couldn’t. She couldn’t move her hand, couldn’t scream at him the obscenities she wanted to.

      She glanced out the window. They were passing the salon, and they were heading out of town. Where was he taking her? She hadn’t told him where exactly she lived. What was he planning to do with her? The vehicle sped up, and the dark countryside seemed like a blur. She wondered if that was because she was becoming dizzy.

      She moved her right hand a bit, just a few inches toward the door, then it went numb and she couldn’t control it again.

      She waited a moment, avoided looking at her hand so Jeff’s attention wouldn’t be drawn there. She flexed her thumb. It moved. She could feel it. Not much movement, but still. It was slow, torturous, painstaking, but she could inch it along.

      “I know you feel the same way. I can see it in your eyes. You’re just shy.” His hand traveled up her arm to her shoulder. He pushed her hair away almost lovingly.

      His hand drifted down over her breast, which thankfully was still covered by her coat, but that did little to alleviate the emotions raging in her at his actions.

      Chelsea tried to control the tears that were building in her eyes. He reached down, released her seatbelt, gave her a smile, and then put his hand back on her chest. He unbuttoned a button on her coat, glancing out the windshield, then back at her. He slipped a hand inside her coat, raised her top, pushing her bra aside. Her body didn’t want to move. She tried to shake, to squirm, but her upper body was frozen. His fingers immediately found her nipple.

      “God, I can’t wait to taste you. Look how hard your nipple gets when I touch it.” He pinched, his fingers merciless.

      Tears of pain rose to her eyes. Chelsea shook her head. “Nn—no.” She moved her hand one last time, gripping the door handle, praying it was one that would be unlocked when it was pulled on. She tried to tighten her grip. She jerked on the handle as the car took a curve. Her body kept traveling in one direction while the car took the curve with mechanical precision in the other.

      Chelsea flew out of the car and hit the ground. Luckily, a patch of soft earth, a little snow, and some grass slowed her progress toward a tree trunk. Her forehead bounced off the trunk’s bark, her body crumpling on impact.
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      Grant rolled over. Something had awakened him, and he was in a nasty mood at what being awakened had interrupted. He’d been having a hell of a dream. Chelsea was naked in his dream, spread-eagled on his bed while he—

      There it went again.

      He pushed himself to a sitting position. His cell. It was vibrating on the dresser. Naked, with a raging hard-on from hell, he padded to the phone.

      “Mae.” She’d better have a good reason for interrupting his dream—um, sleep. Mae never called, hardly ever, anyway, so when she did... It probably wasn’t good news.

      “What’s up?”

      “Chelsea’s missing.” She had a measure of panic in her voice.

      His blood did the whole turning-into-ice thing. Not Chelsea. Not when they hadn’t even had a chance yet.

      “Slow down. Catch me up.” Slow down, he told his own heartbeat. She had to be okay. He hadn’t felt this way about a woman—ever.

      No, he wouldn’t think like that. He couldn’t lose this precious, long-haired, curvy package with that pretty smile.

      Mae gave him the information, cluing him in on Jeff’s attempts to bully Chelsea into going out with him and Chelsea’s decision to stay late at the salon—alone.

      He bit back a reprimand at Mae for leaving her alone. Just because he was convinced that Jeff had a shady side didn’t mean that Mae had the instincts to do the same. She was human, after all, even if she’d been mated to a shifter. She had acquired some skills; the couplebond did that. But it didn’t give her everything a born shifter had.

      Mae was still talking while he sifted through the information. “And she never made it home. I called her cell. No answer. I was going to call the sheriff. But I thought...”

      “You were right. There’s no reason to bother the sheriff.” He shoved his jeans on, wincing as they caged his semi-hard cock in their confines. His protective instinct was strong. As an alpha shifter, he felt the urge to protect more fiercely. He would drive into town, check on her. “You called the salon, right?”

      “No answer. I’m coming too. Lots of snow expected.” She was still hyperventilating.

      “Mae. Don’t. I don’t need to worry about both of you. Wait at home, and stay near the phone in case I need you.”

      “I’m going to feel useless. It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have let her stay late without being with her.” A half-sob escaped her before she could stop it. He heard her clamp down on the sorrowful sound before it could finish.

      “You care about Chelsea,” he noted.

      “I do. There’s something about her...”

      He couldn’t argue with that. There was something about Chelsea that pulled at him and the bear inside him. “Mae. I’m going to hang up so I can get dressed and get out of here. Don’t fret.” Easy for him to say, but not so easy for him to do. Worry ate at his gut like acid.

      He made the drive in record time—for him, the snow that had been threatening hadn’t really begun yet, though the temperature was already too low for comfort. Human comfort. He enjoyed it, though he’d rather sleep the whole winter through.

      He saw Chelsea’s car, lonely in the dimly lit parking lot. One little streetlight at the other end. He would have to talk to Mae about this. And the town. This was ridiculous. There should be better lighting.

      Pulling up near Chelsea’s car, he noted in the light snow blanket that there were tracks. Hers and a man’s. He breathed deep, sniffing, absorbing, letting his bear analyze the scents.

      Jeff. Those footprints belonged to Jeff. Grant followed them, his and her footprints. That was definitely Chelsea’s scent. The prints led to a set of tire tracks. It was clear she’d gotten into her car, and that Jeff followed her there.

      A sneer crossed Grant’s rugged face. Jeff had probably put on a great front as a gentleman. But now there was no sign of Grant’s woman.

      Grant grimaced at himself. He was already calling her his woman. She hadn’t even really agreed to anything but a date—probably a casual date, though Grant didn’t really think it was just that, because the looks she gave him—they said there was fire behind that smoke. A furnace, in fact.

      Anger fueled Grant forward as he followed the tire tracks. They led to the road, and then vanished among countless other tracks. The only clue he had was that they veered to the right. He got in his truck and headed in that direction.

      When he was sufficiently out of town, he pulled into an alcove made by the forest and a long-abandoned road and parked the truck. He shoved his cell phone and keys into the glove box. Getting out, he set the lock with the number pad under the door handle, and shifted. His clothes shifted with him, like always.

      He roamed the forest for an hour at a quick lope, pausing every few moments hoping to catch her scent. Finally, he did. He increased his pace, ignoring the pain in his side from maintaining this speed for so long, going way too fast for even his powerful body to endure.

      The last time he paused to catch her scent, he knew she wasn’t far. A grunt that was more like a moan of pain escaped his throat, because the other thing he smelled was blood.

      This was the moment it hit him—his feelings for this woman were much more powerful than he’d thought, and they were completely bound to his bear’s consuming love for her.

      In the dimness, his bear eyes caught sight of her much sooner than his human eyes would have. He roared at the sight of her prone body, crumpled up against the tree, curled around it as if it were a lover who would offer solace.

      He increased his pace, shifting in the last few strides, becoming a man again. He paused next to her, panting, his chest heaving from ninety minutes of running and scouting for her. He touched her neck where her pulse would be. There it was—faint, but present. In his chest, his bear could feel her heartbeat.

      She was shivering, shaking violently from the cold, but the shaking didn’t wake her up. Grant took his jacket off, leaned close to her, bundled her and picked her up. He nuzzled her neck, relishing in her life. Leaning against the tree, he braced himself and pushed her hair out of her face so he could examine the source of the blood.

      A knot, seeping blood slowly at the very corner of her forehead. A gash embellished the knot, the blood beginning to clot in its outer edges.

      He shifted to his bear form, knowing he had to get her to safety. Right now the nearest and safest place was a cave a few hundred yards away. He could make it there, build a fire and keep her warm against his bear form. His bear released another roar of anguish, this one softer so as not to disturb her.

      A set of headlights shone brightly on him. His head snapped up. The headlights slowed. He recognized Jeff’s car.

      Returning to the scene.

      He snorted. If Jeff got out to help her...

      The car was still, then peeled out, swerving and fishtailing in the snow and light ice.

      Coward.

      Jeff had to have seen her with a bear and was doing nothing at all to help her.

      Grant shifted to human, picked up Chelsea, and made his way through the thick undergrowth, the trees, and the bushes. Shortly, he was in front of the cave he’d used since he was a young boy, before this was even his own land, when it had belonged to his grandfather and the Native American woman he’d taken as his mate.

      A smile of reminiscence at the fond memories of his grandfather and grandmother crossed his face. This was Grant’s private getaway. He’d never told anyone about it. Not even his trusted foreman, Joe. When Grant wanted complete privacy, this was where he’d find it.

      Entering the deep cave, he found the set-up he always left in the alcove near the entrance—fixings for a fire, a sleeping bag that was protected from the elements and wild creatures in an oversized plastic trash bag, and the hay he’d lain on.

      Gently, he placed Chelsea on the hay, fighting off the memories he had from long ago, the first time his grandfather had brought him here.

      Grant started a fire, unwrapped the sleeping bag, and swathed it
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