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The Bear’s Unlikely Mate

Bear Creek Forever

Thornberg Ranch

Book Two

When Rosie's ex-husband lets her down at the last minute, she has no choice but to take her son with her on her business trip to Bear Creek. Not that she minds, since she loves spending every minute she can with Elliott.

However, having Elliott on the trip leaves her juggling the challenge of balancing her professional commitments with her maternal duties.

Help comes in the form of the Thornberg family, and one member in particular: Levi.

He is dependable, loyal, and funny, with the kind of smile that makes her stomach flip. Oh, and he loves spending time with Elliott, unlike Elliott's father.

But her life is in the city, and his is in Bear Creek.

Bear shifter Levi is remodeling his brother's mate's kitchen when Rosie walks into his life with her adorable son, Elliott. He knows instantly that she is the one for him, his mate.

But Rosie is only in town for a week, and she has no plans to leave her big city life behind her, no matter how much she falls in love with Bear Creek.

Can Levi convince her to stay? And fall in love with him too.


Chapter One – Rosie

“Do you have everything you need?” Rosie asked as she looked at her son hauling his backpack out of the bedroom and into the hallway. At five years old, Elliott was the cutest thing she had ever seen as he sighed and nodded.

“Do I have to stay with Daddy for a whole week?” Elliott asked, his mouth turned down at the corners.

Rosie’s throat constricted as she went to her son and hunkered down, so she was at his height. “It’ll be fun.”

“It’s never fun,” he replied, his bottom lip trembling as he wrapped his arms around his mom and hugged her. “Why can’t I come with you?”

“Because I am working.” She held his small body against hers. “And it’s Daddy’s turn to spend time with you. He’s been looking forward to it for weeks.”

Rosie was glad her son couldn’t see her face because that was just an outright lie. When she called her ex-husband, Terry, a couple of days ago to arrange a time to drop Elliott over, it soon became obvious he’d forgotten all about his son’s visit.

Guilt clawed at her. If she hadn’t been going out of town, she might not have pushed so hard for Terry to live up to his responsibilities as a father.

No, that wasn’t true. She’d still have pushed for Elliott to go and stay with his father. It was important they had a relationship. A child needed a father.

As she held her son, Rosie’s heart ached. She wished things could be different. That Terry made more of an effort. But that was the way he was, and Rosie doubted that would ever change.

It sure hadn’t while they were married.

She pushed down her bitterness. Terry was still Elliott’s father, no matter what. Pulling back, she wiped the tears from her son’s cheeks and forced a smile.

“You’ll have fun, I promise,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “Maybe you can teach your dad to play that new video game. You know, the one with the aliens?”

Elliott gazed at her with uncertainty, then gave a slow nod. The idea seemed to cheer him up a little. He was good at video games, and he loved it when adults didn’t understand them whatsoever. It gave him a chance to be the teacher for once.

Rosie squeezed his shoulder gently, mustering up as much cheerfulness as she could. “What’s it called again? Space Frogs?”

Elliott sighed and shook his head. “Space Monkeys.”

“Ah, Space Monkeys. How could I forget?” She chuckled as he rolled his eyes at her. “Come on, let’s get everything in the car.”

When she’d divorced Terry, they’d had to sell the family home, the place filled with so many memories. Not all happy. But the ones she had of her son were the best. Now she lived in a small two-bedroom apartment in a busy part of the city, far from the quiet suburban life she’d once known. A part of her mourned that loss, but another part—the stronger part—embraced the change.

Or at least embraced not being married to Terry.

Together, they carried their luggage out into the hallway. Elliott leaned into her thigh as she closed the apartment door, and she ran a hand over his soft, silky hair as she fought back tears.

This would be the longest they had been apart, and she missed him already. But she needed to get used to this new reality.

“Okay, let’s go,” Rosie said as she shouldered her purse and then pulled two suitcases along behind her. One for her trip and one for Elliott, since his overstuffed backpack contained what a five-year-old considered essentials. And clean clothes and a toothbrush were not on that list.

Elliott rushed ahead and pressed the button to call the elevator, and not for the first time since they had moved to the apartment she felt guilty that Elliott no longer had a backyard to play in.

Which was why she needed to work hard and build a better future for them. This apartment was temporary. That’s what she’d told herself when she moved in two months ago. She could have rented a bigger apartment in a quieter area, but the rent here was low, which meant she could save for a house. That was her plan.

A house of her own. A home of her own that no one could take from her.

Her jaw clenched. There were so many times she wished she’d never met Terry. Never gotten involved with such a man.

But every time she looked at the wonderful child they had made together, she took it back. She would not change a thing if it meant not having her son.

“In we go.” Elliott stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor.

Rosie stepped inside and the doors slid closed. “I’ll call Daddy’s cell phone and say goodnight every day.”

“I know.” He looked up at her with such belief that it made her throat constrict.

As the numbers counted down, her phone rang, and she dug her hand into her purse and pulled it out. When Terry’s name flashed up, she cursed silently. “Hello, Terry.”

“Rosie,” Terry’s voice came down the phone, barely audible against the noise in the background.

“Where are you?” Rosie asked.

“At a recording studio. Listen, can you go over to my apartment and…”

“Terry, we’re heading over there now…”

“Oh, good. Can you grab…”

Her stomach clenched, and she lowered her voice. “You’re having Elliott for the week. Remember?”

“That’s this week?” Terry asked.

“I called you two days ago to confirm,” Rosie replied, beyond exasperated.

“Right, right.” Terry’s voice was hurried, dismissive. “Look, I’ll catch up with him tomorrow. Can you just…”

“Tomorrow is too late. I have an appointment in Bear Creek this afternoon. I told you all this when I called,” Rosie said.

“Can’t you reschedule?” Terry asked.

“Terry, I need this job. I need to go to Bear Creek. There’s a festival there tomorrow night…”

“Then go tomorrow,” Terry began. “I should be finished by then. The afternoon at the latest. Bring the kid over then.”

The kid. The phrase hung in the air like a foul odor. Rosie’s stomach churned as she looked down at Elliott, who was watching her with wide eyes. Her heart ached.

“Okay, thanks, gotta go. If you could just go over to my apartment and…”

Rosie tuned him out, her heart sinking into her stomach as she fought her rising anger. She tried to force a smile as she ended the call. “Goodbye, Terry.”

“Does this mean I get to go with you to Bear Creek?” Elliott asked hopefully.

Rosie stared straight ahead as the elevator doors pinged open. Was there any way she could make this work?

“Let me make a call.” Rosie stepped out of the elevator with Elliott close behind, her mind racing through her itinerary for the week. Then she tapped her phone screen and dialed.

For a long moment, she held her breath, composing her thoughts. This was a big ask. But she didn’t know what else to do apart from delaying her trip. But with Terry being so unreliable…

“Hello, Rosie,” Camille’s cheerful voice came down the phone. “I’m making a beautiful peach pie for you to try.”

“Camille,” Rosie began but then paused as her voice wobbled.

“Is everything okay?” Camille asked with concern.

“I’m about to leave, but my ex-husband can’t have Elliott…” Rosie began.

“Then bring him with you,” Camille suggested. “I can look after him. And if I’m busy, Ezra’s mom is brilliant with children.”

“Are you sure?” Rosie asked. “I hate to impose.” She closed her eyes and blinked back tears. She also hated feeling as if she were pawning her son off on people. Elliott deserved so much better.

“You’re not imposing,” Camille assured her. “Elliott is more than welcome. And it’ll give me some practice for when I have a child of my own.”

“Is that a subtle announcement?” Rosie asked.

“No. At least, not officially…” Camille paused. “I haven’t taken a test or anything…but I am late.”

“Oh, Camille. I’m so happy for you,” Rosie said.

“Please, don’t say anything. Ezra’s mom is so looking forward to having her first grandchild, but I don’t want to get her hopes up. I need to be sure.”

“Shall I pick up a pregnancy test on my way to you?” Rosie asked. She and Camille had become good friends over the last few weeks since they had met at the farmers’ market close to Bear Creek.

“I don’t know,” Camille whispered. “Until I take the test, there’s a chance I am pregnant…”

“But once you take the test, you’ll know for sure, and you don’t want to be disappointed.” Rosie could completely understand how Camille felt. She’d once experienced the same feelings. Only she’d hoped she wasn’t pregnant. She wasn’t secure enough in her relationship with Terry.

But that all changed when she took the test, and it was positive. From that moment on, she’d loved the child growing inside of her.

And loved him even more from the first moment she held him in her arms.

She’d often hoped for another child, a brother or sister, for Elliott. But that was not to be. Which in some ways was a good thing.

“Pick up a test,” Camille said. “I’ll take it.”

“You can always change your mind,” Rosie told her.

“I know.” Camille sucked in a deep breath. “But it’s better to know the truth of things, don’t you think?”

“And sometimes it’s nice to dream,” Rosie said.

“Mommy,” Elliott said. “Are we going?”

“Someone sounds impatient. I’ll see you soon,” Camille said.

“See you soon, and thank you,” Rosie replied and ended the call. “Okay, we need to stop for some snacks. Is your game charged?”

Elliot held up his game console. “Yes. Me and the Space Monkeys have to battle Stink Man.”

Rosie laughed. “Sounds like quite the adventure, Elliott.” She ruffled his hair as she checked his seatbelt was secure and got in the car.

Rosie inserted the key in the ignition and started the engine, then she closed her eyes and leaned back in her seat.

Tears threatened and her throat constricted. She forced herself to swallow down the bitter disappointment she felt toward Terry.

She should be used to it by now. Every time she thought she could trust Terry, every time it seemed he might step up and be a real father to Elliot, he let them down. Always with an excuse, always promising it wouldn’t happen again. But it always did.

For a moment, she allowed herself to feel the sting of her unshed tears, the burn of betrayal. But just for a moment. Then she blinked back the tears, straightened up, and put the car in gear. The gravel crunched beneath the tires as she maneuvered out of her parking spot.

“Let’s go on an adventure,” Rosie said, glancing at Elliot in the rearview mirror.

“Let’s do it!” He clutched his game console tightly as he raised it above his head in excitement.

“Where to, Captain?” she asked in the voice of one of the game characters, a small smile playing on her lips.

“To the moon!” Elliot exclaimed, his finger pointed toward the sky.

“Yes, sir.” Rosie gave a mock salute and pressed her foot down on the gas pedal.

The car surged forward, and Elliot’s giggles filled the air, sweeping away the lingering bitterness of Terry’s latest behavior.

They were going to be all right. She would make sure that she built a good life for them both. She was smart, and one day she would buy them a house in the suburbs with a yard to play in.

She’d do it on her own terms. She was her own woman now she did not want… No, she did not need a man.

Not now. Not ever.


Chapter Two – Levi

“How is it going?” Camille asked Levi as she walked into her kitchen. A smile spread across her face before he could even answer. “Wow.”

Levi stood back to admire his handiwork. He’d been working on remodeling Camille’s kitchen for the last couple of days, tearing out the old worn-out cabinets. But today he’d started building the framework for the new kitchen he was installing, all handmade in his workshop.

“I reckon this time next week, you’ll have the kitchen of your dreams,” Levi said with a satisfied smile.

“I can’t thank you enough,” Camille said as she went to the old range cooker she’d insisted the kitchen was designed and built around. The range cooker was one of the reasons Camille had bought the house and she had lovingly restored it over the last couple of weeks so that it would fit perfectly into her new kitchen.

“Ah, seeing you and Ezra so happy is thanks enough,” Levi said. Ezra was one of his five brothers and the first to find his mate, Camille, when she had moved to Bear Creek. They’d joked that when Ezra met his mate, he’d broken the family curse.

I hope the rest of us find mates soon, his bear said. Until then, I think we’ll all still feel cursed.

Give it time, Levi said, optimistically.

It’s been three weeks already, his bear replied.

“Tea?” Camille asked as she filled the kettle and set it on the stove. “I think you’ve earned it.”

“Sure, thanks,” Levi replied, dusting off his hands on his jeans. “How was your day?”

“Eventful. Rosie, you know the person who tried my pies at the first farmers’ market and got me a large regular order with that retailer for my pies…” As the kettle began to whistle, Camille grabbed two mugs tucked away on the windowsill, added a couple of herbal tea bags, and then poured on the hot water.

“I remember,” Levi said as he packed away his tools.

“She called today to ask if I could help out looking after her son, Elliott, while she’s in town. Her jerk of an ex-husband has let her down. Again. Cookie?” she asked as she handed Levi his tea.

“I’d love one, thanks,” Levi responded, taking a long sip of his tea. “I don’t understand how a man can be blessed with a wife and child and then let them down.”

Camille chuckled at that, shaking her head. “That’s because you are ruled by that shifter gene of yours. Shifters, at least the ones I have met, are not like other men.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Levi said, a small grin forming on his lips. He took a cookie from the jar and bit into it, the sweet taste of chocolate and walnut exploding on his tongue.

“Good?” Camille asked.

“Did you make them?” Levi asked as he took another bite.

“I’d prefer your unbiased opinion,” she replied.

“If you made these, then you should expand your range. Pies and cookies.” He ate the last of the cookie, savoring the taste.

“That’s my plan,” Camille said. “Rosie suggested it. While she’s in town, she’s going to help me with my branding and…” Camille covered her face with her hand.

“Hey, are you okay?” Levi asked.

“Yeah,” Camille squeaked as she nodded. “I just feel so incredibly blessed.”

“So do we. Having you as part of the family,” Levi said. “I can’t tell you how happy my mom is to have another woman in the family. I mean, she has my aunts, but they are equally outnumbered.”

Camille wiped her eyes and sniffed. “We need to get the rest of you married off. Then we would be equal men and women.”

“If you can work that miracle, Camille, none of us will complain, believe me.” Levi sipped his tea as she watched Camille.

Ezra sure is lucky, his bear said.

He is, Levi answered. He and Camille are a perfect match.

“I think you deserve another cookie,” Camille said, reaching for the jar and holding it out to him.

“I think we both deserve another one,” Levi said with a wink.

“I think we do.” She took one with a laugh, her earlier tears forgotten. “But we’d better save some. Rosie and Elliott will be here soon.”

“I’ll pack away the rest of my tools and leave you in peace.” Levi ate his cookie and then washed it down with his chamomile tea.

But as he bent down to pick up his hammer, he felt odd. Lightheaded.

“Are you okay?” Camille reached out and touched his arm lightly. “Levi?”

“I’m fine.” He cracked a smile to reassure her.

“You look kind of pale.” Camille hooked her hand under his elbow. “Maybe you should sit down.”

“No, I’m fine.” He put his hand to the nape of his neck as the hairs stood on end.

Someone is coming, his bear said.

Levi turned and looked toward the front door as a car approached. Could it be?

He didn’t dare hope. And yet he wanted to hope. He wanted to believe that at last, he was about to meet his mate, the woman he was destined to spend the rest of his life with.

“That must be Rosie.” Camille let go of his elbow and stepped toward the door. Then she turned around and her eyes widened. “Is this… Is she…?”

“I think so,” Levi managed to ground out.

“That’s… That’s wonderful.” Camille rushed back to him and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “I could not be happier. Rosie is wonderful. She’s a great mother, and she deserves a man like you, Levi.”

“Wait.” He took a deep, steadying breath. “I…I don’t want to spring this on her. She might not know about shifters or anything.”

“And that news comes as a shock, believe me,” Camille said. “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me.” Her brows knitted together. “Well, I might not be able to keep it from Ezra.”

Levi gave a wry smile. “And Ezra will tell my mom, and my mom will tell…”

This is not the kind of secret we can keep from our family, his bear said, doing a happy dance.

No, it’s not, Levi agreed.

“The car has stopped,” Camille said, heading for the door. “You stay here and compose yourself.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Maybe have another cookie to bring some color back to your cheeks.”

It took all Levi’s strength not to follow Camille out of the kitchen. After waiting so long to meet his mate, every instinct urged him to rush out the door and greet Rosie. But he held back, grinding his teeth. He tugged at the hem of his flannel shirt, smoothed his hair back, then immediately ruffled it up again.

His bear growled lowly in anticipation. Rosie.

The name made his stomach clench in anticipation. As the front door opened with a muted creak, he looked around the kitchen and grabbed his screwdriver, the familiar weight comforting in his hand, grounding him when he felt as if his soul might soar right out of his body.

Take a breath, his bear told him.

Levi forced air into his lungs as the sound of muffled voices reached him. Her voice.

And then footsteps came toward him. He could pick out Camille’s familiar footsteps, and those of a young child, lighter and quicker. But the third set…those were Rosie’s.

The kitchen door swung open. Camille entered first, a knowing smile gracing her lips. Behind her, wide-eyed and curious, clutching a game console in his hand, came Elliott.

And behind Elliott…his mate.

“Levi, this is Elliott and Rosie.” Camille fought to keep her smile in check. “Rosie, Elliott, this is Levi.”

“Good to meet you.” Rosie held out her hand to him and he stared at it like a man seeing fire for the first time.

And fire was what he felt, a flame of desire burning within him as he reached out, his rough hand enveloping hers in a gentle grasp. Warmth spread from their joined hands to the rest of his body, as though he had just stepped into sunlight after a long winter. He suppressed a shiver of delight and locked eyes with Rosie, who returned his gaze with a startled blink.

“Nice to meet you, Levi,” Rosie said as she regained her composure.

“Likewise,” Levi managed to reply. She withdrew her hand slowly. Reluctantly, leaving a trail of tingling warmth in her wake.

“Camille has told me all about you.” Rosie glanced around the room. “I can see why she is so excited about her new kitchen.”

“I showed Rosie your concept designs,” Camille said. “I’m so lucky to have Levi as my soon-to-be brother-in-law.”

“Camille tells me you have a big family.” Rosie placed her hand on Elliott’s head and smoothed his hair. It was a protective gesture, one that tugged at Levi’s heart.

Before he met Rosie and recognized her as his mate, he’d been angry toward her ex-husband for letting them down. Now he wanted to shake his hand and thank him for being such a jerk. Which was messed up.

Not at all, his bear told him. His loss is definitely our gain.

“We’re a tight-knit group,” Levi confessed, his gaze drifting back to Rosie. He tried not to stare, but everything about her seemed to captivate him—the way her eyes lit up when she smiled, the softness of her voice.

“Must be nice,” Rosie said softly, looking down at Elliott with something akin to longing.

“Nothing says you can’t be a part of it,” Levi found himself saying before he could stop himself. His words seemed to hang in the air, carrying a weight that caught everyone in the room by surprise. Rosie looked up at him, her eyes wide and questioning.

“Oh, yes,” Camille said. “Levi’s family is so welcoming, you’ll feel like part of the family. You and Elliott.”

“We have a ranch with horses and cattle,” Levi said, trying to recover his composure. “I can give you both a tour.”

“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” Rosie said.

“Can I ride a horse?” Elliott asked as he peeked out from behind his mom’s thigh where he’d hidden when he set eyes on Levi.

Levi hunkered down, so he was at eye level with the boy. “I’m sure that can be arranged.” He glanced up at Rosie. “If it’s all right with your mom.”

“Please, Mommy!” Elliott said.

“The ranch is incredible,” Camille said eagerly. “I don’t know which I fell in love with first, the ranch or Ezra.”

Rosie laughed. “From what you told me, I thought it was love at first sight. Didn’t he answer the door in a towel and a floral scarf?”

Camille’s cheeks flushed pink. “I’m not sure if that was love or lu…” She glanced down at Elliott as the color in her cheeks deepened. “Where are my manners? I made cookies.”

Rosie chuckled and her eyes locked with Levi’s for a fleeting moment before she tore her gaze away. “Are these cookies part of the extended range we talked about?” Rosie asked as Camille offered one to Elliott.

“They are,” Camille said with pride.

“They are delicious,” Levi said.

“Try one,” Camille offered the jar to Rosie.

“Thanks.” Rosie took a cookie and examined it, then she smelled it before she took a bite. “Oh, these are good.”

“I took the recipe from the recipe book Levi’s mom loaned me and added a twist,” Camille said, looking justifiably pleased with herself.

“I think you have the makings of a range of irresistible baked goods,” Rosie said. “And I am here to support you every step of the way. We can brainstorm while I’m here for a week and then, when I get back home, I can get some samples made and send them over to you.”

A week, his bear said.

A week, Levi replied. A week to persuade her to stay here in Bear Creek forever.

Or a week for Levi to choose to leave forever, to be by his mate’s side.


Chapter Three – Rosie

Why had she felt such a connection to Levi when they’d touched?

No, if she was being honest, she’d felt something when they’d first made eye contact. But why?

She didn’t believe in love at first sight.

Because she wanted what Camille had. The way she talked about Ezra, the way he looked at her.

But that was new love. When everything felt intense. As if it would last forever.

But then reality set in, and things fell apart.

At least that was Rosie’s experience. She sincerely hoped that Camille’s love for Ezra would not end in the same bitter disappointment Rosie’s love for Terry had.

Anyway, it didn’t matter how she felt about Levi. She was only here for a week and then she was heading back to her old life, to make a new life. She smiled to herself and rested her hand on Elliot’s shoulder as he stepped out from behind her, more confident now.

“Can we go and ride the horses?” Elliott asked, looking up at her in a way that made her heart melt along with her resolve. “Please?”

“If we have time,” Rosie said. “Remember, I am here to work. This is not a vacation.”

Elliott looked down at his feet. “I remember,” he mumbled, his hopes dashed.

Rosie’s mouth turned down at the corners. She hated disappointing her son. And it wasn’t as if she were working all the time during their stay in Bear Creek. So why had she said no?

Because she was scared. Scared of spending too much time around Levi. Because of the connection she felt to him.

But now that she’d admitted it to herself, now that she was aware of it, she could keep those feelings at bay. Squash them down and ignore them.

“But if Levi can be flexible, maybe we could visit the ranch one evening,” Rosie heard herself saying.

“I can be flexible,” Levi said and straightened up, his smile matching that of Elliott as he looked up at his mom with triumph.

She was going to spoil him if she wasn’t careful. Since the breakdown of her marriage, she’d found herself overcompensating. That was what guilt did.

“Then I’m sure we can visit the ranch,” Rosie said. “Thank you for the offer, Levi.”

Damn, that sounded formal, as if they were organizing a business meeting. But Levi didn’t seem to care. He simply looked…

Rosie tilted her head to one side to study the man. Relieved. He looked relieved, as if he had a lot riding on her and Elliott visiting his farm.

No, he was being warm and welcoming, and she was reading too much into this.

“Anyway, we should get going,” Rosie said. “We only popped in so you could meet Elliott. I have an appointment tomorrow at eleven. Would it be okay if I dropped Elliot off at ten?”

“Sure,” Camille said. “I’ll be here.”

“Okay, thank you so much,” Rosie said. “And don’t worry. Elliott has his game to entertain him for a couple of hours.”

“It doesn’t work,” Elliott said, holding up his game console.

“What do you mean, it doesn’t work?” Rosie said, her stomach lurching. She didn’t like Elliott playing his game for long periods, but she’d hoped it would keep him entertained while Camille was looking after him.

“It doesn’t work.” He held it up to Rosie, who sighed as she took it and pressed the on button. Nothing happened.

“Did you charge it?” she asked, a thread of desperation in her voice.

“Yeah, I did,” Elliott replied, frowning at the gadget. “Before we left home.”

“I expect it’s flat. We can charge it when we get to Bear Creek Lodge.” Her stomach sank further as she saw Elliott’s face. “You did pack the charger?”

Her son shrugged.

“That’s okay, we can go into town and pick up another one,” Rosie said, then glanced at her watch. It was already half past four. Most stores in town closed at five, so she would need to hurry.

“Why don’t you go with Rosie and Elliott?” Camille said to Levi. “You know where the electronics store is.”

Levi’s blond hair flopped over his eyes as he nodded. “Sure, I can show you.”

Rosie was so relieved, but she played it cool with a quick, “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Levi quickly grabbed the rest of his tools and packed them away in his toolbox. “I will see you tomorrow, Camille.”

“Have a good evening, Levi,” Camille said, casting him a look Rosie could not decipher.

“Come on, I’ll drive to town, and you can follow. We should be able to park outside the electronics store.” Levi led them out of the house and got in his truck while Rosie quickly helped Elliott into his car seat and buckled him in.

Levi’s truck rumbled to life and she turned the key in the ignition and put the car in drive. As Levi pulled away, she followed close behind, hoping they’d get the charger before the store closed. Otherwise, she’d have to dash in first thing in the morning and buy one.

But at least she’d know where the store was.

The ride into town was short since Bear Creek was not big at all. And it certainly gave off the small-town vibe with the mom-and-pop stores, rather than big chains.

Elliott was wide-eyed, his curious gaze taking in the rustic charm of the little stores. “There’s a toy store.” He pointed at a quaint shop, all decked up in delightful colors.

“Yes, we’ll check it out some other day.” Rosie longed to explore the town and check out all the stores. She might even find a few more locally made items she could pitch to her company. They were always on the lookout for new and unique products.

The electronics store came into view, a small, compact building nestled between a bakery and an antique shop. It had a russet awning in front with the name of the store, “Gears & Gadgets,” written in dark green letters.

Parking his truck, Levi jumped out and waited for Rosie to help Elliot from his seat.

“Are they still open?” Rosie asked, as she held Elliott’s hand and hurried to join Levi.

“I called ahead and asked Phil to stay open until we got here,” Levi said.

“You did?” Rosie was overcome by his thoughtfulness.

“Shall we?” Levi asked, looking bashful as he opened the door for her.

“Thank you,” she said, and meant it. “You are a lifesaver.”

However, her relief was short-lived. The store did not have the charger they needed.

The disappointment in Elliot’s eyes was clear, but he didn’t complain. He simply stared down at the useless game console in his hands. “I wanted to help the Space Monkeys.”

“You play Space Monkeys?” Levi kneeled beside him, a big bear of a man with kindness brimming in his eyes. “You know Captain Orang lives in Bear Creek.”

“Thanks,” Rosie said a little too sharply to the store owner. “I’ll call tomorrow if I need you to order one.” Then she held out her hand to Elliott. “Come on, we should get going.”

“Can I meet Captain Orang” Elliott asked Levi.

“Maybe I’ll call him and see if he’s home.” Levi stood up, his brow furrowed as he looked at Rosie, but she refused to meet his eye. She was furious. And disappointed.

Levi had been so helpful, so kind and patient, and yet she could not get over him lying to Elliott about Captain Orang living in town.

“We really need to go. Thank you,” she said to the store owner and headed for the door with Elliott trailing behind her.

“Thanks, Steve,” Levi said to the store owner, before following Rosie and Elliot out into the street.

At her car, Rosie hoisted Elliot onto his seat and buckled him in securely. Levi watched her. She could feel his eyes on her, and heat crept unbidden across her cheeks, while a deep ache of longing settled in her stomach.

“I’ve upset you,” Levi said quietly as she closed the car door and turned to face him.

“No,” she lied. “I’m very grateful for your help.”

“But?” he pressed.

“I don’t appreciate you telling Elliott that Captain Orang lives in Bear Creek,” Rosie said and folded her arms across her body.

“I’m sorry. I mean, I know that Captain Orang doesn’t live here.” Levi’s eyes rose to look at the sky. “I mean, he lives in space…”

“It’s not a joke. Elliott is too young to understand you were joking,” Rosie snapped.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, his eyes darkening as he reached out his hand and touched her elbow. “But Carter would put on his Captain Orang costume and pretend to be the character if I give him a call. I thought Elliott might like that.”

Rosie’s stomach lurched. “Carter Eden lives in Bear Creek?”

“Yeah.” Levi cracked a smile. “You thought I was making the whole thing up?”

“I did.” Rosie covered her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry.”

Levi chuckled. “That’s okay. I mean, it’s understandable. Who would expect a movie star like Carter Eden to live in our small town?”

“Thank you for being…” She paused and swallowed hard as a tight lump formed in her throat. “Thank you for everything. It means a lot to me that you have been so welcoming. Especially toward Elliott.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Levi said, stepping closer to Rosie. His eyes softened. “Everyone needs a little help from time to time. I see it as paying it forward.”

“I like that,” Rosie said. Not only did she like the concept, but it made it easier to accept Levi’s help. “I should go,” she murmured, turning toward her car. But she found herself hesitating, her hand on the door handle, not wanting to leave him yet.

Levi watched her for a moment. Then he said, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” She frowned at him.

“I’ll be working at Camille’s all day tomorrow, so I’ll be there when you drop Elliott off.” He smiled that easy smile of his as his hair flopped over his eyes, giving him a boyish charm, but there was nothing boyish about the way he looked at her, the way he made her feel.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” She smiled shyly and then sucked in a deep breath and opened the car door. With a final wave, she slipped inside, feeling his gaze follow her. She felt oddly warm. Hot even.

As Rosie drove away, she couldn’t help replaying the conversation with Levi over and over in her mind. His warm smile, the gentle way he spoke to her, the clear care he showed for Elliott. It gave her butterflies, something she hadn’t felt in ages.

A way she did not want. There was no room in her life for romance, not even a holiday romance. Especially not with Levi. He was too closely connected to Camille.

When Rosie met Camille, they had hit it off instantly, and they were good friends. Best friends even.

Rosie did not want to put that friendship in jeopardy if…when things didn’t work out between her and Levi.

Rosie shook her head, pushing those thoughts away. She couldn’t allow herself to go down that path with Levi. It would only lead to complications and potential heartbreak. Her focus needed to be on providing a stable life for Elliott after all the upheaval they had been through.

But it sure sounded as if the inner voice in her head was trying to talk her out of something she really wanted.

No, what she really wanted was a safe, secure life for her and Elliott. Uncomplicated. That was the word she aimed to live by.

“How are you doing back there?” Rosie glanced in the rearview mirror as they left the town behind and headed along a mountain road that her GPS told her would lead to Bear Creek Lodge.

“There are so many trees,” Elliot said as he stared out of the window at the tall pine trees.

“There sure are.”

“And they are so tall.” He tilted his head to look up at the tops of the trees that lined the road.

“I always think that trees are nature’s skyscrapers,” Rosie said with a smile. “Just wait until you see the mountains up close. They’re even more breathtaking.”

“I can’t wait!” Elliott exclaimed in excitement. “Can we climb the mountains?”

“Not the tall peaks,” Rosie said. “But there are some trails close by the lodge where we are staying. We could explore those.”

“Are there any bears?”

Rosie chuckled at her son’s question. “I’m not sure, but I doubt we’ll see any bears. They tend to stay away from humans.”

Elliott frowned. “That’s too bad. I wanted to see a real bear.”

“Well, you never know,” Rosie replied, hoping if they did see a bear, it would be from the safety of the car or the lodge window.

“I’d like to see a bear and a wolf,” Elliott said as they reached the turn-off for Bear Creek Lodge.

“There’s a wildlife sanctuary close by,” Rosie said. “Maybe we can visit there, and you’ll get to see some bears and wolves in a safe environment.”

Elliott’s face lit up. “Really? That would be so cool!”

“It would.” Rosie smiled as she watched her son in the rearview mirror. This might be a business trip, but she’d find time to turn it into a mini vacation for her and Elliott. Maybe she could even extend their stay for a couple of days so they’d have a chance to see the sights and explore before she headed back to civilization, where she could walk into a store and get the charger she needed.

That was unfair. Bear Creek seemed like a wonderful town. But it sure was small.

Rosie turned off the main road onto a narrow gravel drive. Tall pine trees lined both sides, their branches arching overhead to form a verdant tunnel. The scent of pine and clean mountain air wafted through the open windows.

They drove for a few minutes before emerging into a clearing where Rosie pulled into the parking lot of Bear Creek Lodge. It was a large rustic building made of logs, blending seamlessly into the surrounding forest. Beside the large building were several cabins for guests. They were booked into cabin number seven.

“This is where we are staying?” Elliott asked as she helped him out of the car.

“This is where we are staying,” Rosie confirmed, sucking in the fresh mountain air. She shivered. Despite it only being late afternoon the sun was dipping behind the tall peaks, casting the lodge and the cabins in shadow.

“Can we go for a walk now?” Elliott said, running toward a trailhead.

“Slow down there, buddy,” Rosie said. “We have to get checked in and then unpack. Then we should eat.”

“Then we can go for a walk?” Elliott asked hopefully.

“Yes, after we get settled in and have some dinner, we can definitely go for a short walk on one of the trails,” Rosie promised.

Elliott bounced excitedly as they made their way into the warm, wood-paneled lobby of the lodge. The large stone fireplace was lit to ward off the chill of approaching evening and Rosie held out her hands to it, welcoming the warmth.

“Hello there.” A tall dark-haired man appeared from a door signed “staff,” a welcoming smile on his face. “You must be Rosie. And who is this young man?”

“This is Elliott,” Rosie said as Elliott stared at the flickering flames in the hearth. “I called ahead to say my son would be joining me.”

“You did. We made up an extra bed in your cabin, so everything is ready for you.” The man’s smile broadened. “I’m Curtis. I’ll get you checked in and if there is anything you need, just let me know.”

“Thank you,” Rosie said.

A few minutes later, she and Elliott climbed the steps to the porch of cabin number seven, and then she unlocked the door. The cabin exceeded her expectations. It was warm and welcoming, with a rustic appeal, but all the modern conveniences she could ask for.

Like a coffee maker. And boy, did she need a good cup of coffee and a few minutes of peace to process the events of the day.

But first, she needed to unpack and set up her laptop. After all, she was here for business, not pleasure.

But it sure had been a pleasure to meet Levi. And that was a dangerous thought. But not as dangerous as the image of him bare-chested, leaning in for a kiss…and more.

Maybe she needed to take a cold shower before she saw him again.


Chapter Four – Levi

Levi focused on the road ahead as he drove his truck along winding back roads that led through the mountains to the Thornberg Ranch. The landscape shifted and changed around him, but all he could think about was Rosie—her smile, the warmth of her touch, and the way she made his heart race.

Can’t believe it’s really happened at last, Levi murmured, feeling an odd mix of shock and elation. It almost feels unreal.

His bear rumbled in agreement. Rosie is real, and so is Elliott.

Levi chuckled. A mate and a son, now that was worth waiting for.

He could hardly recall the journey as he turned off the road and approached the entrance to the Thornberg Ranch.

He got out of the truck to open the gate and sucked in the mountain air. But the familiar sights, sounds, and smells that he’d experienced since the day he was born seemed different. The world felt...richer, brighter, more vivid.

As if it had changed since he’d met his mate. Perhaps because his life had changed, leaving him with a newfound sense of wonder and appreciation for everything around him.

He grinned to himself and shook his head as he strode to the gate and reached for the latch. The gate creaked open, revealing the trail that led to the heart of the ranch, the house where he’d been born and raised.

Soon, if all went according to plan, he would share everything he’d learned from his father with a child of his own.

And with Elliott, of course. The boy might not be his blood, but he would never be treated differently. He’d always lavish the same love, care, and commitment on Elliott.

As Levi climbed back into his truck and drove through the gate, he felt incredibly blessed. He’d be a better husband and father than Rosie’s ex-husband.

Mom is going to be ecstatic, his bear said, shuffling happily at the thought.

She sure is. Another woman to even up the numbers, Levi said.

And further proof that the curse is broken, his bear replied.

Levi chuckled. That damn curse. He’d never been sure it ever existed. It had become something of a family myth or legend, made up as a way to explain why the current generation of Thornberg boys had not found mates. All thirty-six of them.

Yes, as his father and his five brothers had all been blessed with six sons. But all those sons had remained bachelors into midlife. Hence the theory of the curse.

Not anymore, his bear said.

At least not for our part of the family, Levi reminded his bear. So far, it’s only the Thornberg Ranch boys who have found mates. And then only two of them.

I just hope one day we are all equally blessed, his bear answered as the ranch house came into view.

This was it. He was going to make his big announcement before Camille told Ezra and Ezra spread the news.

That was one thing about a large family. News sure spread fast, like wildfire on a parched mountain meadow.

He parked the truck in front of the house and sat still for a moment as he used his shifter senses to locate the other people at the ranch. Ezra was still here. He could sense his brother in the stables, brushing down his horse. This probably meant he did not know about Levi meeting his mate, since Camille had promised not to tell him over the phone or by text.

And she will keep her promise, his bear said.

She will, Levi agreed. But he also understood that it would be hard for her to keep the secret to herself once Ezra got home.

A shifter and their mate do not keep secrets, his bear said.

At least from what they knew, what they had learned from their parents and aunts and uncles, and friends who had mates.

But now Levi was going to learn that for himself. Because he had a mate!

Damn, he wanted to saddle a horse and ride to the tallest peak on the ranch and shout it out to the world!

Instead, he strode to the house and climbed onto the porch. His mom was in the kitchen, probably preparing dinner for the family. She had always made sure her boys were well-fed.

“Levi.” His mom came out of the kitchen to meet him, wiping her hands on her ‘best mom in the world’ apron they had given her as a gift years ago. He remembered they’d all put in an equal amount to pay for it. He also remembered the look of happiness on his mom’s face as she opened her gift and saw the words.

She’d loved it, and worn it every day since. Sometimes Levi wondered if it was held together by magic since it had lasted so long.

Or maybe it’s held together with love, his bear said.

Levi chuckled. Maybe you are right. Love is the strongest force in the world, after all.

“Hey, Mom.” Levi closed the door behind him and stood there in front of her, trying to find the words to tell her his life had been turned on its head in the space of a few minutes. That he would never be the same again.

“Is everything all right?” she asked, her concern evident as she came toward him. “You look pale.”

“I guess I’m in shock,” he replied, which wasn’t helpful.

“Did you have an accident?” She touched her hand to his arm. “Come and sit down. I’ll pour you a cup of coffee, and I have some pie Camille brought over yesterday.”

“Mom, wait.” Levi reached for her hand. “I haven’t had an accident.”

Not true, his bear said. You did accidentally meet your mate.

“Then what?” She looked into his face as if searching for an answer.

“I met my mate.”

Straight and to the point, his bear said as their mom put her hand to her mouth.

He couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying as her shoulders shook and her eyes misted with tears. “Your mate?”

“Yes, Mom.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and she paused for a moment, looking at him. Then she threw her arms around him, her body shaking with laughter, or maybe tears. Levi wasn’t sure.

“That’s wonderful,” she said, pulling back and wiping her eyes. “I always knew you’d find someone special. That you would all find someone special.”

“Two down, four to go,” Levi said brightly.

“Come on, coffee and pie to celebrate.” His mom guided him toward the kitchen. “I want to hear all the details.”

“There’s not much to tell,” Levi replied as she pulled out a chair and patted the seat.

“Well, I still want to hear every detail.”

He sat down obediently as she fetched two cups and poured the coffee. After setting them down on the well-worn kitchen table, she grabbed two plates and then took a fruit pie from the fridge and set it down on the table, alongside a jug of thick cream.

“So, who is she? Do we know her?” Mary asked as she sat down across the table from him.

“No,” Levi replied as he poured a generous helping of cream over his pie. “Well, not exactly.”

“Levi, spill, please,” Mary said in exasperation.

“You know Camille’s friend, Rosie?” Levi asked.

“The one who is coming to town this week with her little boy?” Mary asked. “I haven’t met her, but Camille called me this morning to ask if I could be a backup babysitter…”

“Rosie is my mate,” Levi confirmed, although his mom had already guessed it.

“And she has a son, five years old, I think Camille said. The ex-husband let Rosie down at the last minute and she had to bring him with her, even though she’s here for work.” Mary nodded as she spoke.

“That’s about as much as I know,” Levi said.

“So, you met at Camille’s?” Mary asked as she picked up a fork and broke off a piece of pie.

“Yes, I was just finishing up for the day when she arrived.” Levi sucked in a contented breath. “It all seems so surreal.”

“Oh, Levi.” Mary reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “I’m so happy for you. And for Rosie and Elliott. From what Camille said, the ex is a piece of work. How could he have forgotten his son was coming to stay?”

“I know. When Camille told me, I wanted to wring his neck. Now I’d like to shake his hand.” Levi grinned and scooped up a generous piece of pie and popped it into his mouth.

“This is the best news,” Mary said as she cupped her hands around her coffee and took a sip. “Does Ezra know?”

“No, just you and Camille,” Levi told her. “I came straight over after I took Rosie into town to show her where the electronics store is. There was no way Camille was going to be able to keep this news from Ezra once he got home.”

“And Ezra would find it hard to keep it to himself,” Mary said. “I know how much he’s been longing for one of you or your cousins to find a mate.” She shook her head, her eyes misted with tears. “This is incredible news.”

“It is,” Levi agreed.

“Do you want to gather everyone and make an announcement?” Mary asked.

“No.” Levi shook his head. “I’d prefer it if we keep things quiet until I have found the right time and the right way to tell Rosie. So, if word spreads, that’s fine, but no big announcement.”

“I don’t want to rush you, Levi. But remember, she’s only here for a week,” his mom said gently.

“I know.” He dug into his pie. “I’ll find a way. I have to.”

Mary lowered her gaze and focused on her pie.

She is worried about something, his bear said.

I know, Levi said. And it was his turn to reach across the table and squeeze his mom’s hand.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Camille has told me about Rosie. How hard she works, how she is trying to build a new life for her and Elliott.” Mary pressed her lips together and then she said, “Her plans might not work in a small town like Bear Creek.”

“You’re worried she’ll leave and go back to her old life,” Levi said.

“Yes.” Mary nodded. “I know I’m being selfish, but I want to gain a daughter, not lose a son.”

“I guess we’re going to have to put our faith in fate,” Levi said gently. “And trust that I can figure out a way to give Rosie and Elliott everything they want. Everything they need, here in Bear Creek.” He scooped up the rest of his pie and then picked up his coffee cup. “And that starts by finding a charger for Elliott’s game console.”

“Who needs a game console when there are mountains and forests to explore?” Mary asked.

“Elliott is five,” Levi explained. “And Rosie is here to work. Kids these days don’t watch TV, they amuse themselves with games. And I don’t want the charger to be a constant thorn in the side of small-town life.”

“Ah, I get it,” Mary said. “Rosie is a city girl.”

“For now.” He drained his coffee cup and stood up. “I’ll bring Rosie and Elliott over to meet you soon. I offered to show them around the ranch.”

“Bring them for dinner tomorrow night,” Mary suggested and then shook her head. “Oh, no, it’s the festival.” Her expression brightened. “Is she going?”

“I think Camille mentioned that was one of the reasons Rosie didn’t want to rearrange her schedule when her ex-husband canceled.”

“Great, we can meet her there.” Mary clasped her hands together. “Maybe you could introduce her to some of the community. Show her what Bear Creek has to offer.”

Levi nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “That’s the plan.”

“Maybe you could also ask her to go with you. As a date.” Mary shrugged. “In case it hadn’t crossed your mind.”

“It has,” Levi admitted. “But I don’t want to come on too strong. If I scare her off, it might affect her relationship with Camille. Rosie is helping Camille with the branding and marketing for her range of cookie and pies.”

“Shifters, they never put themselves first,” Mary said as she finished her coffee and began clearing the table. But there was a look of pride in her expression.

She should be proud, his bear said. Of herself for raising talented sons.

Yeah. Levi nodded in agreement. Now, let’s go find a charger for Elliott.

And if it’s not too late, we could drop it around tonight, his bear suggested.

Maybe, Levi said. And while we’re there, we could ask her to the festival.

This promised to be the perfect end to the perfect day.


Chapter Five – Rosie

Dinner was ready. After hurriedly unpacking their clothes and putting them in the closet and drawers, Rosie had rustled up a quick dinner for her and Elliott from the small amount of supplies she’d brought with her. Tomorrow, after her morning appointment, they’d have to visit the grocery store to stock up for the rest of the week.

Originally, she’d planned to eat out as much as possible and had been looking forward to a week off from cooking duty. But since Elliott was here, too, she’d cook in the evenings and make him a packed lunch for when he was at Camille’s.

Rosie made her way across the cabin. Time to call Elliott in for dinner. He’d asked if he could go outside and play. Rosie’s first reaction was to say no.

What if there were bears and wolves in the forest surrounding the lodge? But then she’d told her son he could play outside as long as he stayed on the porch.

Which he’d agreed to. And from the sound of his laughter, and the stomping of his feet as he ran up and down the wooden planks, he was enjoying himself thoroughly. Rosie reached the screen door and pushed it open, the hinges creaking gently in the evening air.

“Elliott.” She kept her voice low so as not to disturb the other guests in their cabins. “Dinner’s ready.”

“Okay, Mommy!” he said, running past her into the cabin, cheeks all rosy from running and the cool evening breeze.

Rosie smiled as he ran for the kitchen. “Wash your hands!”

Elliott turned in a wide circle, trotted off to the small bathroom, and turned on the faucet. Since they’d arrived at Bear Creek Lodge, Elliott had not once complained about his game console not working.

“I wish we could live here in the forest. It’s so much fun!” he exclaimed as he ran back to the table and took his seat in front of a steaming bowl of pasta in a rich tomato sauce.

Rosie gave her son a big smile. “I like it here, too. But this is just a vacation, remember? My job is back home.”

Elliott’s face scrunched up thoughtfully. “Maybe you could find another job here in Bear Creek?”

As they ate dinner, Rosie mulled over her son’s suggestion. She couldn’t deny that since they had arrived in Bear Creek, she’d felt more at peace than she had for weeks, months even, but she knew that life wasn’t always so simple.

And the cause of her relaxed state might have more to do with what she’d left behind. Namely, Terry.

Right now, he was out of sight and out of mind. And likely out of cell service.

“Can we still go for a walk after dinner?” Elliott asked, breaking Rosie from her thoughts. “You said we could.”

She glanced outside, noting the deepening shadows. “It’s getting late, but we can walk around the trails close to the cabin.”

“Do bears come out after dark?” Elliott asked as he forked up his pasta.

“I think they can be out in the daytime, too,” Rosie said. “I guess we should educate ourselves.”

“Or ask Levi,” Elliott suggested. “I bet he knows all about bears and wolves and the trees and the mountains.”

“I bet he does,” Rosie agreed. “He’s lived in Bear Creek all his life.”

“I’ll ask him tomorrow,” Elliott said.

“Just remember,” Rosie began. “Levi is working on Camille’s kitchen. So you can’t spend the day asking him questions.”

“Can’t he work and talk at the same time?” Elliott asked.

“Maybe,” Rosie said. “But I’m asking you to be respectful.”

“I will,” Elliott said, picking up his glass of water and taking a sip. “I like Levi.”

“I do, too,” Rosie replied and skewered a piece of pasta with her fork.

Elliott ate in silence for a moment, but Rosie could read his expression. There was something going on in that head of his. Something that would likely lead to a dozen more questions. But then he sighed and focused on eating his dinner.

“Hey, slow down,” Rosie said as Elliott forked up a big mouthful of pasta and shoved it into his mouth.

“I can’t wait to go bear hunting,” Elliott said as he finished his dinner.

“We’re not going bear hunting,” Rosie told him. “We’re going for a walk.”

“Not real bear hunting,” Elliott reassured her.

“Elliott, I need you to listen. If you ever see a bear, you need to know they are big and dangerous. You don’t approach them. It’s not a game.” Rosie fixed her son with a firm look, the one she saved for when she needed Elliott to know she was being serious. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” he whispered.

“Okay, since it looks like you have eaten every scrap off your plate, shall we go for that walk before it gets too dark?” Rosie stood up and started to clear the plates from the table, deciding to leave the dishes until later. Once Elliott was in bed, she’d have time to do them.

“Yes!” Elliott’s face lit up, and he left the table and quickly grabbed his sneakers, pulling them on with enthusiasm.

“Ready?” Rosie asked after she’d laced up the new hiking boots she’d brought for this trip. When they visited the grocery store tomorrow, she should also buy Elliott more suitable clothing from the mountain gear store they had passed on the way to the electronics store. If they were going to hike any of the trails, they should be prepared with backpacks, water bottles, and a map. It was easy to get lost in the mountains.

The sudden weight of being solely responsible for her son pressed down on her. She’d feel much happier if she had company. Maybe she could ask Camille to hike with them.

Or Levi.

That treacherous thought crept into her head. She did not instantly dismiss it.

There was nothing wrong with a little daydreaming about a handsome, protective man who would be willing to fight off a threat with his bare hands to save you.

And that was all it was, an innocent daydream.

“Ready!” Elliott said, jumping up and down on the spot. Hopefully, a walk would tire him out and he’d get a good night’s sleep. It would give her a chance to catch up on the work she’d planned to do that evening.

But as they stepped outside and crossed the parking lot hand in hand, she was glad Elliott was here with her. Even if it would disrupt all her carefully laid plans for the week.

If she never met another man, never opened her heart to another, and worked hard to provide the life Elliott deserved, she would never have another child.

So she planned to make the most of every minute with her son.

They joined a well-used trail that led into the woods. Elliott, full of energy, ran ahead, and Rosie smiled as she watched her adventurous boy.

“Stay close!” she called after him, fear mingling with her joy. She wanted Elliott to enjoy their time in Bear Creek, but all the talk about bears and wolves made her hyper-aware of their vulnerability. The woods, lush and alive, seemed to close in around them, and she shivered despite the warmth of her jacket.

But the sound of the birds tweeting in the trees and the rustle of small animals in the undergrowth as they went about their business calmed her. If there was a large predator close by, surely the small creatures would know and fall silent.

As she shook off her fear, Rosie began to enjoy her new surroundings, the soft sound of the breeze through the trees, the smell of fresh pine and damp earth, and the feel of the forest floor beneath her feet. She breathed in deeply, letting the forest atmosphere seep into her bones.

Up ahead, Elliott paused and turned back, his face alight with excitement. “Come on, Mommy.” He beckoned to her before he turned away, his little legs carrying along the trail. She laughed, the sound unfamiliar to her ears as she ran to catch up with him as the trail curved around a bend.

She hadn’t fully grasped the immense burden she’d been shouldering, how the weight of it had been pressing down on her, stifling her. Until now. Until this moment, when the relentless pressures of her normal day-to-day life melted into insignificance as the untamed wilderness opened out before her.

Rosie caught up to Elliott, scooping him into her arms and spinning him around. “I’ve got you!”

He giggled, and she leaned down, smothering him in kisses, her fingers lightly tickling him until he laughed, the sound echoing through the trees.

“Race you to the big tree!” Elliott wriggled free and pointed to a towering pine farther down the path. His small feet pounded the earth as he dashed off with Rosie at his heels.

“You beat me!” she gasped, feigning defeat as Elliott touched the craggy bark of the pine in triumph.

“I love you.” Elliott flung his arms around her, and she picked him up, cradling him against her. “And I love the trees, and the sky, and the mountain.”

“I love you, too.” Rosie leaned against the tree, catching her breath as Elliott explored the rough bark with his fingers. “We should head back to the cabin. It’s getting late.”

“Do we have to?” Elliott asked, but then he rested his head on her shoulder, a sure sign he was tired.

“We could have some hot cocoa,” she said as she carried him in her arms back down the trail. She loved the weight of him in her arms. Soon he’d be too big to carry. He was growing so fast.

“I’d like some hot cocoa and a cookie?” Elliott asked hopefully.

“We don’t usually have cookies before bed,” Rosie reminded him.

“We don’t usually go for a walk before bed,” Elliott countered.

“No, we don’t,” Rosie agreed. Since they moved into the apartment, they rarely went out on an evening. But when they moved to a house with a yard, that would all change.

Rosie clenched her jaw. That day was a long way off. Even with her most optimistic financial projections, the dream of a house with a yard felt like an elusive ghost, always flitting just out of reach. Just like her dream of a happy marriage.

“Maybe just this once,” she conceded with a soft smile, acknowledging the small victory in Elliott’s eyes. “One cookie and some hot cocoa.”

Elliott squirmed in her arms. “I want to walk the rest of the way.”

He wriggled out of her arms, and she leaned down, his feet running in the air before they hit the ground. “Wait at the end of the trail. Don’t cross the parking lot,” she warned him.

“I won’t,” Elliott called back as he raced on ahead.

Rosie picked up her pace, keeping Elliot in sight at all times. But as she walked, her skin prickled and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She glanced around, peering into the trees as she walked. Was it her imagination?

No, she had an unmistakable sensation of being watched. It wasn’t a threatening presence, but it was enough to rouse the protective mother within her. She jogged after Elliott, who was near the trailhead. The lights of Bear Creek Lodge were visible through the trees.

Surely, no predator would come this close to the lodge and cabins. Unless it could smell food.

She was close to Elliott now, only twenty feet away…

A blur of movement caught her eye, and she halted, heart racing. But then, it was gone. If it had ever been there in the first place. Perhaps it was just her overactive imagination.

However, as she reached Elliott and held out her hand, she could not shake the feeling that there was something out there.

“Let’s go get that cookie,” Rosie said as he slipped his small hand into hers.

They crossed the parking lot, with Rosie still scanning the shadows for any sign of movement. But if there had been anything in the trees, it was gone now.

“Levi!” Elliott jumped in the air and tugged at her hand as they approached cabin number seven.

Where, seated on the porch steps, was, indeed, Levi.


Chapter Six – Levi

Don’t look so nervous, Levi’s bear said.

I am nervous, Levi answered as he shuffled anxiously. Maybe he’d made a mistake coming here to Bear Creek Lodge. What if Rosie thinks I’m stalking her?

We were, his bear answered.

No, you were, Levi retorted. He could sense them coming closer.

I was watching over them protectively, his bear answered.

Levi had sensed his mate and her son in the forest as he’d run here over the mountains and had been irresistibly drawn to her. Partly because he needed to be close to her but also because he wanted to make sure they were safe. That no predator might hurt them.

But as they drew closer to the trailhead, he skirted around them and ran to the edge of the trees and shifted, before crossing the parking lot to sit outside her cabin.

He hadn’t needed to ask at reception. He could smell their scent on the steps, on the door… He inhaled deeply, tasting her on his tongue.

Here they are. Levi stiffened as he watched Rosie and Elliott emerge from the forest trail, shrouded in twilight. But he didn’t need to see them clearly to know it was them. Their presence, the sense of them, was indelibly etched into his soul.

“Levi!” Elliott spotted him first and his eyes lit up as he tugged away from Rosie’s hand and sprinted toward Levi.

“Hey there. Did you enjoy your walk?” Levi pushed himself to stand, even though the sight of his mate made his knees go weak.

As Rosie drew nearer, Levi’s heart sank as he picked up on her suspicious gaze. And she had every right to be suspicious of a man she’d only just met seated on her porch.

In an effort to ease her concerns, he extended his hand, revealing the game console charger he held tight. “I had to go into town and picked this up for you,” Levi said, his voice steady despite the anxiety coursing through him.

“A charger!” Elliott exclaimed, reaching for it eagerly.

Rosie’s expression softened, but the wariness remained as she offered a small nod of gratitude. “Thank you. But you didn’t have to go to any trouble.”

Levi’s smile widened as the knot in his stomach eased. “It was no trouble,” he assured her. “I had to go to town for some screws and glue for Camille’s kitchen.”

“Can Levi stay for cocoa and cookies?” Elliot asked as he held the charger in his hand.

“I don’t want to intrude,” Levi said, backing away even though he wanted nothing more than to spend time in the cabin with his mate and her son. The cocoa and cookies would be a welcome bonus.

“It’s the least I can do to thank you for the charger,” Rosie said and stepped around him to climb the steps.

“Come on.” Elliott slipped his small hand into Levi’s and tugged him up the porch steps. “Mommy makes the best cocoa.”

“Elliott is my number one fan,” Rosie said and cast a smile over her shoulder. “So temper your expectations.”

“I cannot remember the last time I had cocoa,” Levi admitted. “My mom used to make it for us all the time when we were kids.”

Rosie unlocked the cabin and went inside, switching on the lights as she shrugged off her jacket. “Shoes off, and hands washed.”

Elliott slipped his hand from Levi’s and flopped down on the floor, tugging his boots off before he ran to the bathroom. The splashing of water in the sink signaled Elliott was doing as he was told.

He’s a good kid, Levi’s bear said with satisfaction.

He is, Levi said. I cannot wait to take him into the mountains and teach him about nature. How to read animal tracks, and predict the weather…

“If you have somewhere else you need to be, don’t feel obligated to stay,” Rosie said. “I know how hard it is to say no to Elliott…”

“No.” Levi shook his head as he realized he’d been staring at the wall. “I was just remembering when I was Elliott’s age. My brothers and I lived in the mountains and forests. We’d spend the days exploring. My mom would pack us a lunch and wouldn’t see us again until dinnertime.”

“You’re lucky to have siblings,” Rosie said, casting a longing look toward the bathroom where the running water finally stopped.

“I am,” Levi said as he joined her in the kitchen area. “Although growing up, I did not always see it that way. We played together and fought together.”

He smiled at the memories. Memories he hadn’t taken out and looked at for some years. But having Elliott in his life brought his childhood into sharp focus.

“I worry Elliott is an only child,” Rosie admitted, her voice low and filled with concern. “I worry he’ll miss out on those kinds of experiences. I don’t want him to blame me…”

“He won’t,” Levi assured her.

“Sorry, I don’t know why I told you that,” Rosie said with a small smile as she spooned cocoa into mugs.

“It must be hard on your own,” Levi said as he leaned against the counter, watching his mate as she moved around the kitchen.

“Not as hard as the last few months married to his father,” Rosie admitted.

“I’m sorry you had a hard time,” Levi said.

But we are here for you, his bear said.

“It’s not your fault,” Rosie said.

Wasn’t it?

The thought popped into Levi’s head and would not let go. Had Rosie’s marriage broken down because she was his, his fated mate?

No, his bear said. That’s not how fate works.

But it hurt to think he might have been indirectly responsible for Rosie’s pain.

“Elliott’s a good kind,” Levi said as he heard the boy go to one of the bedrooms and plug in his game console.

“He is,” Rosie said wistfully. “I just hope that the divorce doesn’t scar him. We had to sell our house and move to an apartment. That was tough. Elliott had known a couple of the neighborhood kids since he was born.”

“Kids are resilient,” Levi said, wishing he could do more to comfort her. He longed to reach out and pull her into his arms, to murmur words of comfort in her ear, and tell her how incredible she was.

“It’s just not how I expected our lives to turn out.” Rosie stirred the cocoa and then handed him a mug. “But I aim to work hard, buy us a house in the suburbs. Get back what we lost.”

The suburbs, his bear said mournfully.

“The charger works!” Elliott stormed back into the room with a wide smile on his face.

“You are a lifesaver,” Rosie told Levi. “Thank you. And I’m sorry if I seemed off before.”

“Oh, don’t mention it,” Levi said, waving her apology away. “I’d be suspicious if I got home to find a strange man on my porch.”

“You’re not strange,” Elliott said as he dragged out a chair and climbed on it.

“Let it cool.” Rosie watched her son as she placed a smaller mug of cocoa in front of him.

“It will cool while I eat a cookie!” Elliott said hopefully.

“It will.” Rosie smothered a smile as she reached for a box of cookies. “Just one.”

“Thanks, Mommy,” he said as he took a cookie.

“Levi?” Rosie arched an eyebrow at him.

“Just one,” Elliott teased with a grin before he took a bite of his cookie.

“They aren’t as good as Camille’s,” Rosie warned him as he reached for one. “She sure knows how to bake.”

“She does, and I know she finds your help invaluable.” Levi bit into his cookie.

“Supporting small business gives me a lot of pleasure,” Rosie said. “And particularly supporting women in business. I enjoy finding ways to help support communities.”

“You’ve done that here,” Levi told her. “Camille is talking about hiring people to help her business expand.” He smothered a smile. “I think my mom would like to help, but she is afraid to push herself forward.”

“I can understand that. She and Camille are building a relationship, and she doesn’t want to tread on Camille’s toes,” Rosie said. “Although, my mother-in-law had no trouble asserting her presence.”

“What’s ashirting mean?” Elliott asked as he slurped his cocoa.

“It means Grandma Jo liked to share her ideas and opinions,” Rosie said diplomatically.

“Like when she told you that you were a fool to leave Daddy?” Elliott asked.

“Yes, just like that,” Rosie said and bit into a cookie, crunching it hard.

Levi watched the play of emotions over Rosie’s face. There was pain there, but it didn’t hide her inner strength. Rosie meant to prove her mother-in-law wrong.

And she will, his bear said.

I have no doubt she already has, Levi said. Her mother-in-law probably thought Rosie would crumble and run back to her husband.

“Come on, sleepyhead.” Rosie ruffled her son’s hair as he rested his head on his folded arms on the table. “Let’s get you to bed.”

“I’m too tired to walk,” Elliott yawned widely. “Can Levi carry me?”

“I think you can manage to walk to the bathroom and brush your teeth.” Rosie hooked her hands under his arms and encouraged him to stand.

Levi stood by and watched, even though he’d have loved to scoop the boy into his arms and carry him to bed. It was something he’d always dreamed of doing with his own children.

“My legs are tired,” Elliott grumbled as he ambled out of the kitchen.

“Then the sooner you brush your teeth and put on your PJs, the sooner you’ll get to bed,” Rosie told him.

“I should go,” Levi said and drained his cocoa cup then placed it in the sink.

“Can’t you stay and say goodnight to me?” Elliott raised his head, his shoulders no longer drooping.

He’s so cute, Levi’s bear said.

Levi shot Rosie a questioning look. He didn’t want his mate to feel as if he was pushing his way into their lives.

“Would that be okay with you, Levi?” Rosie asked. “I don’t want to hold you up if you have somewhere you need to be.”

“I’ll be quick,” Elliott said and dashed off to the bathroom with a fresh burst of energy.

“I don’t have anywhere else to be,” Levi assured her.

No, because this is the only place we need to be, his bear said happily.

“His dad wasn’t always around much,” Rosie said. “But in his own way, he misses him. He doesn’t say anything. Even at such a young age, Elliott knows how much I’m hurting.” She brushed her hand across her eyes. “Sorry. I try to put on a brave face for him.”

“But he can sense it.” Levi took a step closer to her and reached out, sliding his arm around her shoulders. “I think it’s important for him to know how you feel. And to experience that kind of empathy.”

“Empathy.” She nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. “That’s one thing he certainly didn’t inherit from his father.”

“You’re doing great, Rosie,” Levi said, stroking her back.

“Thanks.” Her bottom lip trembled. “No one’s ever told me that.”

“You don’t have parents?” Levi asked.

“Yes, I do,” she said. “But they moved to Spain before Elliott was born. They bought a restaurant, and it takes up so much of their time that all we do is snatch brief conversations on the phone.”

“That’s tough. I can’t imagine not having my family around to support me,” Levi said.

“Camille told me how much they have welcomed her,” Rosie said. “I envy her being part of it.”

But you are part of it, too, his bear said.

One day soon she’ll know, Levi assured him.

“Ready!” Elliott said.

“Thank you, Levi.” Rosie covered his hand resting on her shoulder with hers.

“Anything you need. I’m here for you,” Levi said and hoped she would believe him.


Chapter Seven – Rosie

Rosie ushered Elliott out the door and checked her watch. She should have plenty of time to drop Elliott at Camille’s house and get to her appointment at eleven. It’s not as if she would get snarled up in traffic.

That was one thing she did like about Bear Creek. Life seemed to go at a slower pace.

“Got everything you need?” Rosie asked her son as she closed the door behind him and locked it securely.

Did people do that here? Lock doors.

“Yup,” Elliott replied, his small hands clutching onto his backpack.

“Your game charger?” she prodded, knowing how important it was to him.

Elliott grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, got that, too.”

“Good, because Levi went out of his way to buy you a new one,” Rosie said. “Which reminds me, I need to reimburse him for it.”

“I’m going to ask him if he wants to have a go at playing Space Monkeys,” Elliott said as he skipped to the car.

“Okay, but just remember…”

“That he’s working on Camille’s kitchen and not to disturb him,” Elliott said in a resigned voice.

“You got it.” Rosie slowed her pace as she walked to the car and took a moment to appreciate the start of a new day. Something she never did.

But then her morning commute had never started at a cabin in the woods before.

The mountain and forest seemed to come alive around them, an orchestra of birdsong and rustling leaves a soothing soundtrack to their first morning at Bear Creek Lodge.

The sun’s warmth caressed her face, casting intricate patterns of light and shadow across the gravel parking lot. Shadows that danced and shimmered with the sway of the trees. It was a far cry from city life, where the sun was often a mere suggestion behind steel and glass.

Feeling grounded, she unlocked the car, loaded Elliott into the backseat, and buckled him in. As she opened the driver’s door, she paused, taking a moment to express her gratitude, not just for the chance to enjoy a morning like this, but for the opportunity to share it with her son.

Then she climbed into the car and started the engine, ready to face the day. She glanced at the passenger seat and checked she had everything she needed. Her eyes rested on her purse, which hid the pregnancy tests she’d bought for Camille. She must remember to give it to her today, since she had forgotten to yesterday.

Because Levi had taken her by surprise.

Rosie put the car in drive and pulled away from the cabin. She needed to push Levi out of her thoughts, where he had taken up residence since his visit last night.

He’d been so patient with Elliott, even reading him a bedtime story before he left. But she could not afford to get hung up on a man.

Even a man like Levi.

Who obviously belonged here in the mountains, as much as the birds and the trees.

Yes, falling for a mountain man would lead to nothing but heartache. And not just for her.

Rosie glanced in the rearview mirror. She had to be careful, for Elliott’s sake.

Levi and Elliott had connected in a sweet, wholesome way. They had formed a bond, but in six days, Rosie and Elliott would leave Bear Creek.

She didn’t want Elliott to feel as if he was losing another male figure in his life. It was time to put up walls and do what was best for her son.

As the car hummed along the winding roads toward the heart of Bear Creek, Rosie tried to keep her growing anxiety at bay, focusing instead on the beauty of their surroundings. She glanced at Elliott, who looked lost in thought. “Did you bring something else to do while you’re at Camille’s? Like coloring, or a book?”

“I have a book,” Elliott said, his eyes lighting up as he patted his backpack. “I hope Levi will read to me.”

“Remember what I said.” Rosie drove through the streets of Bear Creek toward Camille’s house.

“Don’t eat too many cookies?”

“No,” Rosie replied, although she could not stop herself from smiling. “That Levi is working.”

“But he’ll have to stop for lunch,” Elliott said. “Everyone stops for lunch.”

Rosie’s smile faltered. She couldn’t fault Elliott’s logic—it was solid, for that of a five-year-old. The child had an innocence about him, a purity in his reasoning that made explaining adult complexities an almost impossible task.

“Yes, most people do. But don’t be disappointed if he’s busy, okay?” She turned the corner and parked in front of Camille’s place. Rosie unbuckled her seatbelt and went to help Elliott with his. The little boy was quick to jump out, his backpack bouncing as he hit the ground, running toward the front porch where Camille stood, a cup of tea in hand.

“Morning, Camille,” Rosie called as she grabbed her purse from the front seat and hurried after Elliott.

“Morning, Rosie! And morning, Elliott. I wish I had your energy first thing in the morning.” Camille grinned down at the young boy as he reached her. “Do you want to go inside? Levi is just having a cup of coffee before he starts work.”

“He’s not working?” Elliot asked happily.

“No, not yet.” Camille smiled, looking a little bemused as Elliott ran toward the door. “What happened? Yesterday he seemed clingy, and I thought I might have to bribe him to stay with cookies.”

“Levi,” Rosie said as she reached her friend. “He was good enough to get Elliott a new charger for his game console and bring it over last night.”

“Did he?” Camille arched an eyebrow.

“He was just being neighborly,” Rosie insisted, then she dug her hand in her purse and inched the pregnancy test out. “I bought this for you.”

“You did.” Camille paled and her hand rested on her belly.

“I can keep it until you are ready,” Rosie said and slid the test back into her purse.

“I should take the test. I know I should. But I’m scared. Not that I am pregnant, but that I’m not.” Camille pressed her lips together and her mouth drooped in the corners.

Rosie reached out, her fingers brushing Camille’s forearm. “It’s okay to be scared. And there is no rush. I can keep hold of it until you are ready.” She gave her a reassuring squeeze.

Camille nodded, taking a deep breath. “Thanks, Rosie.” She opened her arms and hugged her friend. “I know how much Ezra wants a child. And I do, too. So very much. But sometimes I think we are already so blessed, that…”

“You deserve to be happy. You deserve to have children. Don’t ever think otherwise,” Rosie told her.

“Oh, I’m blubbering again,” Camille said and blotted her eyes. “If my hormones are anything to go by, I am definitely pregnant.” She sniffed loudly and then held out her hand. “Give me the test. I need to put myself out of my misery. But not until tomorrow. After the festival.”

“Whenever you are ready. And if you want me to be here for you, just let me know.”

“Thank you.” Camille backed away from Rosie. “Do you have time for a cup of tea? Or coffee?”

Rosie checked her watch. “I do. Plus, I want to check on Elliott. I have warned him not to get under Levi’s feet while he’s working.”

Camille chuckled. “Levi has other ideas. His mom, Mary, dug out an old toy tool kit from the attic that Levi used to play with when he was Elliott’s age. He was going to ask you if it’s okay for Elliott to help.”

“Help.” Rosie chuckled.

“Levi likes the little guy.” Camille smiled as she brushed off her tears. “Come on.”

Camille went into the house, and Rosie followed. As soon as she entered the hallway, she could hear Elliott talking to Levi and asking him questions. Elliott’s favorite thing.

“Hey there.” Rosie forced herself to keep her tone even as she entered the kitchen, but she could not stop her cheeks from flushing pink. Levi had an effect on her that she could not explain.

“Hi.” Levi straightened up from where he kneeled on the floor, his hands steadying a wooden plank that Elliott was enthusiastically pretending to saw.

“Look, Mom, I’m helping!” Elliott beamed, his small hands gripping the toy saw while his face was a mask of concentration.

“Sorry, I was going to ask if it was okay for Elliott to help, but he spotted the toolbox and…” Levi began.

“Camille mentioned you needed Elliott’s help today,” Rosie said. “And I’m happy as long as he doesn’t get under your feet.”

“No, we’ll get along just fine,” Levi insisted. “And I’ll make sure he doesn’t get hurt.”

“Safety first!” Elliott said in a deep voice.

“Well, Mr. Safety First.” Rosie put her hands on her son’s shoulders and turned him to face her. “You need to listen to Levi. And if he tells you to move back out of the way, then you do as he says. And you stay out of the way until he tells you it’s safe.”

“Got it,” Elliott said with a nod.

“I’m doing a lot of measuring and planning logistics today,” Levi said. “So, we’ll be fine.”

“And I’m here, too,” Camille said, handing Rosie a cup of tea. “So, between us, we’ll keep him safe and entertained.”

“Thank you both so much.” Rosie took a sip of her tea, feeling the warmth spread through her as she watched Levi interact with Elliot. The little boy looked up at Levi with pure admiration in his eyes.

Levi caught Rosie’s gaze and winked, sending another wave of heat across her cheeks. It was a simple gesture, but one that tied her stomach in knots. So much for not letting Elliott get too close to Levi.

Was she making a mistake?

It was impossible to tell since she did not have the gift of foresight, but it felt right.

If she was honest with herself, everything about Levi felt right.

“I should get going,” Rosie said as her thoughts left her confused. Was she allowing herself to become infatuated with Levi because he was everything Terry was not?

Levi nodded, his eyes holding a touch of understanding mingled with something deeper, something that tugged at the edge of Rosie’s heart. “We’ll take good care of him,” he assured her.

“Here, let me take that.” Camille took Rosie’s empty teacup. “I’m washing them in the bathroom sink.”

“Thanks.” Rosie reached for her son and tugged at his sleeve. “Be good. I’ll be back soon.”

“Take your time,” Elliott said cheekily as he hugged her, but did not let go of his toy saw.

“You have your packed lunch in your backpack,” Rosie said, dropping a kiss on his head. “And remember to do as you are told.”

“I will.” He looked up at her and she cupped his face in her hand, staring into his eyes. Her heart clenched. She loved him so much.

“Bye.” She squeezed him tightly and then let him go.

“I’ll walk you out.” Levi got to his feet and followed her to the door, as heat crept across her face. What could he possibly want?

She reached the front door, and he opened it for her. Rosie glanced up at him, her brows tugged together. Was she about to learn the real reason he’d been so kind to her and Elliott?

He wanted something in return.

“Did you sleep well last night?” Levi asked, nervously pushing his hair out of his eyes.

“We did,” Rosie said. “Elliott was out like a light for a full two hours.” She pressed her lips together, wishing he’d get to the real reason he’d offered to walk her out. Because it sure wasn’t just for small talk about sleep, was it?

Levi hesitated, his hand still on the door, the cool morning breeze brushing past them. “I wanted to ask you,” he finally began, then took a breath. “If you would like to go to the festival. With me.”

“I…” She looked down at the wooden porch as she tried to figure out her reply. The question had come as a complete surprise. “I’m not interested in dating, Levi. Not now, perhaps not ever.”

He nodded. “I understand.”

But she didn’t. As she turned and walked away, Rosie had the intense impression that she had just made the biggest mistake of her life.


Chapter Eight – Levi

I’m not interested in dating, Levi. Not now, perhaps not ever.

Rosie’s words echoed around inside his head as he worked on Camille’s kitchen. She could not have made it clearer.

Rosie didn’t want to date anyone. So how was he supposed to convince her that they were mates and were made for each other in the short time she was in Bear Creek?

“Is this the screwdriver you need?” Elliott’s excited voice kicked him out of his reverie.

You mean you’re moping, his bear said.

I’m allowed to mope, Levi answered.

No, we have to pull ourselves together and formulate a plan, his bear replied firmly.

I know, Levi answered. But just indulge me for a while.

You’ve been moping for an hour, his bear said. I think that’s indulgent enough.

“That’s the one.” Levi accepted the offered screwdriver and grinned at Elliott. “You’re a good helper.”

“Can you teach me to use proper tools?” Elliott said. “I want to be like you when I grow up.”

“I can when you are older,” Levi replied, hoping that Elliott would still be in his life when he was grown up enough to use proper tools.

“I used to want to be like my daddy,” Elliott said.

“And you don’t anymore?” Levi asked, knowing he should not be prying into Elliott’s life.

“No, he’s a jerk,” Elliott replied.

Woah! Levi’s bear said.

“That’s what my Grandma Jo calls him.” Elliott thought for a moment. “She calls him a self-centered jerk. Not to my mom. But I heard her say it to my dad when she was speaking to him on the phone.”

“People say things they don’t always mean,” Levi said gently.

“And then she cried,” Elliott went to his toy toolbox and took out a screwdriver.

“What does your dad do?” Levi asked as he carefully unscrewed a screw that was sticking out of the wall.

“He’s a rock star,” Elliott said as he pretended to use his screwdriver.

“A rock star?” Levi nearly dropped his screwdriver.

“Yeah, he plays in a band.” Elliott looked up at Levi. “At least he used to.”

“Hey, there,” Camille entered the kitchen, casting a curious glance toward Levi. “Coffee?”

“I’d love some, thanks,” Levi said and went back to removing the screw, focusing all his attention on working it loose, even though it was determined to stay right where it was. And probably had been since the last kitchen had been installed.

“How are things going?” Camille asked as she went out into the hallway and then returned with a cup of coffee. The coffee pot and most other necessary items had been temporarily moved to the hallway while Levi worked on the kitchen.

“Fine,” Levi said, cursing inwardly as the screw head rounded off.

“Fine.” Camille nodded as she passed Levi his coffee cup.

“Elliott was just telling me his dad is a rock star,” Levi said.

“But I want to be like Levi when I grow up,” Elliott replied brightly. “I like making things.”

“Yeah, I enjoy making things, too,” Camille said.

“Like cookies?” Elliott asked hopefully.

“Oh, you are smooth,” Camille said and reached for the cookie jar. “I guess since you have been working so hard, it would not hurt to have one. As long as you promise to eat all your lunch.”

“I promise,” Elliott said and dipped his hand in the cookie jar. “Can I go and eat it in the yard? We don’t have one at home anymore.”

“Sure,” Camille said. “Go for it.”

Elliott jumped to his feet, put his screwdriver in his toolkit, and then skipped out the door, cookie in hand.

“That boy surely needs a father figure who does not let him down,” Camille said pointedly.

“Unfortunately, Rosie does not want to date, not now and maybe not ever,” Levi said, sipping his coffee slowly. The steam rose in gentle spirals, blurring his vision for a moment as he stared off into the space Elliott had just vacated.

Camille leaned against the doorframe, her arms crossed. “Doesn’t want to date or doesn’t want to get hurt again?”

Levi shrugged. “Could be both,” he said, his voice low. Behind the nonchalant shrug, something flickered in his eyes, something like hope mixed with uncertainty.

“A piece of advice, Levi.” Camille straightened up, a determined set to her chin. “Be patient. But also, don’t let Rosie walk out of your life without telling her how you feel.”

“I don’t intend to,” Levi said. “I just need to find a way to make her see how good we could be together without forcing the issue.”

“You mean now that she’s said no to dating, you have to try to date her without it appearing like a date?” Camille asked lightly.

“Yes.” Levi nodded. “I asked if I could take her to the festival and she said no. But we’re both going to be there…”

“And there could be dancing and romancing.” Camille grinned as she sashayed from side to side.

“Maybe.” Levi sipped his coffee and then placed it down on the stove before he resumed his battle with the screw.

Camille watched him for a moment longer. “It’s a fine line, Levi. But I’m sure you’ll read the signals right. After all, you have those shifter senses in your arsenal.”

Levi focused on the screw, his hands steady though his heart was not. “I do. And I’m going to need them. The last thing I want to do is push her away.”

“You’ll do just fine,” Camille assured him. “And one good thing, you have already won over Elliott.”

“He’s the best,” Levi said, as he held up the offending screw with a triumphant smile.

“And so are you,” Camille told him. “And personally, I cannot wait to welcome Rosie to the family.”

“Ah, so you have an ulterior motive for giving me all this good advice,” Levi said, feeling much more confident.

“I do,” Camille said. “But mostly, I want to see you and Rosie, and Elliott, happy.” She shrugged. “From what Rosie has told me, it’s been hard for them. And I want her to experience the same love, loyalty, and dependability that I have with Ezra.”

Levi nodded and picked up his coffee cup, his senses trained on the little boy in the backyard who was running around as carefree as a child should be at his age. “I want to be that person for them.”

“You already are that person,” Camille told him. “And you’ll find a way to make Rosie see that. And believe it. Believe in you and the mating bond.”

“Thanks, Camille.” Levi drank his coffee and then picked up his screwdriver. “I need to hear that.”

You need to believe it, his bear told him.

I do believe, Levi said.

Does that mean mope time is over? his bear asked.

I believe it does, Levi answered. All we have to do is figure out our next move before the festival.

Levi stiffened. Rosie was close, heading their way. Her meeting must be over.

It seems like we need to figure out our next move now, his bear said, happy at the thought of seeing their mate again so soon.

“Are you okay?” Camille asked.

“Yeah.” His gaze swept past her and he stared into the distance as he locked onto his mate’s presence.

“Is Rosie back?” Camille asked.

“She is,” Levi confirmed.

“Then maybe I should join Elliott in the backyard.” Camille gave him a wink and then headed out through the back door before he could stop her.

Why would you stop her? his bear asked. She’s right, we need time alone with our mate.

Levi picked up his hammer, and then placed it back in his toolbox and grabbed the measuring tape, wanting to look busy.

But when she knocked on the door, and he answered, all he looked was awkward. He didn’t know where to fix his gaze. He could not meet her eyes.

“Hi,” she said, lingering outside as he held the door open for her.

“Hi.” He stood there, shuffling nervously. Then he sucked in a breath and calmed his nerves. What was wrong with him? He’d never been afraid of anything in his life before, so why was he afraid now?

Because nothing had meant more to him before. This was life or death.

“I hope Elliott hasn’t been getting in the way,” she said, clutching the strap of her purse so tightly the whites of her knuckles showed.

“No.” Levi managed to crack a smile. “He’s been very helpful.” He let go of the door and walked backward toward the kitchen. “Come on in. Coffee?”

“I’d love one.” Her shoulders relaxed a little as she stepped inside and shut the door behind her.

Levi set about pouring the coffee, his movements precise and purposeful, a stark contrast to the restlessness that gripped him.

Talk to her, his bear encouraged.

“How did your meeting go?” Levi asked as he handed her the cup of coffee and stood in the kitchen doorway, while she lingered by the front door.

“Oh, it was good. Really good,” Rosie said, looking a little more relaxed. “Bear Creek Honey Mead. Have you ever tried it?”

“Yes.” Levi grinned. “It’s wonderful and Breeze grows all the ingredients, including the berries she adds to…” His grin widened. “But then you knew that since you just had a meeting with her.”

“I did,” Rosie said. “And tried a couple of samples. It’s good. Really good. It’s just what I am looking for.”

“Does that mean your trip is a success?” Levi asked.

“Business-wise, I could do with signing up four or five producers for my company to stock and promote in their small town, big taste promotion. As for personally, I’ve enjoyed spending time with Elliott. We haven’t ever really had a vacation. Which sounds bad, I know…”

“I might be biased, but Bear Creek as your first vacation destination is a fantastic choice,” Levi said.

“You are not wrong.” She nodded. “Although, I might have a different opinion if you hadn’t gotten Elliott his game charger.” She looked past Levi, into the kitchen. “Where is he?”

“Oh, he and Camille are in the backyard,” Levi explained, with a casual flick of his head toward the back door.

Rosie’s expression faltered. “He misses our old house. It had a big backyard, and he used to have his friends over to play after school.”

Levi’s gaze softened, empathy threading through his next words. “Change can be tough on kids.”

No wonder Rosie wants to put her personal life on hold. She must have lost a lot in the divorce, his bear said.

No wonder Grandma Jo calls Elliott’s father a jerk. If he caused all this heartache. Levi tensed his jaw. He wished he could wave a magic wand and make it all better for them.

But life does not work that way, his bear said. We have to build a new life for them here.

Or help Rosie make a new life here, Levi said. I get the feeling she wants to earn that life for herself.

So that no one could take it away from her again, his bear agreed.

“He seems to have adapted well,” Levi said.

“Yeah. He’s coped better than I have,” Rosie said. “In many ways he’s just moved on and adapted, while I have this…” She put her hand on her heart. “I have this anger I carry around with me that I just can’t seem to shake.”

“It’s understandable,” Levi said gently. “You’ve been through a lot. Healing takes time, and that’s okay.”

Rosie took a deep breath, as if absorbing his words into her soul, then slowly released it. “Thanks, Levi. I guess I needed to hear that. It’s just when I see him so happy, it makes me wonder why I can’t just let go.” She shook her head, a wistful smile tugging at her lips.

Levi took a step closer, offering a comforting presence. “You will, in your own time.”

“Never say never,” she said, meeting his gaze.

“Never say never,” he murmured.

And hoped that included dating.


Chapter Nine – Rosie

Never say never.

Rosie stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she carefully applied her makeup.

The instant she told Levi didn’t plan to date anyone ever again, she knew she’d made a mistake.

She believed in love. She believed in marriage. She always had, and she couldn’t let Terry take that from her, too.

She wouldn’t let him.

Damn, this was embarrassing. When Levi asked her to go to the festival with him, she’d cut him off so abruptly. Like pulling off a Band Aid.

How would he react if she approached him? Some men liked to do all the chasing, their egos didn’t tolerate the woman taking the initiative.

But Levi did seem different. And anyway, if he did turn her down, then she’d know he was not the one for her.

However, she was certain Levi was the one for her. She could feel it in her bones. No, deeper than that, she could feel it in her very soul.

From the first moment she’d seen him, she’d felt a connection to him. Something unexplainable.

Love at first sight?

She pulled a face at herself in the mirror.

Love at first did not exist outside of books or movies. It certainly did not exist in her world.

Why did she always do that? Put herself down.

Because her inner voice had somehow started to mimic Terry’s.

When she met Terry, his career had been on the ascendant. He wasn’t simply a rock star, he was on his way to being a rock god.

And made sure everyone around him knew it. She’d been so naïve. So enamored of him. But then she’d been young and impressionable.

She was sure Terry loved her. She still was sure Terry loved her. But he was also cruel, self-centered, and thoughtless. He didn’t think about how his words, how his behavior might affect others around him.

But it was only when she gave birth to Elliott that she finally saw Terry for what he was. Even though she’d hoped Terry might change when he became a father, it soon became clear that was never going to happen. If anything, he got worse, and then the affairs started.

Affairs that Rosie had turned a blind eye to, not because she didn’t care, not because they didn’t hurt her, cut her to the quick.

But she’d stayed for Elliott, for the life they had, for security.

And then had come Terry’s downfall.

His face was all over social media after he had an affair with a groupie, a woman in her twenties, half Terry’s age.

Terry’s record contract was not renewed. But he was not ready to give up his rock star status and so he’d mortgaged the house, unbeknownst to Rosie.

And lost everything.

“Mommy.” Elliott stood in the bathroom doorway, dressed in a pair of clean jeans and a button-up shirt. “Are you ready?”

“Nearly.” She turned around and looked at him, a smile on her face as she said, “Don’t you look smart?”

Elliott grinned cheekily and tugged his shirt down at the front. “What is a festival?”

“It’s a bit like a party,” Rosie told him.

“Do we have to take a gift?” Elliott asked.

“No, it’s not that kind of a party,” Rosie said. “It’s a celebration. Tonight is all about celebrating Bear Creek and the people who live here.”

“If we lived here, would they celebrate us?” Elliott asked.

“I don’t know, I suppose so,” Rosie said.

“But they are celebrating Levi?” Elliott asked.

“Possibly. His family has lived here for a long time, so yes, they might be celebrating Levi,” Rosie replied as she turned back to the mirror and finished applying her makeup. “Okay, shoes on, and then we’ll get going.”

“Okay.” Elliott spun on his heel and trotted off to get his shoes. Rosie could not help laughing to herself. He was adorable, even if she did say so herself.

Which made her sad for Terry. He did not know what he was missing.

And that was on him. Rosie checked her reflection in the mirror and pressed her lips together, before staring at them critically. Was her lipstick a shade too bright?

Who cared?

She was certain Levi wouldn’t.

“Shoes on!” Elliott called from the living room.

“Coming!” Rosie replied as she packed everything into her makeup bag and headed out of the bathroom.

“You look nice,” Elliott told her.

“Why thank you, Elliott.” She tugged at the skirt of her dress and gave a curtsy. “And would you do me the honor of walking me to the car?”

Elliott cast her a confused look before he slipped his arm through hers and said, “Sure.”

She giggled as if she were the five-year-old as she grabbed her purse and led Elliott toward the cabin door. As she opened it, she sucked in a deep breath of mountain air, and smiled as she closed the door behind them and headed to the car.

This festival was going to be amazing. She was going to grab hold of life…or Levi…and allow herself to be swept off her feet.

Rosie helped Elliott into the back seat and buckled him into his seat. Then she climbed into the driver’s seat and inserted the key into the ignition. Turning the key, she started the engine.

The drive into town was uneventful, with Elliott counting trees and telling her about all the animals he spotted in the fields. It was great to see him without his game console in his hands whilst in the car.

“Here we are.” Rosie glanced up at a sign that read “Welcome to Bear Creek Festival.”

She parked the car and helped Elliott out of his seat. Clutching his hand, they joined the throng of townsfolk and visitors mingling between stalls and games. Sweet scents of cotton candy and roasted nuts wafted through the air, mingling with laughter and the distant twang of banjo music.

It sure had a different feel to any other festival she’d ever been to, but it was easy to get swept along in the party-like atmosphere.

“Can we get some cotton candy?” Elliott asked.

“Sure,” Rosie said as they cut through the crowd and joined the short queue. As they waited, she scanned the crowd, looking for Camille.

Or maybe she was looking for Levi. He might be easier to spot since he was so tall, with broad shoulders and a mop of blond hair.

“It’s like eating a cloud,” Elliott said after they had been served, as he stuffed a large piece of cotton candy into his mouth.

“It is,” she agreed, as she caught a tuft of sugary sweetness in her fingers and stuffed it in her mouth.

“Hey.”

“Levi!” Elliott grinned from ear to ear, while Rosie nearly choked on her cotton candy as she turned around and nearly bumped into his broad chest.

“Hi, Rosie. Having fun?” Levi asked, his voice deep and warm.

Rosie coughed lightly to clear her throat and managed a smile. “Yeah, we are. Elliott was just saying how this is like eating a cloud.” She held up her sticky fingers, a blush creeping up her cheeks.

Levi chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the edges. “I’ve always thought the same.” He ruffled Elliott’s hair, making the boy giggle. “Want to try your hand at some games? I’m pretty good at the ring toss myself.”

Elliott’s eyes lit up. “Can we, Mommy?”

Rosie nodded, her heart doing a strange little jump at the idea of spending more time with Levi. They followed him through the crowd. Thankfully, he was so tall he stood head and shoulders above everyone else, making him easy to keep track of. As they approached the ring toss booth, Levi handed a couple of bucks to the attendant and picked up the rings with a confident grin.

“You just need a steady hand,” he advised Elliott, demonstrating the perfect flick of the wrist.

Elliott watched, wide-eyed and eager, before taking the rings into his small hands. He mimicked Levi’s motion, sending the ring sailing through the air—it clinked against a bottle but didn’t settle around it. His face fell for a moment, but Levi patted his back.

“Almost!” Levi encouraged Elliott to try again, his tongue poking out in concentration. The ring flew, and this time landed snugly around a bottle. A cheer erupted from Rosie and Levi, and the attendant handed Elliott a small stuffed bear, which he accepted with a grin.

“Your turn,” Levi said, nudging Rosie. She took the rings hesitantly, acutely aware of Levi’s gaze on her. The first ring spun out too wide, missing its mark by inches. She bit her lip, focusing harder on the bottles that seemed to taunt her with their clustered silence.

The second ring was different. It left her hand with a determined twist, arching gracefully through the air before it landed neatly around a bottle, securing itself with a satisfying clank. Rosie’s face lit up in surprise and delight, mirroring Elliott’s earlier triumph.

“Nice shot,” Levi complimented, his voice tinged with pride. She looked up at him and saw something warm flicker in his eyes. It was a look that stirred something deep within Rosie, a feeling she hadn’t experienced since before the bitter end with Terry. They held the gaze for a moment too long and the world around them seemed to still.

“Mommy won! Mommy won!” Elliott’s voice brought them back to the festive reality of the fair. The attendant handed Rosie a small, plush fox, its faux fur soft under her fingers. She smiled at Elliott, then at Levi, her heart doing a few more somersaults.

They strolled away from the ring toss booth. Rosie could almost picture them as a family. Levi was such a natural with Elliott. But it wasn’t real, she reminded herself.

“I think we’ve earned a drink,” Levi said as he nodded toward the bar where the music was coming from, its lights flickering like tiny fireflies in the encroaching dusk.

“I’m so thirsty,” Elliott said rather theatrically as if he had not drunk water for a week.

Rosie nodded, feeling a dryness in her throat that wasn’t just from the excitement of the fair. Or the sweet cotton candy.

But it might be from the sweet man at her side.

“Hey, Rosie!” Camille waved and beckoned to them.

“I should have mentioned a good number of the Thornberg clan are here,” Levi murmured. “They would love to meet you.”

Suddenly nervous, Rosie glanced around, wondering if Elliott might get distracted and insist on them playing another game. But he was too busy playing with his stuffed bear.

Not that Rosie didn’t want to meet Levi’s family. It was just a little overwhelming.

Or maybe the truth of it was that she would rather spend time with Levi alone.

Like on a date.

The kind she said she had given up forever.

“You look like you’re having fun,” Camille said as she came to meet them and flung her arms around Rosie. “How about you, Elliott?”

“I won a bear!” Elliott held up his stuffed bear as proof. “And Mommy won a fox.”

“Did she now?” Camille glanced at Levi. “And what about you, Levi? What did you win?”

Levi rolled his eyes at Camille, and then said, “Oh, I was the coach. I have the best throwing arm of the family.”

“That sounds like a challenge if ever I heard one,” Ezra said as he came to join them. “Good to see you again, Rosie. And this must be Elliott.” Ezra held out his hand to the young boy. “Howdy.”

“Are you a real cowboy?” Elliott’s eyes went wide when he saw Ezra’s hat.

“I am.” Ezra took his hat off and placed it on Elliott’s head, where it dipped down over his eyes. “I hear you are coming to help out at the ranch one day soon.”

“We are!” Elliott said.

“Drink?” Levi whispered in Rosie’s ear as the music ended and the crowd clapped loudly.

“I’d love a soda, please,” Rosie said. “Since I am driving.”

“Sure thing,” Levi said.

“And Elliott will have the same,” Rosie said, then she clutched her purse and said, “I should get them since you paid for the game.”

“My treat,” Levi said.

“Thank you.” She locked eyes with him. “This is fun.”

“Oh, the fun is just beginning,” Ezra said as he linked arms with her. “While Levi gets the drinks in, I am going to introduce you to the rest of the family.” He glanced over his shoulder at Levi. “Don’t worry, we’ll tell Rosie all your most embarrassing stories.”

As Ezra led her away, Rosie had the distinct feeling Levi’s family thought they were dating.

And if they did, she was all right with that.

She was just going to blame it on the festival. And deal with the consequences tomorrow.


Chapter Ten – Levi

“I’ll give you a hand with the drinks,” Camille offered and dashed after him.

“Are you sure you shouldn’t go with Rosie and save her from my family?” Levi quipped with a crooked smile, his eyes flickering to Rosie and then back to Camille.

“She’ll be fine,” Camille assured him. “Your folks are great. They’ll make her feel like part of the family. Which she is.”

“But she doesn’t know that,” Levi told her, eyebrows knitting together with a faint hint of worry.

“Don’t fret,” Camille said, nudging his arm. “Although by the time we get the drinks, she might need something stronger than a soda.”

Levi let out a small chuckle, the tension easing from his shoulders. “I might need something stronger if my family starts on all the embarrassing stories they have to tell.”

“It’ll make you even more endearing to her,” Camille said. “And how is that going? Being endearing.”

“Ah, so that’s why you offered to come help me, so that you can grill me for information,” Levi teased, his voice dropping to a playful whisper as the music lulled.

The corners of Camille’s lips curled up in a sly grin. “Guilty as charged,” she admitted. “Now spill.”

Levi glanced over his shoulder, ensuring they were out of earshot, before leaning closer. “There’s nothing to tell.”

“Really?” Camille asked in disbelief. “Because that did not look like nothing to me.”

“I don’t know.” He raked his hand through his hair. “When I asked her to come to the festival with me this morning, she said a flat-out no. But when she got here…”

“It felt like a yes?” Camille arched her eyebrow at him.

“It did,” he admitted and cracked a smile. “I’m just hoping my family doesn’t blow it.”

“Well, you should be fine unless Henry arrives before we get the drinks. Trust me, he doesn’t hold anything back when it comes to spilling secrets about his brothers.”

“He should be careful. One day soon he might meet his mate, too, and then we’ll tell all his embarrassing stories to his mate.”

How wonderful it would be if we all had mates, and all had children, his bear said.

If we all had six sons, including our cousins, then we could almost need our own town, Levi joked.

But first, we have to win over our mate, then we can focus on children, his bear said.

As they waited to be served, his thoughts were filled with his mate and the ideas of children. Lots of children.

Then they made their way to where his family was seated on a veranda that looked out over a lake fed by a tributary that eventually joined Bear Creek. Strings of fairy lights twinkled in the growing dusk, casting a warm glow on the faces of his family. Levi’s gaze swept across the gathered crowd, each person buzzing with the energy of the festival, until he found Rosie.

She was with Elliott and Mary, leaning on the wooden rail, looking out over the lake.

As he approached, she turned to him, as if she could sense his presence. The corners of her lips curved into a subtle smile.

“Your mom’s been telling me about the festival’s history,” Rosie said.

That’s better than telling her stories about us, his bear said.

True, Levi replied.

“Did you know the festival started over a century ago?” Elliott asked.

“I did,” Levi responded, matching Elliott’s enthusiasm. “Started small, just a few families getting together as an act of gratitude. Now look at it.” He gestured broadly at the bustling scene around them.

“Yeah, it grew little by little, like most good things in life,” Mary chimed in with pride. “Now it’s the heart of our community. A reminder of what we cherish most. Family, friends, the community we build.”

Rosie nodded, her eyes reflecting the soft light from the fairy lights. “It’s beautiful,” she murmured, her gaze lingering on the glittering water. “There’s something magical about it.”

“There is,” Levi agreed as he handed Rosie her soda. He’d always loved the festival, but sharing it with Rosie for the first time made it so much more special.

And Elliott, his bear said as Elliott stared out across the lake, his eyes filled with wide-eyed wonder.

“And it gets better,” Mary said. “A little later, when it’s fully dark, there’s a woodland trail that’s lit up with animals and birds…” She looked at Levi with a tender smile and he read her thoughts.

She’s so happy for us, his bear said.

And I’m so happy for her. It’s not only our dreams that are coming true, Levi reminded him.

Mom has waited a long time for her boys to find their mates and for our family to grow, his bear said.

“The town puts a lot of work into this festival,” Rosie said as she sipped her soda. “Oh, that’s good.”

“Locally made,” Mary chipped in. “In case you are looking for more local businesses to promote.”

“Interesting,” Rosie said, taking another sip.

“When will there be more lights?” Elliott asked Mary.

“Soon,” Mary replied. “Shall we go and take a look at the poster that shows where the trail is and what we might see?” She held out her hand to Elliott and then paused. “Sorry, Rosie, I should have asked you first.”

“That’s okay, Mary,” Rosie said. “Of course, it’s all right for Elliott to go with you.” She switched her attention to Elliott. “But don’t wander off. The lake might look beautiful, but the water is deep.”

“I’ll stay close.” Elliott slipped his hand into Mary’s and smiled up at her.

“My mom loves kids,” Levi said. “But then you probably guessed that since she had six boys.”

“I’d love six boys,” Rosie said with a wistful smile. “Or a boy and five girls. Or any combination. Being a mom is the best.”

“My mom would agree with you,” Ezra said as he came to join Camille, who was leaning on the rail lost in thought as she stared out across the lake. “Are you okay?”

Camille leaned into him and said, “Yes. Just daydreaming of the day we’ll bring our child to the festival.”

“I can’t wait either.” His brows tugged together as he looked at her and then kissed the top of her head.

Is Camille pregnant? Levi’s bear asked.

I don’t know, Levi said, although that was obvious since if the human side of Levi knew if Camille was pregnant, then the bear side of him would, too. They did not keep that kind of secret from each other. Because Camille being pregnant would be huge news.

And a cause for much family celebration, his bear said.

“Ah, the music has started up again.” Ezra held out his hand to Camille. “Can I tempt you to dance with me?”

“You know I can never say no to you, Ezra.” Camille slipped her hand into her mate’s and headed for the dance floor as the music struck up a slow dance.

“Would you like to dance?” Levi asked.

“Dance.” Rosie tilted her head to one side and looked past him to the dance floor, which was filling up with couples.

“Yes. Dance.” He held out his hand to her. She looked at it and then back to the dance floor and he could sense a no coming his way. “Or sway. I’m good at swaying.”

“Then I would love to sway with you.” She ducked her head and laughed. “Because I have not danced for so long. Except for when I dance with Elliott. But that’s a little more carefree.”

“Carefree?” Levi asked as he threaded his arm around her waist and guided her through the gathered crowd to the dance floor.

“Freestyle,” she said. “Lots of head shaking and arms waving.”

Levi chuckled. “We could do that here if you want. I’m game if you are?”

“Ah, we can go swaying if you want,” Rosie said. “Since I am in town in a professional capacity, I think I should keep my head shaking to a minimum.” Her voice was light, teasing. “And my dignity intact.”

Levi nodded, his lips curving into a smile. “Dignity is overrated.” They reached the outskirts of the dance floor, and he turned to face her, taking her hands in his.

“I’m glad you said so since your brother had quite the story to tell while we were waiting for you to get the drinks,” she said, her lips close to his ear as the music grew louder.

“I don’t think I want to know which story. But I do want to know which brother so I can return the favor when he meets his mate,” Levi said and tensed as he realized what he’d said.

“Oh, I am not going to spill,” Rosie said. “I like to protect my sources.”

Levi relaxed; Rosie had not reacted to the word mate. Perhaps she thought it was a local colloquialism used in Bear Creek for boyfriend, or partner.

Levi threaded his arms around her waist and Rosie slipped her hands around his neck and pressed close to him as they moved to the music. The lights from the dance floor illuminated Rosie’s face, casting shadows that played across her smile. He could stare at her all night, as they moved gently, swaying to the rhythm of a slow country ballad that spoke of love and longing under the wide-open skies.

A love and longing that called to his heart. He wanted to be with Rosie forever, to love her until the end of their days…and beyond.

Caught up in the melody, Rosie rested her head on his chest, and he gently tightened his hold on her. She sighed, the rise and fall of her chest against his setting an almost hypnotic rhythm.

It was as if they were in perfect sync, moving as one. Because they were one. Two halves of a whole.

He lowered his gaze, taking in the sight of her, feeling the warmth of her body through the layers of clothing separating them. Layers he wanted to strip away until they were naked together, skin against skin.

Levi could feel his bear rumbling beneath the surface, content and at peace in Rosie’s presence.

Across the dance floor, Ezra watched his brother with a knowing smile, his arms wrapped around Camille as they swayed to the music.

“Rosie,” Levi whispered, the sound barely audible above the music, but she heard him, lifting her head to look into his eyes.

“Yes?” Rosie responded, a curious lilt to her voice, as the music faded into the background of their moment.

“I just...” Levi’s voice trailed off, unsure how to put words to the tumultuous feelings stirring within him. His eyes searched hers, seeking a sign, any sign that she might feel the same pull he did, that she might sense the depth of his connection to her, even though they were still virtual strangers.

Rosie’s brows furrowed slightly; her lips parted as if she were about to speak, but words failed her, too. Instead, she reached up and brushed her hand across his cheek, her touch tender and unhurried. He leaned forward, his eyes dilated as his soul seemed to soar out of his body.

She did feel it, too. She might not know what it was, but there was an undeniable electricity between them. Her touch sparked something primal in him, a connection that went deeper than mere attraction.

Levi’s hand found its way to her lower back, drawing her closer. Rosie’s breath hitched as she pressed against him, instinctively molding her body to his. The song had ended, but the pair remained locked in each other’s arms, oblivious to the surrounding dancers who began to leave the dance floor.

“Mommy.” Elliott’s voice broke the spell and brought them back to reality.

Rosie looked down to see her son’s wide eyes sparkling with excitement. He tugged on her hand insistently, his energy infectious. “The light trail is starting soon! Can we go see the animals?”

Rosie smiled and ruffled Elliott’s hair. “Of course. Just give me a minute, okay?” She turned back to Levi, looking a little guilty for breaking their moment. “Are you coming with us?”

Try and stop us! his bear said.

You might be as excited as Elliott, Levi replied.

Levi grinned sheepishly, but kept his inner dialogue to himself. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said, offering Rosie his arm. “Lead the way.”

A thrill of excitement passed through Levi as Rosie took his arm. Their fingers brushed together, sending electric tingles up his arm and down his spine. She glanced up at him through her eyelashes and he knew she’d felt it, too.

Damn, he could not wait to explain it to her, to tell her they were mates, and she was bound to him forever.

And we are bound to her, his bear said happily.

“Shall we?” Levi asked as Elliott walked in front of them.

“Woah!” Elliott stopped and tilted his head back, pointing at the fireflies as they danced above their heads like tiny fairies, enhancing the enchantment of the night.

“Fireflies,” Levi told him, looking up at the twinkling display. “Nature’s little lanterns.”

Elliott’s eyes widened with wonder. “They’re like little stars!”

Rosie looked up and grinned at the shiny bugs. “They light up the night, just like magic.”

Elliott’s eyes grew wide with wonder. “Magic bugs!” he declared, his voice full of awe.

“I’m beginning to think Bear Creek might have a little magic all of its own.” When Rosie switched her gaze from the fireflies to Levi, he got the feeling she wasn’t just talking about the bioluminescent insects.

She sure has cast a spell on us, his bear said in agreement.

They made their way to the start of the lantern trail, Elliott bouncing ahead of them, unable to contain his enthusiasm. The light trail was a winding path through the woods, illuminated by thousands of tiny lights. As they entered, Elliott let out a gasp of delight. “Look, Mommy! There’s a deer!”

Indeed, ahead of them, a magnificent glowing deer stood, its eyes twinkling with an almost lifelike curiosity.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered and pressed closer to Levi.

Levi nodded, his eyes fixed on the deer. “It is.” But to him, the true beauty of the evening was right beside him, her warmth seeping into his side as they walked. He could hear the beat of her heart as they moved deeper into the woods and silence enveloped them. It was as if she’d awoken a primal part of him that was fixed on her every move, every breath. The connection he felt went beyond words, beyond reason—it was instinctual, an ancient bond that defied simple explanation.

As they continued down the trail, they encountered other animals—an owl perched on a branch, its wings shimmering with light; a family of foxes darting playfully through the bushes; and a wolf, majestic and gentle, standing by a stream of illuminated water. Each animal seemed to have its own personality, its own story.

Elliott was captivated. Running ahead to see the next animal, then rushing back to share his excitement with Rosie and Levi. “Come see the bear!”

Levi tensed at Elliott’s words and Rosie looked up at him with a questioning glance. “It’s not real,” she whispered.

But I am, his bear said.

One day soon, Rosie’s eyes would be lit up with a different kind of wonder.

Or horror, a sneaky voice in his head whispered.

But Levi refused to believe that was their fate.


Chapter Eleven – Rosie

“That truly was magical,” Rosie told Levi as they left the trail, and followed the winding path back to the veranda that overlooked the lake.

“It was.” He smiled wistfully and glanced toward Elliott, whose pace had slowed now that the excitement of the lantern trial was waning. It was way past his bedtime, and they really should be getting back to their cabin. But she couldn’t resist the urge to linger a little longer.

As they strolled along the side of the lake, the moonlight cast a silver glow over the water, making the water shimmer like liquid diamonds. Rosie felt a pull, not just toward Levi but to this entire place, as if it were calling to her, with a promise of a peaceful life.

But this was not where her dream life lay.

She would not be swayed by pretty lights. Or handsome men who made her insides turn to liquid fire. Wasn’t that how she ended up married to Terry?

Terry, who had offered her a life filled with love everlasting. Only to leave her devastated and broke.

No, she had to stick to the plan. Her plan.

“Seeing the lantern trail through Elliot’s eyes was incredible,” Levi told her. “It’s like being taken back to my childhood and re-experiencing the wonder all over again.”

She nodded, watching Elliot’s small figure ahead, his steps becoming more languid as he fought off sleep. “He’s had such a good time tonight. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him this happy.”

“My mom tells me that kids are resilient,” he replied, offering her a reassuring smile. “They bounce back quicker than we think.”

Rosie sighed heavily. “I hope she’s right.”

Levi’s eyes searched hers, as though seeking to understand the depths of her worries. “She is. You’re doing a great job with Elliot, Rosie.”

“I hope so,” Rosie replied. “I was worried about bringing him here because I had to work. But I think it’s been good for him. The change of scenery is helping him heal.”

Levi’s gaze softened as he looked out at the glimmering lake. “There’s something about these mountains, the air, the people….”

“Magical?” Rosie asked, raising a questioning eyebrow at him.

He chuckled. “Magical.”

“Here they are,” Mary greeted them as they reached the bar area and Elliott climbed the steps wearily. “How did you like the lantern trail?”

“It was great,” Elliott said, summoning the last of his enthusiasm.

“You look all done in.” Mary held her arms out to Elliott, who went to her and climbed into her lap. “Oh, this takes me back.” Mary rested her chin on Elliott’s head. “I miss the times when you boys were small enough to climb onto my lap.”

“Although, she does not miss the time when all six of our sons thought they could sit on her lap at once,” said an older man whose eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled, reminding her of Levi. “I’m Waylan, by the way.”

“Hi, Waylan,” Rosie said as she reached Levi’s family, who had swelled in numbers as they gathered in the corner of the bar area.

“And I am Dougray,” a younger man, perhaps in his mid-forties, with a close resemblance to Levi and Ezra, nodded at her.

“I’m Klein. Good to finally meet you, Rosie,” another of what she guessed was Levi’s brothers said.

“And you’ve already met me,” Henry said with a mischievous wink. This was met by a stern stare from Levi as he guessed who the storyteller was. Teasing his brother seemed to bring Henry a wicked sense of joy.

“It’s good to meet you all,” Rosie said, overwhelmed by the greeting. They seemed to genuinely welcome her, making her feel instantly at ease.

Mary’s arms tightened around Elliott, who was already nodding off, lulled by her gentle rocking. “Will you come to dinner tomorrow night? It’ll give us all a chance to get to know one another,” she said softly to Rosie, her eyes kind.

“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” Rosie began.

“Nonsense,” Waylan interjected with a laugh that echoed through the bar area. “Mary makes enough food to feed a small army. Two more plates won’t make a difference.”

“Oh, having Rosie and Elliot to dinner will make all the difference,” Mary said quietly so as not to wake Elliott. “You’d be doing me a favor, there is only so much men talk I can take.” Her smile told Rosie she was only joking, but it also helped put her at ease.

“Well, if you’re sure,” she said hesitantly.

“Please, say yes,” Camille chimed in. “Ezra and I will be there. It would be fun to catch up.”

“Why don’t you come up before dinner and I can take you on a tour of the ranch?” Levi suggested.

“Yes, please,” Elliott muttered, even though he appeared to be snoozing.

“That’s settled then,” Mary said, as she stroked Elliott’s hair back from his forehead. “Now, why don’t you two go and have a dance while I keep a watch over this little man?”

“I should get him home,” Rosie began, glancing at Elliott’s small, sleepy body nestled comfortably in Mary’s arms.

“He’s in expert hands,” Waylan told her gently. “You deserve to have a bit of fun.”

“One dance?” Levi asked hopefully.

“One dance,” she agreed, but as she slid her hand into his and he guided her toward the dance floor, she wasn’t sure one dance with Levi would ever be enough.

As the music struck up a country ballad, he pulled her close, his hand warm as he rested it on the small of her back. Rosie felt a spark, an undeniable connection that made her heart beat faster as his thumb made lazy, soothing circles that sent shivers down her spine.

If this was how his touch made her feel through fabric, what would it do to her if she were naked? She closed her eyes and instinctively pressed closer to him. He tightened his hold on her and whispered softly in her ear, a low rumble that sent another shiver through her. “It feels good to hold you like this.”

Rosie’s breath caught in her throat at his words, feeling the sincerity and yearning behind them. A sincerity and yearning matched by her own, though she had tried hard to quash them. She opened her eyes and looked up at him, finding those earnest eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her both nervous and exhilarated.

What was she supposed to tell him? That it felt good to her, too? That she never wanted this moment to end?

Instead, she leaned on his shoulder, resting her head on his chest, and let the warmth of his arms and the strum of the guitar sweep her away to another place. A place where worries melted away, and the past was a distant memory not worth dwelling upon. She let herself be carried by the music, feeling every note resonate through Levi’s chest beneath her cheek.

Her breath synced with his, rising and falling in a slow, comforting rhythm. It felt so natural, so right.

But as the song came to an end, she knew she had to resist. She’d simply been swept away by the magical evening. It had been perfect, but it was an illusion. As soon as the music stopped and the bright lights came on, that illusion would slip away, and reality would come closing in.

And with it would come a feeling of disappointment, as if waking from a beautiful dream only to face the cold light of day. She’d faced that cold light of day before.

It had so nearly led to darkness. A sense of overwhelm, as if life were spiraling out of her control. She’d fought against it then and won, but it had cost her so much energy. Energy she had not regained yet.

She had to protect herself. Because no one else would.

So, she pulled back from Levi’s arms. It was time to get her son to bed. She saw a flicker of disappointment in his eyes, but also understanding.

“Thank you, Levi,” Rosie whispered, placing a hand on his chest. “This has been a wonderful evening.”

“It has,” he agreed, his eyes fixed on her face. “But like Cinderella, you have to go home from the ball.”

She chuckled and leaned into him again, not wanting to break the contact between them. Damn, if she had to pick a man, she would pick Levi in a heartbeat. Not only was he strong and dependable, but he had a sense of humor, too. One that did not take cheap shots at other people to make her laugh.

“I promise not to leave my shoe,” she said in return.

“Pity, I would like an excuse to come over to your cabin to see if it fits.” He locked eyes with her, and she licked her lips, wishing that he would kiss her.

But what then? What would happen if they kissed?

She stepped away, not wanting to risk finding out.

Goodness! Being with Terry had turned her into a coward, too scared to take a chance.

What could be the harm of one kiss? She’d kissed plenty of men in her life.

But Levi felt different. That one kiss would mean something. And she was not sure what.

“Do you want me to pick you up tomorrow?” Levi asked as she finally stepped away from him, choosing safety.

“Tomorrow?”

“Have you forgotten our date already?” He chuckled as he guided her through the other couples toward his family, who all suddenly looked in opposite directions as if they had been caught spying.

“Date?” she asked.

“Dinner and a tour of the ranch,” he reminded her.

“Oh, of course. No, I can drive.” She nodded as heat colored her cheeks at the thought of being in close proximity to Levi. Sitting beside him, their thighs touching…

“I’ll text you the directions.” He stopped before they reached his family and Elliott, who looked as if he were fast asleep. Rosie looked up at him as his eyes caressed her face, as if trying to commit it to memory.

“I really should get Elliott to bed,” she whispered as her eyes lingered on his lips and she willed him to kiss her.

“I wanted to say…” He paused, his hand on her back, holding her there. Not that she had any intention of going anywhere. Ever.

It was as if he put a spell on her. One that was almost impossible to deny.

“That I’m really looking forward to showing you around the ranch tomorrow. And I know how much my mom is looking forward to dinner. My dad wasn’t joking when he said that my mom always makes her famous pot roast for special guests.”

“Special guests.” Rosie smiled at the thought of being considered a special guest in their home.

“And Mom wasn’t joking when she said she craves more female company,” Levi added.

“Oh, I understand completely,” Rosie said. “Since I often crave adult company. I mean, I meet lots of adults at work, but not so much outside of work. The one thing I have learned after my divorce is that a five-year-old doesn’t offer much in the way of nuanced conversation,” she finished with a light laugh, her eyes glancing toward Elliott.

Levi’s hand reluctantly slipped from her back as he nodded. “I get that. Although, my family’s conversation is not all that nuanced. It mostly revolves around the weather, the horses, and the price of feed.”

She gave Levi a small, appreciative smile. “You’re a close-knit family.”

“We are,” Levi said and the look he gave her made her believe she was part of that family.


Chapter Twelve – Levi

Don’t look so nervous, Levi’s bear told him as they waited for Rosie’s car to reach the ranch. He could sense them in the distance, getting closer and closer.

I’m just worried if we blow this, that she’ll never consider making a life here in Bear Creek, Levi replied, leaning on the gate that led from the road to the ranch. He’d come out here to meet them so that she didn’t miss the turnoff.

What’s not to like? his bear answered.

Us, Levi answered bluntly.

You’re still worried she is going to freak out when she finds out the truth? His bear sat down and rested his head on his paws. You need to trust in fate.

If only it was that easy, Levi said as the car came into view and he raised his hand, trying to look cool and calm as he waved at them.

“Hi there.” Rosie rolled down the window as she pulled to a stop in front of the gate. “Your directions were spot on.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Levi said as he came around the side of the car and leaned down. “I wondered if Elliott might want to come and help open the gate.”

“Can I, Mommy?” Elliott asked excitedly, wriggling in his seat.

“Sure.” Rosie rested her elbow on the door as Levi opened the rear passenger door and unclipped Elliott’s seatbelt.

“Do you know the most important thing about opening a gate?” Levi asked as Elliott slipped his small hand into his and they walked to the gate.

“Nope,” Elliott said as he skipped a couple of steps.

“The most important thing about opening a gate.” He lifted Elliott into his arms so that the boy could unlatch the gate. “Is closing it.”

“Closing it?” Elliott looked up at Levi with and curious eyes. “Why?”

“Yep, closing it,” Levi confirmed, a smile playing on his lips. “If you don’t close it, the cows might wander off and we’d have to go looking for them all over Bear Creek.”

Elliott’s eyes widened even more at the thought of an exciting cow-hunt. “Can we do that sometime, go looking for cows?”

Levi chuckled. “Maybe someday. But for now, let’s make sure we do things right.” He guided Elliott’s small hands to the latch, showing him how it worked. “There you go. Now swing it open gently.”

Elliott took his responsibilities very seriously as he pushed the gate wide open. Then, after Rosie had driven through, Elliott closed it and happily climbed into Levi’s arms to secure the latch.

“Good work!” Levi said and earned himself a wide smile from Elliott.

“I want to be a cowboy,” Elliott said.

“I thought you wanted to be a carpenter,” Levi said solemnly as they walked to the car.

“Can’t I be both?” Elliott asked. “Like you?”

“I guess.” They reached the car, and he opened the door for Elliott to climb back into his seat.

“Can I offer you a ride?” Rosie asked as she watched them in the rearview mirror.

It wasn’t too far to the ranch house, but Levi could not refuse the chance to sit next to his mate. “Sure.”

Levi went around to the passenger side and settled into the seat, feeling the warmth of Rosie’s presence beside him. Heat infused his body, but he kept his cool, even though the temptation to reach across the car and touch her hand was almost overwhelming. He glanced out the window, forcing himself to focus on the landscape instead of the magnetic pull between them.

The car rolled smoothly along the dirt track toward the ranch house, flanked by fields that stretched out like a patchwork quilt of greens and golds. The scent of wildflowers and freshly cut hay drifted in through the open window and he inhaled deeply, grounding himself.

“This place is amazing,” Rosie said as she looked out of the windows. “Do you live here?”

“Not for about five years,” Levi said. “I decided to buy my own place just across the way. But I still have a room here if I need one. And I like to stay over some evenings, catch up with my folks, and watch the stars.”

“I bet they are amazing.” Rosie leaned forward and looked up at the open sky as the trees thinned.

“They are. You and Elliott should come up here one evening and we can watch them come out one by one. Nothing beats the sight of a sky untouched by city lights,” Levi replied, his voice softening as he pictured the three of them beneath the vast expanse of twinkling stars.

“I’d like that. If we can squeeze it in before we go home.” Rosie’s words were like a bucket of cold water being tipped over him on a hot summer’s day.

“Wow, that is some house.” His mate’s attention was drawn to the stone and timber ranch house that his mom and dad had transformed from a wreck into the home it was today. As their family grew, so did the house, with one bedroom after another being added so that all six boys could have their own space.

“It is,” Levi agreed.

“I think if I lived in a place like this, I would never want to leave.” Rosie parked the car in front of the house and turned off the engine. “Thanks for inviting us.”

“You are very welcome,” Levi said, and half-smiled as their eyes met.

Levi’s half-smile lingered as he opened the car door and stepped out, the gravel crunching softly under his boots. Rosie followed suit, glancing back at Elliott, who was already animatedly unbuckling his seatbelt and bouncing in his seat.

“Slow down there.” Rosie opened the car door and helped Elliott out of his seat. “The ranch is not going anywhere.”

“But I want to see it all!” Elliott proclaimed as his feet hit the ground.

“Okay, another rule of the ranch,” Levi said gently but firmly. “There are lots of animals here. And just like us, they can get startled. So, we have to respect them since they are bigger than us.”

“What Levi means,” Rosie said, “is that we need to have our calm heads on. We don’t run up to the animals, and we don’t use our loud voices unless absolutely necessary. Okay?”

“Okay,” Elliott said with a nod.

“Good boy.” Levi ruffled his hair. “Shall we go and see the horses first?”

“Yes, please.” Elliott reached for Levi’s hand and slipped his small hand into it. Then he reached for Rosie’s hand, and she took it and gave it a small squeeze.

Levi smiled at the small gesture and when he lifted his gaze and saw the look of love on Rosie’s face, he wished she knew the truth. He wished they had met sooner, and they were his family.

That mother and son belonged to him.

One day soon they will, his bear assured him.

“This is where we bring the horses to groom them,” Levi said, leading them to a large, open barn. The earthy scent of hay and the comforting murmur of horses greeted them as they stepped inside. Sunlight streamed through the gaps in the wooden beams, casting dappled patterns on the ground.

Elliott’s eyes widened with wonder, his mouth forming a small “O” as he took in the sight of the majestic creatures.

“Can I pet one?” he asked, his voice a hushed whisper now, wide eyes shifting between Levi and Rosie.

“Of course,” Levi replied, his smile warm. “But remember what we talked about—calm and gentle.”

Rosie watched as Levi guided Elliott toward a sleek chestnut mare, her rich coat glowing in the sunlight. The mare’s dark eyes watched them with curiosity, ears flicking forward.

“Her name’s Belle,” Levi said softly, resting a hand on the horse’s neck. “She’s very friendly.”

Elliott stepped closer, his movements slow and deliberate. His tiny fingers reached out and brushed against Belle’s soft nose, his eyes alight with joy.

“Like this.” Levi extended his hand, palm up, toward Belle’s muzzle.

Elliott mirrored Levi’s movements, and the mare lowered her head, nostrils flaring softly as she took in the young boy’s scent. With an approving nicker, she nudged his hand gently, eliciting a delighted giggle from Elliott.

“Rosie?” Levi stood back, making room for his mate, who approached with caution. “Have you ever been around horses?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I grew up in the city. I never went horseback riding as a girl. Like some other kids, my folks couldn’t afford it.”

“We could change that,” Levi said gently.

“Today?” Elliott asked hopefully. “Can we go horseback riding today?”

“Not today, buddy,” Levi said, smiling at Elliott’s disappointed pout. “But one day soon. I have a friend who has a pony you could ride. I’ll call him and see if I can arrange it.”

“Yes!” Elliott said, but kept his voice low. “I love horses.”

“Shall we go and look at the ones in the pasture?” Levi asked. “Then we can go look at the cattle. And my mom asked if we could collect the eggs and take them to the house.”

“I love collecting eggs,” Elliott said as he stroked Belle’s soft muzzle one last time, then turned away, ready for new adventures.

This is going well, his bear said happily.

It is, Levi said, the tension he’d felt before Rosie and Elliott had arrived now gone. He was winning them over, he was sure of it.

And the more time he spent with Rosie, the more he learned about her and the more he understood the depths of her guarded heart. Each moment was a chance to chip away at the walls she had built around herself.

She’d been hurt, and it was natural for her to want to cling to safety, to the things she knew and were familiar to her. But he had so much to offer.

All he needed to do was persuade Rosie that he could give her safety, and security, and protect her from whatever came their way.

But perhaps therein lay the problem. Rosie didn’t need someone to fight her battles. She needed someone to stand by her side and cheer her on as she fought them herself.

We can do that, his bear said.

Yes, we can, Levi agreed. We just have to figure out how to prove ourselves to Rosie.

As they walked toward the pasture, the rolling fields stretched out before them, bathed in the golden afternoon light. Elliott bombarded Levi with questions about the ranch, about the animals, about the mountains. His excitement and energy were limitless.

“He loves it here,” Rosie said as they reached a gate where horses grazed on the other side. Elliott was running along the fence line, stopping every so often to say hello to the horses, who nickered softly in response.

Levi watched Rosie as she gazed at her son with a tender smile. “And what about you?”

She glanced up at him, a smile playing on her lips. “It’s growing on me.”

“Oh, is it?” he said lightly.

“Yes, I’m starting to see the appeal of wide-open spaces of nothingness.”

“Nothingness?” He spread his arm out in front of him. “That is not nothingness. There are horses and grass, and fences and the mountains leading up to the sky.”

“Where I am from, the buildings lead up to the sky,” she replied. “It’s all I’ve ever known.”

“Life is all about change,” Levi told her.

“I doubt this ranch has changed much in decades,” she replied. “Whereas the city is always in flux, always evolving.”

“True,” Levi conceded, his eyes softening. “But some changes, the important ones, they happen inside us.”

Rosie looked at him, her expression contemplative. “You never fear you’re getting left behind?”

“No.” His forehead wrinkled. “My family is deeply rooted in Bear Creek. It’s a great town, built on the knowledge of our ancestors. Things don’t change much here because we’re more in touch with the seasons, with the weather, rather than what’s in the news. Some things are fleeting but the mountains last forever.”

She gave a small smile. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

“Something like that,” Levi said. “But it’s not like we don’t embrace change.” He leaned forward and whispered, “You do know we have indoor plumbing.”

“I do,” she said lightly.

“What I mean is that we change and evolve, but while still keeping our core values.” He smiled at her, wishing he could make her understand. “Bear Creek, this ranch is about loyalty and family, and knowing where you come from,” he continued, his voice softer now. “It’s about holding onto those you love, no matter what. But it’s also about being there for each other and supporting each other. Like you are doing with helping the small businesses in town. You aren’t trying to change them.”

“No, I’m not,” she agreed. “The appeal of those small businesses is their history, their story.”

“Exactly, that’s what people crave, what they have been missing, the chance to connect, to feel something real.”

“I get what you are saying.” She turned away from the grazing horses and stared at the ranch house. “Our lives, our childhoods, could not have been more different.”

“Opposite attracts,” he said with a smile.

“Yes, I think they do,” Rosie said, and his heart felt like it was fit to burst in his chest.

As they walked on, he was certain he hadn’t just chipped away at the barriers she’d put up; he’d taken a sledgehammer and whacked a massive hole in it.


Chapter Thirteen – Rosie

“The horses were my favorite,” Elliott said as he washed his hands, ready for dinner. “Do you think I’ll get to ride a pony before we go home?”

“Maybe,” Rosie replied as she handed Elliott a towel. “If Levi said he’ll talk to his friend about it, then he will.”

Because he was the kind of man she could trust.

Rosie glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed from being out in the fresh mountain breeze and her hair was in serious need of brushing. But she looked happy. The taut lines that had appeared around her eyes and mouth were smoother.

“I like it here.” Elliott looked up at her as he finished drying his hands. “Could we buy a house here? I’m sure they have plenty with backyards.”

“It’s not that simple, Elliott,” she replied as she took the towel and hung it up.

“Why?” Elliott was an expert at asking the most simplest of questions that had the most complicated answer.

“Because my job is in the city,” she began.

“But you are working here right now,” Elliott countered.

“I’m only working here for a week, then I go back to the office.” She glanced at her reflection once more, feeling as if she was betraying the person looking back at her.

“What if you had an office here?” Elliott replied.

“That’s not up to me,” she told him. “Come on, Mary has cooked a wonderful dinner for us. We shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

“I like Mary,” Elliott said as they left the bathroom and headed back to the kitchen, where the smell of Mary’s delicious cooking greeted them. The rustic kitchen was filled with the inviting aroma of pot roast, mingling with the distinct aroma of rosemary and thyme.

“Just in time,” she called, beaming at Rosie and Elliott. “Dinner’s ready. Hope you’re both hungry.”

“Starving!” Elliott’s eyes lit up at the sight of the feast before them.

“Why don’t you sit here?” Levi, who had been laying the table, pulled out a chair for Elliott. “We found you an extra cushion.”

“Neat.” Elliott scrambled into his seat, eagerly looking at the spread of tender pot roast, mashed potatoes, and green beans glistening with butter.

“And Rosie.” Levi bowed slightly as he pulled out a chair for her next to her son.

“Thank you.” She sat down, and her stomach rumbled in appreciation. “Are you sure there is nothing I can do to help?”

“No, you sit and let someone else cook for a change,” Mary said.

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked. But then Levi looked up, and his gaze shifted to the kitchen door as if he’d heard something.

Rosie turned her attention to the door and listened, but she could not hear anyone approaching. “Is everything all right?”

“Fine,” Levi said, looking a little guilty.

“Waylan and the boys can smell when dinner is ready from a mile off,” Mary said good-naturedly. “They’ll be in any second now.”

Sure enough, a few minutes after the sound of footsteps approaching announced the arrival of Waylan, Klein, and Dougray.

“Howdy,” Waylan said, nodding at Rosie and then Elliott. “Did you enjoy the tour?”

“We did,” Rosie said.

“Ezra and Camille have just arrived,” Klein said without looking up as he seated himself at the table.

“Good. Camille texted and said they were running late. I was hoping they would get here before we ate.” Mary put her hands on her hips as she surveyed the food on the table. “I think that is everything.”

“Then you sit down,” Levi told his mom. “And I’ll pour the wine.”

“I’ll grab the beer,” Dougray said as he crossed the kitchen to the fridge.

“Hey there.” Ezra entered the kitchen with Camille’s hand in his.

“Hey,” Mary waved them in as Levi filled up the wine glasses and Dougray grabbed a handful of beers from the fridge. “You two look happy.”

“We are.” Ezra clasped Camille’s hand so tightly, as if he never wanted to let it go.

Oh, my! Rosie knew that look. Camille had taken the pregnancy test, and it was positive!

“I know people usually keep these things quiet for the first few weeks…” Ezra began.

“Camille…” Mary was out of her seat, holding out her arms to Camille.

“We’re having a baby,” Ezra finished.

There was a moment of silence, and then the kitchen seemed to erupt as everyone offered their congratulations.

“What’s happening, Mommy?” Elliott said as they watched the scene unfold before them.

“Camille is going to have a baby,” Rosie said, her voice choked with emotion.

“Do you think you might have a baby, too, one day?” Elliott asked.

“I don’t know,” Rosie said, as her eyes misted with tears.

“I’d like a brother or sister, or lots of brothers or sisters, like Levi.” Elliott leaned toward her. “I’d help.”

“I know you would.” She leaned toward him and kissed his head as she held his small hand in hers. “And I’d like that, too.”

As she spoke, Levi turned to her, his eyes shining with happiness, but then his expression darkened. The intensity in his gaze was unmistakable, sending a shiver down her spine. At that moment, the bustling kitchen seemed to fade away. It was as if Ezra and Camille’s news had changed something in him.

No, changed something between them.

Rosie tore herself away from his gaze and cleared her throat, trying to steady her racing heart.

“What did I miss?” Henry had entered the kitchen unnoticed. “A new pie, Camille?”

“No, she has a bun in the oven,” Klein joked and earned himself a playful punch in the arm from Dougray.

As Rosie watched the family share in the joyous news, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of longing.

This was what she wanted. To be a part of a family like the Thornbergs. To share in the warmth and closeness, and the feeling of belonging and being accepted for who she was.

More importantly, she wanted this for Elliott.

It didn’t matter where they lived, the city or a small town. What mattered was who you shared your life with.

And she wanted to share her life with Levi.

The thought hit her hard, winding her, and she reached out and placed a hand on the table to steady herself.

“Congratulations,” Rosie said as Levi’s family dispersed back toward the table. Where the wonderful meal Mary had cooked was getting cold.

“Thank you.” Camille came around the table and held out her arms to Rosie. As they hugged, Camille whispered, “And thank you for getting the test for me. I think I’d have put it off even longer if I had to go to the store myself.”

“Well, I’m glad it was the news you wanted.” Rosie got up from the table and hugged Camille. “You look radiant.”

“I’m so happy.” Camille inched away from Rosie. “And I know you will find the same happiness, a man who will love you and Elliott.”

“I wish I had your optimism,” Rosie replied with a smile as her gaze lingered on Levi.

“I think perhaps you already do,” Camille said as her eyes followed Rosie’s.

“Let’s eat!” Mary clapped her hands together. “This is the best news. I just wish Wyatt was here, too.”

“Who is Wyatt?” Elliott asked.

“I guess he’s Levi’s other brother since there are six of them and I can count only five. How about you?” Rosie asked as Elliott looked around the room and counted, mouthing the numbers to himself.

“Why isn’t he here?” Elliott asked.

“I don’t know,” Rosie said. “Perhaps he works someplace else. He might have moved out of Bear Creek.”

“I would never leave Bear Creek if I was born here,” Elliott said as everyone settled down around the table.

“You like it here that much?” Rosie asked.

“I do.” Elliott smiled up at Levi as he came around the table and sat down.

“Help yourselves,” Mary said. “But maybe let Rosie, Elliott, and Camille help themselves first.”

“Mom always worries that we’re going to eat all the food before our guests get a chance,” Levi said. “But she always makes so much there will be leftovers.”

“Your family is so happy about Camille’s baby,” Rosie said as she helped herself to potatoes and then added a smaller serving to Elliott’s plate.

“Yeah, Mom has been longing for a grandchild for so long,” Levi said as he took the potatoes from her. “She babysits for Camille’s neighbor, but since Ezra and Camille met, she’s been getting very broody. Not that there’s any pressure on Camille to have a child.”

“Oh, I know Camille has been hoping to get pregnant ever since she and Ezra became an item,” Rosie said. “It sure was a whirlwind romance. But it’s obvious they are so in love.”

“Love at first sight,” Levi said, not looking at her as he added meat to his plate. “At least for Ezra.”

“Oh, from what Camille said, the attraction was mutual.” She looked up at him as their fingers brushed together over a dish of vegetables, and she looked into his eyes and smiled. “If you believe in such a thing.”

“You don’t?” he asked.

“You do?” she countered.

“I do,” he replied, and the look he gave her made her cheeks flush pink. She turned her gaze back to her plate, suddenly very interested in the gravy. “Rosie.”

As if she were under his command, she raised her eyes to meet his. “Yes,” she whispered as he held her gaze for a moment longer than she expected. There was something ancient and knowing in them, something that made her insides turn to liquid fire.

And made her believe in love at first sight. Because that was what she’d felt when she first laid eyes on Levi.

She could deny it all she wanted, but that didn’t make it a lie.

Rosie tore her eyes away, focusing on Elliott, who was now busy trying to fork too much food in his mouth at once. “Slow down. Take your time and chew your food.”

Elliott flashed her one of his trademark cheeky grins, and Rosie covered her mouth as she tried not to laugh. She loved him more than anything.

His comments about wanting brothers and sisters echoed inside her head. Until she came to Bear Creek, she’d thought that she would never have the chance to have more children, that her life would be consumed with trying to claw back what they had lost because of Terry.

But sitting here, next to Levi, surrounded by his family, she could see a different future. One filled with love, laughter, and lots of children.

And Levi.

As she picked up her knife and fork, ready to eat, she glanced sideways at him. But she didn’t need to look at him to know he was there. It was as if their bodies were perfectly attuned. As if she could hear his heartbeat and feel the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed.

She opened her mouth, wanting to tell him that she did believe in love at first sight.

But Waylan was on his feet, glass in hand, as he looked around at the faces of the people at the table. “I wanted to take this moment to say how grateful I am to have you all here. Family is everything, and it’s always a joy to welcome new members.” His voice was warm and sincere, every word resonating with the simple truth of belonging.

Rosie felt a lump rise in her throat as everyone raised their glasses in a toast. She picked up her glass and then helped Elliott do the same, although he looked a little confused.

“To family,” Waylan said.

“To family,” everyone chorused.

“May we continue to grow,” Mary added.

Waylan placed his hand on his wife’s shoulder, and they exchanged a look of pure love. After all the years they had been together and the children they had raised, they looked like a couple in the first flush of new love.

As Rosie sipped her wine, she wondered if there was something in the water in Bear Creek. Perhaps an ancient love spell had been cast on the creek from where the town got its name.

Whatever the reason, she was ready to embrace it.

But did Levi reciprocate her feelings, or did he see her as a passing fling, a chance for romance with a woman in town for a short time?

Rosie placed her glass on the table and began to eat. Whatever Levi felt, whatever his intentions were, she needed to find out. She couldn’t keep dancing around the edges of this tantalizing possibility, not when her feelings felt as real and solid as the food on her plate.

And if she had read too much into his actions, maybe a brief fling, something fleeting and uncomplicated, would be enough to mend her bruised heart. But deep down, she hoped for more.

So much more.


Chapter Fourteen – Levi

We should go with her, his bear said as Rosie said her goodbyes to his family.

And say what? Levi asked. If we go in the car with her, she’s going to ask how we plan to get home.

We could follow her in our truck, his bear insisted.

That might seem a little creepy, Levi said. He understood his bear’s eagerness to be with their mate, but they had to think carefully and rationally.

No, we have to show her our truer nature and then there would be no need for this sneaking around, Levi’s bear said with a huff and went off with his head down to sit in the back of Levi’s mind.

“Thank you so much,” Rosie hugged Mary. “It’s been wonderful.”

“We must do it again, soon,” Mary said, her eyes flickering to Levi’s face as she gave him a sad smile. “Or perhaps you, me, and Camille could get together for coffee. Just the three of us.”

“I’d like that.” Rosie eased herself out of Mary’s hug and turned to Camille. “I’m so happy for you both. A baby is the most precious gift.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Camille admitted. “But I’m so happy.” She dabbed her eyes. “I can’t believe how emotional I am.”

“Get used to it,” Rosie said. “Your hormones will be all over the place.” She hugged Camille. “But you’ll enjoy every minute of it.”

“I plan to.” As she pulled away from Rosie, Camille reached for Ezra’s hand.

I am so happy for him, Levi said and felt a pang of longing in his heart. He watched Ezra pull Camille close, their love shining as bright as the stars over the mountains on a moonless night.

Levi’s eyes drifted back to Rosie as her smile faltered for just a moment as she turned away. It was subtle, but Levi’s bear noticed; it always noticed everything about her.

She wants more children, too, his bear said wistfully.

Levi had sensed it when Camille made her announcement, and he’d heard Elliott say that he would love a brother or sister. Something Levi wanted more than anything.

A child. A family.

Our mate, his bear said.

Levi needed to tell her the truth. Time was running out.

“Goodnight.” Rosie stood before him, and he was lost for words.

“Mommy.” Elliott slid between them and reached for his mom’s hand. “I’m tired.” He rubbed his eyes and yawned widely. “Can Levi carry me to the car?”

Rosie raised her eyes to Levi’s, her gaze questioning. But he sensed the question she was asking might be more than whether he could carry her child.

Something changed today. And a surge of hope threaded through his veins.

“Sure.” Levi hunkered down and wrapped his arms around the boy before lifting him gently and holding his small body against his chest.

“I love the ranch,” Elliott said as he rested his head on Levi’s chest.

“I do, too.” Levi placed his large hand on the boy’s back and smiled.

“Don’t be a stranger,” Waylan called after them as Rosie led the way to the car.

“Goodnight.” She waved, her eyes lingering on the Thornberg family gathered on the ranch house porch.

“They like you,” Levi murmured as Elliott’s breathing deepened and his body relaxed.

“I like them, too,” Rosie said and glanced up at him with a shy smile. “They’re very welcoming.”

“They are,” he agreed.

“I guess that might be a perk of living in a small town,” she said as she opened the car door and he carefully placed Elliott in his seat.

“Does that mean small-town life might be growing on you?” he asked as he buckled Elliott in and checked he was secure. The little guy’s head lolled to one side, and his mouth was curved into a smile.

He’s having sweet dreams, his bear said.

“I can see the appeal.” As Levi straightened up, their eyes met. “I’ve had a wonderful day.”

“Me, too.” He reached out and placed his hand on her upper arm. Warmth flooded his veins, and he longed to pull her into his arms and hold her close.

“I should go.” Her voice was thick with emotion, and he got the feeling she was lying, that she didn’t want to go, that she wanted to stay.

Maybe forever, his bear said hopefully.

Then she stepped away, walked around to the driver’s seat, and got in.

He followed, trailing behind her like a lost bear cub. “Can I see you again?”

“Of course,” she said.

“I don’t mean just at Camille’s,” he said as he leaned down, his hand on the car door. “I was thinking of a date. You and me. And Elliott, of course.”

“I’d like that,” she said, color tinging her cheeks as she inserted the key in the ignition and started the engine. “Goodnight, Levi.”

“Goodnight.” He cracked a smile as he closed the car door and stood back as she drove away.

“You’re letting her go?” Henry asked as he came to join his brother.

“I’m not letting her go,” Levi said. “I’m trying to figure out how to get her to stay.”

“By the way she looks at you, I don’t think that will be too hard,” Henry told him.

Levi cracked a grin as he recalled the way Rosie had looked at him earlier. “I think you’re right. I hope you are right. But she’s a city girl and Bear Creek is about as far away from the city as it could be. And I don’t just mean the distance.”

“But you’re here and she can sense there is something between you. And the way she looks at you when you are with Elliott, she knows you are great father material.” Henry placed a hand on his brother’s back. “If you want my advice…”

“Always,” Levi said, looking up at his elder brother.

“Strike while the iron is hot.” Henry nodded. “Go. Now.”

“Now.” Levi was already moving away from Henry, his senses locked on his mate. He knew where she was going and if he cut across country, he could be there not long after she arrived at Bear Creek Lodge.

And then she can meet me, and learn what we are to each other, his bear said happily.

Levi broke into a run and shifted midair as he sprinted off across the meadow, the sound of his family whooping and cheering echoing behind him. The night air was cool against his fur, and the moonlight bathed the meadow in a silvery glow. He could smell the pine trees of the forest beyond.

He ran at a steady pace, his senses locked on his destination as he ran straight and true. But another part of him was locked on his mate.

The two would converge soon, and excitement built within him, each stride bringing him closer to Rosie. The rhythmic pounding of his paws on the earth was almost meditative, calming him.

He sensed her car as it reached the lodge and slowed, coming to a stop outside lodge number seven. Levi could almost picture the scene as she opened the rear passenger door and scooped Elliott into her arms, cradling him against her as she carried him up the steps and into the cabin.

He was close now. As he neared Bear Creek Lodge, he shifted back to human form seamlessly before he broke from the cover of the trees. He paused for a moment. He needed to think this through. He needed to have a plan.

Hi, I was in the neighborhood and thought I would drop in, just did not cut it.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath as he crossed the parking lot, heading straight for the door. It was time to trust in the mating bond and trust in fate. When he knocked on the door, the words would come to him.

And they would be the right words.

He climbed the steps and raised his hand, knocking lightly so as to not wake Elliott. He could sense Rosie on the other side of the door, uncertain, unsure.

Of course, she was unsure. Someone was knocking on her cabin door late at night.

“Rosie, it’s me.” He sucked in a breath. What if she didn’t recognize his voice? “Levi.”

Rosie took a couple of steps toward the door. “Levi? Is everything okay?” Then she opened the door.

“Everything is just fine.” He gave her a crooked smile.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Did we leave something at the ranch?”

“No,” Levi quickly assured her.

Tell her she didn’t leave something, she took something, his bear said. Our heart.

Rosie would never accept us as her mate if I used that cheesy line, Levi told his bear.

“I wanted to come and see you,” Levi began. “There’s something I need to tell you. Or show you.” He nodded to himself. “Yes, I think showing might be better than telling.”

“Now?” she asked, tilting her body to the side to see past him. “You didn’t drive?”

“No,” he said. “I walked. Well, I ran.” His brows furrowed. “Technically, I didn’t run.”

“Are you all right?” she asked warily. “You seem anxious.”

“I am a little,” Levi said.

“Do you want to come in?” Rosie stepped back and opened the door wider.

“No, I think it’s better if you come outside,” he replied.

“Outside.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I can’t leave Elliott.”

“He’ll be fine,” Levi assured her. “We don’t have to go far. Just to the edge of the trees.”

She stepped forward and leaned out of the cabin door. “I don’t know.”

“Do you trust me, Rosie?” he whispered.

She stared at him for a moment as if considering his words before she nodded and said, “Yes.”

“Then come with me.” He held out his hand. “I promise I will keep my senses locked onto Elliott at all times.”

“Your senses?” she asked, but she didn’t move away from him.

“Yes. My senses,” Levi confirmed. “I know you can feel the connection between us. And that connection goes deep. And wide. I can sense Elliott asleep in his room and I promise that no harm will come to him.”

“And what about to me?” Rosie asked.

“No harm will ever come to you while I am around,” he said hoarsely.

Rosie stared at him as if searching for something in his eyes, some deeper assurance. Finally, she took a breath and stepped through the door, closing it softly behind her.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

Levi’s eyes softened with relief, and he gently took her hand. Then they walked down the porch steps and across the parking lot to the edge of the forest. Before she stepped into the trees, she hesitated, and for a moment, he thought she was going to pull away and run back to the cabin.

He squeezed her hand, trying to instill a sense of comfort and trust. “Just a little farther,” he murmured, guiding her gently toward the darkening woods.

“Levi…” She tugged at his hand.

“Here.” He let go of her hand and stepped away from her. “I know you can feel the connection between us.”

She nodded and then cupped her face in her hands. “I do. At least I think I do. But I don’t understand.”

“You will.” He locked eyes with her. “You trusted me enough to come out here with me. Now I need you to trust me a little more.”

“Okay.” She pressed her lips together and wrapped her arms around her body, hugging herself.

He wanted to go to her and hold her, but she needed to see his true self.

With one last look at his mate, he let go of the world. The air around him shimmered and crackled and popped with static electricity. Then, for an instant, he was gone.

His bear formed in his place, large and shadowy at first, and then his features filled in until he stood before Rosie in all his primal glory.

“What the hell!” She covered her mouth with her hands.

I sure hope she isn’t stifling a scream, his bear said as he stood still, frozen in place.

“You’re a bear.” Her brows knitted together as if she were trying to comprehend what was happening. “And you are real. You are real, aren’t you?”

The bear snuffled and shuffled his feet before taking a tentative step forward, his head low, trying to be as unthreatening as possible.

“You are real.” She threaded her fingers through his fur and then dropped to her knees and buried her face in his soft pelt. “This is unreal. Like something out of one of Elliott’s games.”

She stroked his hair, taking her time to trace the contours of his face with her fingers. Levi’s bear thrilled to her touch.

She’s right, this is unreal, he said.

No, Levi said. It’s very real.

They had done it! They had shown their true selves to their mate. And she had accepted him.


Chapter Fifteen – Rosie

Magical! There was no other way to describe it. How else could a man turn into a bear?

And she was certain that was what had happened because when she looked into the bear’s eyes, it was as if Levi, or at least a part of Levi, was looking back at her.

“You are incredible.” She ran her hands through the bear’s fur and buried her face in its softness. “It’s a good thing Elliott can’t see me right now. I warned him that bears were dangerous.”

And most bears were. But not Levi. This transformation had proved to her what she felt was real, that they had a connection. Why else would he share this hidden part of himself with her?

The bear rubbed his massive head against her upper arm and then he stepped back. He was leaving.

“I hope to see you again soon,” she told him. “And I hope one day you can share this part of yourself with Elliott. He’d be so happy.”

She smiled sadly, not wanting the bear to go. Because when he swapped places with Levi, they would need to talk, and she was not sure what she was going to say.

The hairs on the back of her hands stood on end as the air crackled and popped, filled with magical electricity. Then the bear shimmered and faded away. But only for a split second because then the outline of a man appeared, its features slowly filling in until there stood Levi.

“Levi,” she whispered, her voice catching on the emotion that threatened to spill over.

He stepped toward her, his gaze steady and unblinking. “I wasn’t sure how you’d take it,” he said, a mix of vulnerability and hope flickering in his eyes.

“Well, it’s not something you see every day.” Boy, was that an understatement!

Levi’s lips quirked up in a wry smile. “I guess not.” He let out a small laugh, the kind that spoke of relief mingled with unspoken fears.

She reached out, her fingers brushing the side of his face, and felt the warmth of his skin, a stark contrast to the cool night air that had settled around them. His eyes closed momentarily at her touch, as if savoring the simple connection.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Levi took a deep breath, his broad shoulders rising and falling. “I wanted to,” he said softly, his voice filled with an honesty that made her heart ache. “But it’s not something easy to share. I was afraid I might scare you away.”

She nodded, understanding flickering in her eyes. “I can see that. But, Levi, you don’t have to hide from me. I want to know all of you, every part.” Her words hung in the air, sincere and unwavering.

Levi took another step closer, the distance between them shrinking until they were a mere breath apart. The cool breeze rustled the leaves of the ancient oak tree nearby, a gentle whisper as the world seemed to hold its breath, waiting for whatever came next.

“Every part?” Levi echoed softly, his eyes searching hers for any hint of doubt. He reached out and took her hand in his, their fingers interlocking naturally like pieces of a puzzle finally finding their place. Warmth flooded her veins, and she leaned closer to him, the heat of his body seeping through her clothes. “There’s so much I want to share with you.”

“Then share.” She raised an eyebrow at him, challenging him to open himself to her. If he could do that, if he could be honest with her, be vulnerable, then she would give him her heart forever.

“I’m a shifter,” he began.

“A shifter.” Her brows tugged together. “Not a werewolf? I mean a werebear.”

“No, I can shift when I want. I’m not controlled by the phases of the moon.”

“Right. A shifter. And you shift into a bear at will.” She cracked a smile as she remembered the feel of the bear beneath her fingers. “He’s incredible, by the way.”

“He thinks you are incredible, too,” Levi said with a soft chuckle.

“So, what is this connection we share?” She raised her hand that was holding his. “Because it’s like nothing I have ever seen…” Her voice trailed off.

“Rosie?” he asked warily.

“Camille and Ezra.” Her eyes widened. “Of course, that explains the whirlwind romance. The way they look at each other.” Her brows tugged together. “And your mom and dad.”

“They are fated mates. They share a bond, an unbreakable bond,” Levi explained. “And we share that same bond.”

“Fated mates,” she whispered. As she mulled this over, she realized in some way, in a deep part of her soul, she had known from the moment she saw him. “Like love at first sight.”

“Only so much more,” he murmured, his eyes fixed on her lips.

And damn, did she want him to kiss her.

“Elliott.” She glanced toward the cabins.

“He’s fine, sleeping, and there is no one else around. He’s safe,” Levi assured her.

“You’re sure?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Levi said. “He is part of you, so he is part of us, part of our family. I will treat him as if he is mine, Rosie. Love him, protect him, help provide for him.”

Tears pricked her eyes. Because she believed him completely.

“Levi…” She slipped her hands around his shoulders and pressed her body close to his.

“Rosie.” His lips were inches from hers, seeking, questioning, and then they were tasting. Kissing her with a tenderness that made her heart ache with longing. A warmth spread through her chest, melting away any lingering doubts. His scent—fresh pine and earthy musk—enveloped her, grounding her in the moment.

When they finally parted, Rosie’s cheeks were flushed, and Levi’s eyes were filled with an intensity that took her breath away. He brushed his fingers across her cheek, his touch sending shivers down her spine.

“You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this,” he whispered, his voice rough with emotion.

“I think I do,” she whispered back, her voice barely more than a breath. Rosie looked up into Levi’s eyes, seeing the depth of his sincerity reflected back at her. A sense of coming home to a place she’d never been but always belonged. To this man. To Bear Creek.

Levi’s revelation had thrown her plans into disarray. And she didn’t care. He offered her everything she wanted, everything she needed, and so much more.

She could start over here with this man. Forge a new career, build a life for her and Elliott, and give him the brothers and sisters he craved.

He groaned and lowered his head, capturing her mouth in a searing kiss. She clung to him, her fingers stroking the nape of his neck as their kiss deepened. His tongue traced the curve of her lips before exploring further, probing her intimately. Her nipples hardened, pressing into his hard chest. She wanted, needed, him to touch her, to tease her, to make her cry out in ecstasy.

It was as if the whole time she had been in town they had been dancing around each other, but now that she knew the truth she did not want to dance. She wanted to make love here in the forest.

Sliding her hands down his chest, she tugged at the buttons of his shirt, her fingers stroking the exposed flesh as she undid them one by one. But then his hand closed over hers and he locked eyes with her.

The question was there in his eyes. And she answered it with a kiss, while she finished unbuttoning his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders.

Rosie explored the broad expanse of Levi’s chest, her fingertips tracing the lines of his muscles, mapping the terrain of this man who was quickly becoming her everything. His skin was warm under her touch, his breath hitching as she went lower, and her pulse quickened in response.

Levi’s hands were not idle either. They moved to her waist, sliding under the hem of her blouse, his touch leaving trails of fire in its wake. He pulled her closer, their bodies pressing together with an urgency that spoke of longing and unspoken promises. Rosie moaned softly against his lips. She’d never wanted anyone like this before.

As his hand slid higher and cupped her breast, Rosie arched into his touch, the sensation sending waves of pleasure cascading through her. Levi’s thumb grazed her sensitive peak and she gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders. She could feel the intensity of his need as he pressed against her.

Slipping her hand down between their bodies, Rosie found the buckle of Levi’s belt and deftly worked to free him from its constraint. The metallic clink echoed softly through the forest, mingling with the rustling leaves and the distant call of a night owl. She pushed aside thoughts of anything outside this moment—no past, no future, just the present and the intoxicating connection between them.

Levi’s breath was ragged now, fueled by the primal pull of their shared desire. He helped her with the buckle, his fingers brushing against hers, every touch electric. His jeans slid down his muscular thighs, and Rosie could feel the heat radiating from his body that matched the fire burning within her.

She closed her hand around his hard length, and he gasped and bit down on his lower lip, the sound reverberating through the quiet woods like a low, guttural growl. He pulled her closer, his lips finding the pulse point on her neck, kissing and nipping softly, sending shivers down her spine.

Rosie tilted her head back, her fingers working deftly to stroke him in a rhythm that matched the wild beat of her heart.

After a moment of stillness, where Levi seemed to be lost to her touch, he tugged at her blouse, unbuttoning it before lowering his head and kissing the swell of her breast. As she moved her hand up and down, he pushed her bra down and sucked her nipple into his mouth.

Oh! The electrifying sensation coursed through her, intensifying with every flick of his tongue.

Rosie lost herself in the moment, every nerve ending on high alert. The sensations were almost overwhelming, and she ached to have Levi inside her, filling her, making her his in a way that no other man had. Or ever could.

As if reading her mind, Levi unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down over her curvy thighs. She stepped out of them and kicked them to the side. Her gaze locked with his as she hooked her thumbs in her panties and slid them off as well. Her bra followed and she stood before him, naked and unashamed, her body quivering with anticipation. Gently he guided her backward, one step, then two, until her back grazed the ancient oak.

Then he dropped to his knees in front of her, his breath warm on her thigh as he pressed his lips to the soft skin there. He looked up at her, his eyes dark with desire, and she bit back a moan at the sight of this beautiful man worshiping her body.

His hands stroked her legs, his touch teasing and tantalizing, and she dug her nails into the rough bark of the tree, needing something to anchor her as he explored her most intimate places.

His fingers gently parted her folds, and he leaned forward, his tongue flicking out to taste her. Rosie shuddered, the feeling of Levi’s mouth on her sending sparks of electricity through her veins. He slowly circled her nub, his fingers probing her, finding the sweet spot that made her whimper and squirm with pleasure.

She gripped the back of his head, her fingers tangling in his hair, as she pulled him closer, urging him to continue his delicious torture.

Levi was merciless, his tongue and fingers working her in tandem, the sensations building until her legs trembled, the muscles straining as she teetered on the edge of release.

One last flick of Levi’s tongue, and she was lost, her body shuddering and convulsing as she cried out his name into the silent forest. The stars above her twinkled in the velvet darkness as if the world itself had conspired to bring them together.

And from what Levi had said, it had. Or at least fate had.

Levi rose to his feet, his arousal obvious. He pulled her close, his lips finding hers in a fierce and hungry kiss. She tasted her essence on his tongue, and it ignited something primal deep inside her, something that would not be satisfied by mere kisses and touches. She needed him, needed him to fill her, to complete her.

He lifted her up, her legs wrapping around his waist, her inner thighs resting against his hips. His tip nudged at her entrance, and she moved, positioning herself so that he was poised to enter her.

Their eyes locked, and he plunged into her, the exquisite sensation of him filling her up making her gasp with delight. He held her firmly, his grip on her bottom steadying her as he thrust into her, each movement sending ripples of pleasure through her core.

Levi’s lips captured her, his tongue delving into her mouth, and she responded in kind, the emotions within her building to a fever pitch. Then he broke their kiss and lowered his head, his teeth grazing her shoulder, the slight bite of pain mixing with the intense pleasure of his hardness filling her over and over.

Rosie was lost, her entire world narrowed to the sounds and scents and feelings that surrounded her. She felt Levi’s breath on her neck, heard the rustle of the leaves as they swayed in the breeze, saw the stars shimmering above them. There was something so primal in this act. Two fated mates making love under the stars.

But then his mouth closed over her nipple, and all coherent thought left her as he lapped at it with his tongue, his teeth nipping playfully. Her senses were overwhelmed, and she clung to him, the feeling of him moving inside her enough to drive her to the brink of madness.

Levi’s pace quickened, and Rosie matched it, her hips rolling, her muscles flexing as she ground herself against him. The pressure was building, and she felt him stiffen, his thrusts becoming more urgent, more demanding.

“Levi,” she whimpered, her nails digging into his shoulders, her eyes locking with his as she felt her release rising within her. His gaze was filled with a mix of hunger and tenderness, and it was more than she could take. The tension inside her broke, and she came with a cry, her body clenching and pulsing around him as he thrust into her once, twice more.

She felt the heat of his seed spill inside her, and she knew she had been claimed by her mate, bound to him for eternity.


Chapter Sixteen – Levi

“Rosie will be back soon.” Camille came into the kitchen, where Levi had been trying to work all morning, but he kept getting distracted by thoughts of his mate.

Understandable, his bear said.

Yeah, very understandable, Levi answered. It was not every day that a shifter revealed his true self to his mate and then claimed her all within the space of an hour.

“She will.” Levi looked up from where he was fitting in the first of Camille’s new kitchen cabinets, all handmade by him at the small workshop he’d built next to his cabin.

A cabin he was now worried might never tempt Rosie away from her big city life.

“So, I bet she hasn’t had lunch.” Camille gave him a knowing smile.

“What are you up to?” Levi straightened up and arched an eyebrow at her.

“Me?” Camille placed her hand over her heart.

Levi narrowed his eyes. “I’m thinking my mom is involved in whatever you have planned.”

“You know us too well.” Camille backed out of the kitchen and returned carrying a picnic basket. “Elliott and I went on a detour from our errands in town. We wound up at the ranch and while Elliott was helping Ezra with the horses, Mary and I made you a delicious picnic.”

“I thought the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, not a woman’s,” Levi said lightly, grateful for the effort they had put in.

“Well, maybe it’s a way to both their hearts. Or your hearts.” Camille smothered a smile. “If you don’t want…”

“No, the basket can stay.” He reached out and touched the handle lightly. “Is there more to this plan of yours?”

“Well, since Elliott is having a great time at the ranch, we thought you and Rosie could use the alone time to… You know, get to know each other better.” She chuckled at his expression. “Or did that already happen? You did seem mighty cheerful this morning. Mary said that you ran off last night as if you had fire under your boots. Or your paws.”

Levi flushed, the tips of his ears turning pink. “Mom really needs to work on her discretion,” he muttered. “But yes, Rosie and I did have a...a moment last night.” He glanced at Camille, who was looking at him with a knowing gleam in her eyes.

“Well, now you have to close the deal,” Camille told him. “When she gets back, why don’t you invite her over to your place? I’m sure when she sees it, she’ll see it’s the perfect place to raise Elliott, and all the other little Levis that are going to come along.”

“You have this all figured out,” Levi said, wishing things could be that easy. But he still wasn’t sure he’d convinced Rosie that living in Bear Creek was right for her.

You didn’t actually discuss it, his bear said. You were too busy kissing.

Levi ducked his head and smiled at the thought of all the kissing he and Rosie had done last night. And other things.

“Listen. I have those errands to run. The picnic is yours to do with as you please, and where you please.” Camille backed toward the door. “And if Rosie wants to check in on Elliott, you can give her Ezra’s phone number. Okay?”

“Okay.” He nodded and then added, “Pregnancy suits you.”

“It would suit me even better if you and Rosie got together and had a child, too,” Camille called as she left the house.

That would be amazing, his bear said.

It sure would, Levi agreed and turned back to fixing the cabinet in place, while he waited for his mate to get back from her meeting.

The minutes seemed to crawl by as Levi pushed out his senses, trying to locate Rosie, while also making sure the cabinet was level and then fixing it securely in place.

One down, Levi said as he stood back and admired his handiwork. It looked good, even if he did say so himself.

Then he tensed. He could sense Rosie approaching the house. His heart rate quickened, and he wiped his hands on his jeans, trying to steady himself. As she parked her car on the drive, a sudden nervousness took hold of him. What if she’d had time to think over their relationship and decided she didn’t want to be with a shifter?

She loves us, his bear said confidently.

She does, Levi agreed, pushing down his doubts.

He listened as she got out of the car and walked to the front door, where he met her with a smile. “How was your morning?”

“It’s getting better and better,” Rosie said, her eyes dark pools of emotion as she reached out to touch his arm. “I missed you.”

Levi felt a warmth spread through him at her words. “I missed you, too,” he replied, pulling her close for a kiss. A kiss he’d been longing for all morning.

He slipped his arm around her waist, savoring the softness of her body against his. “I was just finishing up,” he said, gesturing toward the newly installed cabinet, “but I’m all yours now.”

Rosie glanced at the cabinet and then back at him. “It looks good,” she said, then she pulled away. “Where’s Elliott?” She brushed her hand over her lips, looking a little guilty. “Is he back from the ranch yet?”

“No. He’s up at the ranch still, helping Ezra,” Levi said. “My mom and Camille have prepared us a picnic. They thought we could use some alone time.”

“Did they?” she asked with a smile.

“They did.” He went back to the kitchen and grabbed the picnic basket. “We could go and eat at my place.”

“Your place,” she echoed as she sidled up to him and placed her hand on his chest, her touch sending a shiver of delight through him. “I like the sound of that.”

Levi smiled, leaning down to brush another kiss across her lips. “It’s not much, but it’s home. And it’s got a great view.”

Rosie sighed. “Lead the way, then.”

They walked hand in hand to his truck, with Levi swinging the picnic basket in the other. He opened the passenger door for her with a small, shy smile, and she climbed in, smoothing her sundress as she settled into the worn leather seat, his mouth watering at the faint aroma of the food in the picnic basket.

Levi rounded the truck, slid into the driver’s seat, and flashed her a smile before starting the engine. It roared to life with a comforting rumble and he shifted the truck into gear and began the drive toward his cabin nestled in the mountains above Bear Creek.

As they drove, Levi stole glances at Rosie. Her hair danced in the wind from the open window, and he longed to curl the tendrils around his fingers and kiss her lips.

But he forced himself to keep his focus on the road until the cabin came into view. It was a small yet sturdy structure built from logs, nestled in a clearing. Levi pulled the truck to a stop and turned off the engine, the sudden quiet filled with birdsong and the distant murmur of the creek.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Levi said, turning to meet Rosie’s gaze.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, awe in her voice.

“Why don’t we enjoy our picnic outside?” Levi grabbed a blanket from the back of the cab.

“Perfect.” She opened the door and slid out of the truck, and Levi grabbed the picnic basket and joined her, offering her his hand.

Skin against skin, a tingle traveled up his spine and through his body. She made him feel alive. More alive than he’d ever felt. It was as if meeting her had awoken a part of him that had been dormant his whole life.

“This is beautiful,” she said as he led her around the side of the cabin to a small patch of grass he’d transformed with wildflowers. It was hemmed by tall trees that had stood there for centuries. “It’s like the trees are watching over the cabin.”

Just like we will watch over our mate from now until eternity, his bear said.

“As soon as I saw the place, I knew I wanted to live here.” Levi let go of her hand and spread the blanket over the soft grass, smoothing out the edges.

Rosie kneeled beside him and opened the picnic basket, revealing an assortment of homemade goodies—sandwiches wrapped in cloth napkins, a fresh apple pie, and a pot of cream, plus a chilled bottle of wine and two glasses. “Wow, this is some picnic.”

“I guess they thought we needed a little romance in our lives,” Levi said lightly.

“Romance.” She settled down into a more comfortable position and looked up at the trees. “I thought that was all behind me.”

“But it’s not?” Levi said hopefully.

“I did make that little speech about not wanting to date again ever, didn’t I?” she asked as he unwrapped the sandwiches and offered her one.

“You did,” he agreed. “Those soul-crushing words…”

She playfully nudged him in the chest. “They were true. At the time. But then I instantly regretted saying them to you.”

“Because you knew we were meant to be together,” Levi said.

“I did,” she agreed and smiled softly, reaching for the sandwich he offered. “I felt it right from the moment we met.”

“Because it is right,” Levi murmured.

“But what happens now?” Rosie asked.

“Apart from eating this delicious picnic?” Levi asked and then instantly regretted it.

“I’m only here for a week, Levi, then I have to go back to my life,” she said.

“What if this was your life?” Levi ventured to ask.

“Is that what you are offering?” Rosie held her sandwich but didn’t take a bite.

“I’m offering you everything I am. Everything I have. And more.” He leaned across and kissed her, and she slipped her arm around his neck and kissed him back.

“Now that is romantic,” she whispered against his ear.

“I might not be able to give you a house in the suburbs with a large backyard,” he said. “But I can give you my heart, my soul, and all the kitchen cabinets you could ever wish for…”

She giggled and buried her face in his chest. “How can a girl refuse?”

“I was hoping you might say that,” Levi told her.

Rosie pulled back slightly to look into his eyes. “Levi, this is all so...sudden. I mean, we’ve only known each other for a short time. People are going to think I’m crazy.”

“Let them.” Levi’s voice was steady, his eyes unwavering as they held hers. “Sometimes the craziest decisions are the ones that make the most sense.”

Rosie looked around at the rolling hills, the tall grasses swaying gently with the breeze. “This is some backyard.”

“Is that a yes?” Levi asked.

Rosie hesitated, her gaze drifting over the serene landscape that seemed to stretch out endlessly before them. “It’s a maybe,” she whispered, a smile playing on her lips. “There is another person in this relationship.”

“Elliott.”

“Elliott.” She nodded. “I have to think what is best for him. And I also have to talk it over with his father.”

Levi’s bear gnashed his teeth together. What right does Elliott’s father have a say in this decision after the way he has behaved?

Terry is still Elliot’s dad, Levi reminded him. And we need everyone to be on board with this decision or else it will come back to bite us.

There is only one person I want to bite, his bear huffed. But he knew Levi was right.

“Take your time,” Levi told her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She kissed him, a kiss filled with need and longing. Then she broke away and bit into her sandwich. “Perfect.” She sighed as she rested against him.

And Levi could not agree more.


Chapter Seventeen – Rosie

Rosie leaned back in her seat and watched the world go by as Levi drove the truck along the winding mountains roads from his cabin to the Thornberg Ranch. Could she make this her home?

It was a far cry from the bustling city life she had left behind, a world of concrete and glass replaced by towering pines and the faint scent of wildflowers. The air felt lighter here, cleaner, carrying with it the songs of birds and the whisper of leaves rustling in the breeze.

And love.

Levi glanced over at her, a small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You okay over there?” he asked, his voice a gentle rumble that made her heart ache for him.

Rosie turned her head to meet his gaze. “Yeah,” she replied, her voice softer than she’d intended. “Just...taking it all in.”

Levi nodded, his smile widening as he watched her. “It’s a lot to take in, I know.”

“You’ve turned my life upside down, Levi Thornberg,” she said as she straightened up in her seat and half turned to look at him. “What if I said no?”

His hands tightened on the steering wheel and his jaw clenched for a brief moment before he let out a slow breath. “If you said no,” he began, his voice careful, measured, “I’d understand.”

“You’d understand?” she asked.

His shoulders slumped forward as he nodded. “Yes, I’d understand.”

“Just like that?” she asked, not sure she believed him.

He shook his head slightly. “You are the only woman for me, Rosie. If you chose not to move here, I’d move to the city, if that was what you wanted.”

Her eyes widened. “You would leave Bear Creek, for me?”

“Yes.” He glanced sideways at her.

“But this is your home, your family is here, everything you have ever known is here,” she said incredulously.

“But if you weren’t here, then it would not be home,” he replied.

“Is the mating bond that strong for you?” she whispered.

“It is.” Ahead, the turn to the ranch came into view and as Levi steered the truck off the road and came to a stop, she opened the truck door and got out. Striding toward the gate, she unlatched it as she tried to comprehend the magnitude of Levi’s words. And the repercussions of being part of the mating bond.

Did she really believe that fate had made a decision that she and Levi were meant to be together and that was that? End of story. No debate.

No free will.

Panic bubbled inside her. What if things didn’t work out? What if Elliott wasn’t happy?

Rosie pushed the gate open and stood back as Levi drove his truck through to the other side, then she closed it, making sure she latched it properly. She did not want to be responsible for a cow hunt, even if Elliott would love it!

“Okay?” Levi fixed her with a concerned gaze as he watched her get back inside the truck, his eyes searching her face.

Could he read her mind? Was that part of the connection they shared?

She focused on him for a moment. Nope. If mind reading was a part of the bond, it was only one way.

“Hasn’t it ever bothered you that you don’t get to choose who you fall in love with?” she asked as they drove on toward the ranch.

“I’d be lying if I said no,” he replied. “I’ve spent plenty of long nights out on the mountains trying to figure out how fate could make me wait so long for a mate.”

“But you accept that’s how it is, that’s how it’s meant to be?” She stared ahead, waiting for the first glimpse of the ranch house.

“I don’t have a choice,” he told her. “No one is ever going to make me feel the way you do. I’ll never love someone in the same way.”

“What if I’d never come to Bear Creek?” She half turned to look at him. “What if we’d never met?”

“But we did,” he said and offered a smile, a smile tinged with uncertainty as he stopped the truck outside the ranch house.

“We did.” She leaned across the truck and kissed his cheek. “Elliott is going to be so happy. Although, I’m not sure how you break that kind of news to a child.”

Levi seemed to relax, and he smiled. “My bear wants to give Elliott a ride on his back.”

“That’ll sure beat a pony ride,” Rosie said as she got out of the truck and closed the door.

“I hope so,” Levi said as he walked around the truck to join her. “I want Elliott to be happy, Rosie.”

She threaded her arm around his waist and leaned into him. “I’m sure fate factored him in, don’t you?”

Levi chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sure it did.”

Then she turned and faced him. “Before we go and find him, I wanted to ask you to not…”

“I’m not going to tell him, if that’s what you are worried about. Not about my bear, not about us, if that’s what you want,” Levi said.

“We… I need to take it slow,” Rosie told him. “I’ll explain to him we have decided to make Bear Creek our home. And I’ll…” She rubbed her forehead. “I’ll think of something… Then when we move here, we can tell him about your bear.”

“That sounds like a well thought out plan,” Levi said, without a hint of teasing.

“It’s for your own good.” She nudged him in the ribs. “Unless you want the world to know about shifters. Because I do not think my son has the self-control to keep it to himself. At least not at first.”

Levi chuckled. “No, I get where you are coming from. And I agree. There’s no right or wrong way to do this.”

“Thank you.” She leaned into him before she took his hand, and they strolled toward the house. “I think I need time to process everything that’s happened over the last few days.”

“Yeah, it’s been a rollercoaster ride, hasn’t it?” Levi squeezed her hand.

“There was me thinking that bringing Elliott with me to Bear Creek was the only surprise life had in store for me…” she chuckled. “How wrong was I?”

“Oh, I think you are right. Very right, for me,” Levi said.

“You are so sweet to me,” Rosie said, and her voice caught in her throat. Terry had never been complimentary. Life had always been about him and his ego.

But Levi was kind and caring, and sensitive.

And oh so unexpected.

It sure was going to be an interesting conversation with Terry when she told him she was moving out of the city and making her new home in Bear Creek. It was not a conversation she was looking forward to.

But then, if Terry was so wrapped up in his own life to forget that his son was spending the week with him, he might not say much at all.

“Mommy!” Elliott came running out of the house, thundering across the porch, and raced down the porch steps, wearing a cowboy hat that slowly slipped down over his eyes. He pushed it back on his head and ran to them, his arms outstretched.

“Someone looks as if they’ve had a good day.” Rosie crouched down and held out her arms as he flung himself at her.

“I’ve had the best day,” Elliott said. “I helped Ezra wash his horse. Then we played with the kittens in the barn. I wish I could have a kitten!”

Rosie glanced up at Levi and cast him a questioning look. “Do you wish we could have a kitten?” The look he gave her said he’d give her anything she wanted as long as she was his.

“Yes,” Elliott replied, thinking the question was aimed at him. “When can we move out of the apartment so I can have one?”

“We’ve only just moved in,” Rosie replied, not ready to share her news that they were moving to Bear Creek just yet.

She needed to get her head around the idea first. And make a plan of what she was going to do for work. There was no way she was going to depend on Levi. She needed to have her independence.

“Please,” Elliott begged. “There’s one with the cutest splotches over his eyes.”

“How was your day?” Mary called from the porch, thankfully interrupting the kitten discussion.

Rosie guessed she meant, how was your picnic. “It was amazing. Thank you so much.”

“You are welcome,” Mary said. “Elliott has been a joy. He collected the eggs and helped with the horses. And tell your mom about roping the cattle.”

“I did!” Elliott pulled away from her and ran around and around in a circle, pretending to swing a rope. “I lassoed a cow!” He flung his hand out and then pretended to rope his cow in.

Thankfully, the kitten was forgotten. But the discussion was sure to resurface soon.

“And we went up into the attic and found Levi’s old cowboy hat,” Mary said. “I knew we still had it somewhere.”

“I thought I recognized it!” Levi said and patted Elliott on the head, tipping his hat forward.

“Hey!” Elliott yelled and chased after Levi, pretending to rope him.

“Ah, you’ve got me.” Levi collapsed onto the ground and Elliott jumped on top of him, pinning him down.

“Is that how Ezra taught you to rope a steer?” Levi asked.

“No, silly.” Elliott giggled and pushed his hat back on his head.

“Ah, how I miss the sound of children laughing,” Mary said as she came down the porch steps to join Rosie as she watched Levi and Elliott rough housing.

“There’s no better sound,” Rosie agreed.

“And how are you doing, Rosie?” Mary asked, gently touching Rosie’s arm. “I can still remember seeing Waylan shift for the first time. It’s not something you ever forget.”

“I’m okay.” Rosie nodded. “It’s a lot to take in. And the thought of uprooting us again and moving here is daunting.”

“I can only imagine,” Mary said. “You take your time. Levi has waited this long for you to come into his life. He’s not going to rush you.”

Rosie brushed her hand over her eyes. “Sorry, I’m just not used to a man giving me space and having patience.”

“Oh, Rosie.” Mary rubbed her hand over Rosie’s back. “You’ll build a wonderful life here in Bear Creek.”

“I know, in so many ways, I can’t wait, but I wish I could wave a magic wand, and everything would be sorted out,” she admitted.

“Well, the one good thing about having such a big family is that there are plenty of hands to make light work.” Mary gave her a knowing look. “But there’s one thing you need to do, and that is ask. Don’t be afraid, don’t think you are imposing. Because you are part of this family, you were even before we met you.”

“Thanks, Mary.” Rosie leaned into her. “And the same for you. Anything you need.”

“You mean like a weekly ladies’ night?” Mary asked, and then laughed. “It’ll be fun. You, me and Camille. I can ask Levi’s aunts to come over, too.”

“I’d like that,” Rosie said. “Okay, Elliott, it’s time we got home. You need a bath and I need to catch up on my work.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay for dinner?” Mary asked quietly, so Elliott did not hear.

“No, thank you. I really do have work to do. I’ve fallen behind on my emails, and I need to do some research.” She half turned to Mary. “But I’ll take you up on a ladies’ night.”

“Welcome to the family, Rosie.” Mary slid her arms around Rosie and hugged her closely. “I never got a chance to say that before.”

“You all knew, didn’t you?” Rosie asked, feeling stupid for not seeing it before.

“Levi told us,” Mary confirmed. “But when we saw you together, we would have known, anyway. There is something between mates that is just…” She shrugged. “Magical.”

“It sure is,” Rosie agreed. “Now all I have to do is magically get my son into the truck.”

“On it,” Levi replied even though he seemed to be too far away to hear.

“You’ll get used to Levi’s shifter senses,” Mary said as she noted Rosie’s surprise. “And you’ll find it most useful when you have more children. I remember Waylan tracking our six boys down when they were off playing out on the ranch and they needed to be home for dinner.” She glanced at Rosie. “If you have more children.”

“I’d love more, and Elliott has already told me that he would love to have brothers or sisters.” She folded her arms across her body. “And it’s a comfort knowing that you are so good with children. It usually takes Elliott a while to warm to new people, but he’s taken to you all so quickly.”

Mary smiled, looking a little misty-eyed. “He’s a wonderful boy, Rosie. A credit to his mom. It feels like he’s always been a part of our family.”

“Thank you, Mary.” She glanced back at Levi, who now had Elliott perched on his broad shoulders. The boy giggled as Levi pretended to stumble as they made their way to the truck.

“Children have a way of sensing where they’re truly welcomed,” Rosie said softly. “And you have truly welcomed him. And me.”

“Well, remember what I said,” Mary began. “Anything you need, we’re here for you.”

“I’ll remember,” Rosie promised as she followed Levi to the truck and got in first.

“In we go.” Levi helped Elliott into the truck and secured his seatbelt.

“I like your truck,” Elliott said as he wriggled to look out of the window.

“I do, too,” Levi chuckled as he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side, sliding in next to Rosie. “It’s been my trusty steed for years.”

“It’s not a steed,” Elliott scoffed.

“It is kind of, it gets us from place to place,” Levi said and started the engine.

Rosie smiled up at Levi and let herself imagine them as a family.

And she liked the idea. She liked it a lot.

As they drove away from the ranch, she stared out at the view and knew this was where she belonged. It was time to embrace her future and leave her past behind.


Chapter Eighteen – Levi

Life is good. His bear sighed happily as they drove through the mountains from the ranch to Bear Creek.

It is good, Levi agreed as he glanced sideways at his mate and her son.

They were blessed. There was no other way to describe it.

“Smile any wider and your face might split in two,” Rosie murmured to him as she leaned closer, her arm brushing against his.

“I can’t help it,” he replied. “I never thought I could be this happy.”

“This is just the start,” she said and slipped her arm around Elliott.

“Now that is a great thought,” Levi said as he steered the truck across town to Camille’s, where Rosie had left her car.

It was a good move, his bear said. More time to spend with our mate.

It was not premeditated, Levi answered with a chuckle.

But his bear was right, and he eased off on the gas, wanting to prolong the closeness between them for as long as absolutely possible.

However, his good mood soon changed. Something was wrong.

As they drew closer, he sensed someone at Camille’s door, and he bristled, even though he had no reason to believe there was any danger. But since meeting Rosie, his protective streak seemed to have gone into overdrive.

“Is everything okay?” Rosie whispered, reading the tension in his grip on the steering wheel.

Levi took a deep breath, forcing himself to calm down. “Yeah, there’s someone with Camille, that’s all.”

Someone they did not recognize, but then it wasn’t as if they knew everyone in town.

We kind of do, his bear said. After all, we have lived here all our lives and whenever someone new moves in, it is not long before we get to know them.

I expect it’s someone who has heard good things about Camille’s pies and come to buy some, Levi said, but as he stopped the truck outside Camille’s house, and his eyes rested on the man at her door, dressed in leather pants and a leather jacket, rock star came to mind.

“Terry.” Rosie leaned forward and blinked as if she could not believe her eyes.

“Daddy!” Elliott sounded more confused than happy to see his father.

Didn’t he? Or was that wishful thinking on Levi’s part? Levi couldn’t be sure, but his bear growled softly, a primal echo of his own unease.

Did Terry really think he could just saunter into town and Rosie and Elliott would come running after the way he had let them down?

But part of Levi could not shake the feeling that was exactly what was going to happen.

And if it does? his bear asked miserably.

Let’s hope we don’t have to find out, Levi replied.

“Hey, kid,” Terry said as he turned at the sound of his voice, his voice smooth but edged with something that made Levi’s hackles rise. “How’ve you been?”

Elliott glanced up at Rosie, an unspoken question in his wide eyes. “This is a surprise,” Rosie said lightly, but Levi could tell it was forced.

She’s torn, his bear said. She wants what is best for Elliott, and she thought that was us.

It is us, Levi said firmly.

But Terry is Elliott’s father, his bear said. Flesh and blood.

“You’ve led me on quite the chase,” Terry continued, stepping closer. “The guy at Bear Creek Lodge said you were here. Then I get here, and the lady told me you were at a ranch.”

Camille didn’t tell him we were having a picnic at our place, his bear said.

Maybe that’s for the best, Levi said.

“The ranch is the best,” Elliott said as he ran to his father. “Look at my hat. It used to belong to Levi, but he’s grown out of it, so Mary said I could have it.”

Terry grabbed the hat off Elliott’s head and tried to put it on his own head. “I’d make a good cowboy, don’t you think?”

“What are you doing here?” Rosie asked Terry.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Terry said, as he tried jamming the hat on his head.

“I’m working, you know that. It’s why I wanted you to care for Elliott,” she told him.

“Well, you seem to have made friends real fast.” Terry’s gaze landed squarely on Levi and there was something malicious in his eyes that was quickly hidden.

“Levi is working on Camille’s kitchen,” Elliott announced, his eyes fixed on the hat that sat at an angle on Terry’s head. “He gave me some tools and I’ve been helping him.”

“Good with his hands, is he?” Terry asked with a sneering smile aimed at Rosie.

“He is,” Camille confirmed from where she stood, watching the events unfold in front of her.

“I guess there’s not much else to do in a small town like this,” Terry said.

“You didn’t say why you are here?” Rosie asked.

“I came to tell you some good news,” Terry said. “I have a record contract lined up. There’s going to be a big tour, and well, it’ll put us back right where we should be.”

“We?” Rosie asked.

“You and me,” Terry said, hooking his thumbs in his leather pants as he sauntered closer to Rosie.

“You and me?” Rosie asked incredulously.

“And the kid, of course.” He took the hat from his head and plonked it on Elliott’s head.

“We’re divorced, Terry,” Rosie said, as if she truly thought this fact had slipped Terry’s mind.

“Who’s to say we can’t get married again?” Terry said, offering her a disarming smile. “Isn’t that what you wanted? Us as a family in a nice house in the suburbs. Hell, if sales are good, we might even buy a big house.”

“A big house,” Rosie said.

“Yeah.” Terry closed the distance between them. “I know you think I acted like a jerk, but I had a lot on my mind.”

Is that his idea of an apology? Levi’s bear asked.

“Maybe we can talk about this…” Rosie began.

“In private.” Terry slipped his arm around Rosie’s shoulders and guided her toward the car.

“Can we show Daddy the mountains and the forests and the cabin?” Elliott said, happily trotting along behind them.

“I guess we can.” Rosie opened the car door but didn’t get in. Instead, she turned to Levi and said, “I’ll call you.”

He didn’t want her to go. He wanted to grab hold of her and tell her to stay. But if this was what she wanted, her family back together, then he had to let her go.

No, his bear wailed.

Terry helped Elliott into his car seat and then closed the door before getting into his car, ready to follow Rosie wherever she may go.

This was not how it was supposed to be.

Rosie had chosen to stay with him in Bear Creek. She’d chosen to build a life, a good life, for her and Elliott.

But perhaps it had all been a dream. Terry was offering her everything she wanted. A house in the city, and she would not have to leave her job, and start anew.

Better the devil you know, his bear said mournfully, as Rosie put her foot on the gas and drove away.

As Terry cruised past in his car, a sleek black number, he cast a glance at Levi and smirked.

Levi’s temper boiled. His mate and her son deserved better than this man, who had hurt them deeply.

“Levi.” Camille was by his side. He’d been so preoccupied by Rosie and Terry that he hadn’t even heard her approach. She rested a gentle hand on his arm, her eyes full of empathy. “You’re the one for her. She knows that.”

Levi nodded absently. But he wasn’t sure. “Terry’s Elliott’s father.”

“Terry’s blood might flow in Elliott’s veins, but you are the father he needs. Rosie told me how hard this has all been on Elliott. She won’t go back to Terry.”

“How do you know?” Levi asked. “He’s offering them everything they want.”

“You mean everything he threw away once already?” Camille snorted. “I’ve known men like him. They don’t dump their kid on Monday and want them back by Friday. He’s here because he wants something. My guess is Rosie just wants to figure out what that is.”

“Thanks, Camille.” Levi put his arm around her shoulders. He might not be completely convinced that was what was happening between Rosie and Terry, but he was grateful for Camille’s attempt to reassure him.

“Coffee?” Camille asked and patted his chest. “You look as if you might need a slice of pie, too.”

“Thanks for the offer,” Levi said. “But I’m going to head home.”

“Are you?” Camille asked with a raised eyebrow.

Levi chuckled. “Who needs shifter senses when you are a very perceptible woman?”

“I might not have known you Thornberg men long. And I might not have known about shifters for long either. But I know that look.” She slipped out from under his arm and turned to face him. “Just think it through. Rosie might not appreciate you storming in like a bear on the rampage right now.”

“Who said anything about a rampage?” he asked innocently.

“Think it through. Don’t act rashly,” she said.

Levi sighed, running a hand through his disheveled blond hair. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t want to make things worse.”

“Good,” Camille nodded, satisfied.

“I’ll go on home and work on your cabinets. I have some minor alterations to make and working on them will take my mind off…” His gaze was drawn to the distance where he could still sense Rosie.

And Terry, his bear ground out.

“Okay, but you know where we are if you need us.” Camille squeezed his upper arm.

“I do.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, Camille.”

“You are welcome.” Then her tone lightened. “And don’t think I am doing this just for you. We need more women in the Thornberg family, and Rosie is a perfect fit. And we all love Elliott.”

“He’ll make a great older cousin to that little one you are carrying,” Levi said as he stepped toward his truck.

“He will.” Camille smiled wistfully and ran her hand over her stomach. “I can’t wait to welcome this little one into the world.”

“You’re going to be a great mom,” Levi told her. “With all this good advice, your little one is going to do just fine.”

“I hope so.” Camille pressed her lips together as she looked at him. “And you are a great dad, Levi. Rosie can see that.”

“Damn, I wish I was a fly on the wall, listening to their conversation,” Levi said, his gaze drifting into the distance once more.

Or a shifter outside the window, his bear said.

No, Camille is right, he told his bear. We need to let Rosie make her own decisions, without pressure from us.

Camille might be right, he said, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it, his bear replied tartly.

Understood, Levi said.

“I’ll talk to you soon,” Camille said as he nodded and then headed for his truck.

“Bye, Camille.” Levi climbed in his truck and started the engine. The scent of Rosie still hung in the air. He breathed it in and closed his eyes, daydreaming of their lovemaking in the forest.

He knew she’d still had some doubts about moving here to Bear Creek, but after this afternoon, he’d been certain that she had made up her mind to stay.

Then Terry arrived. Levi gripped the steering wheel, the whites of his knuckles showing. Then he forced himself to relax.

He needed to trust in Rosie. Trust in fate.

And trust in the bond they shared.

With that, he put the truck in drive and headed home, even though every fiber in his body told him to head over to Bear Creek Lodge and declare his undying love for his mate.

But that might be the one sure way to lose her. And he could not take that risk.


Chapter Nineteen – Rosie

Terry!

What the hell was he thinking, turning up unannounced like that and expecting her to do what? Drop everything and go back to him?

What planet was the man from?

As she drove through the mountains, she sucked in a deep breath and let go of her anger toward Terry. It was pointless.

The man would never change. But at least he agreed to spend time with Elliott before he headed back to the city.

Agreed! He should want to spend time with his son.

Let it go, she told herself.

She steered around a winding bend, hoping she remembered the way to Levi’s cabin. The problem was that all these roads were beginning to look the same.

If only she had shifter senses, they would lead her right to him.

But she did have the mating bond. If that truly was a thing, why not trust in it to work like a GPS, guiding her to him?

She laughed and shook her head. That was one of the most ridiculous things she had ever heard. But a part of her wanted to know if it was real. If there was a hidden force that connected her to Levi that was so strong it drew them together with a kind of magnetic pull.

An irresistible pull.

“Well, I’ll be…” She turned the steering wheel and drove along a short trail that led to Levi’s cabin. The cabin itself was shielded by tall trees, and there was a chance she’d gotten this wrong and she would pull up outside a stranger’s house.

But a part of her knew she was right.

And then the trees thinned, and the cabin came into view. And there, standing in front of the cabin, was her mate.

“Levi.” She stopped the car and opened the door, getting out and going to him.

“Rosie?” He looked confused, concerned, but hopeful.

“I didn’t know if I’d find you here,” she said. “I half expected to find you outside the cabin at Bear Creek Lodge, ready to fight Terry for my hand.”

“Are you disappointed I didn’t?” Levi asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied with a sly smile. “I’ve never had anyone fight for me before.”

“If that’s what you want me to do, I’ll do it,” Levi teased.

Rosie chuckled and wrapped her arms around her body. “Honestly, Terry would be too scared you might damage his god looks to fight for me.”

Levi took a step closer to her. “The real reason I didn’t come and fight for you is that I think you are more than capable of handling yourself,” he said.

“You do?” She arched an eyebrow at him.

“Okay, honestly, Camille had to talk me down first. But what she said made sense, so when I got over myself and the primal need to come to rescue you, I decided to come here.” He inclined his head toward the workshop next to his cabin. “I worked off my frustration in there.”

“All your frustration?” she asked as she dropped her arms to her sides and stepped closer to him.

“Not all,” he said, his eyes lingering on her mouth. His voice deepened as he continued, “I still have a bit of that frustration left to deal with.”

The distance between them seemed to dissolve as Rosie took another step forward, closing the gap.

“Maybe I could help with the rest,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Levi reached out, his fingers trailing down her arm, sending a shiver through her body. “I’m willing if you are,” he murmured.

“I’m very willing,” Rosie said.

“Does this mean you are not going back to Terry?” Levi asked, his voice cracking with emotion.

She shook her head and smiled. “Do you really want to talk about my ex-husband at this moment in time?”

Levi slipped his hand into hers and held it, before locking eyes with her. “I want you to be happy, Rosie. You and Elliott, so if that means letting you go…”

“You mean that, don’t you?” she asked.

“I do.”

“Even though it would break your heart and leave you alone?” she asked, recalling the way he’d told her that she was the only one for him. Ever.

“Your happiness is more important than mine,” he said, and she believed him.

“That’s funny,” she began.

“It is?”

“Yeah, Terry came back because he needed us for his happiness,” she replied.

“I don’t understand,” Levi said. “I thought he’d got a nice shiny new record contract and a tour.”

“He has. Well, an offer of one. But the offer is from a studio who wants him to be seen as a family man. One who is dependable and grounded. And that’s where Elliott and I came in—a picture-perfect family to boost his image.”

Levi’s jaw tightened, and the muscles in his neck strained as he absorbed her words. “So, he’s using you…”

Rosie nodded and then shrugged. “I wasn’t surprised. When he said he wanted us to have a perfect life, all I could think of was how quickly he threw our lives away before. And how he would again if it suited him. I’m done with that.”

“Does that mean you’ll come here to Bear Creek and live in my quaint little cabin?” Levi held out his arm as if revealing his cabin like a magician revealing his grand finale.

Rosie laughed. “Your quaint little cabin, huh? Now, that might be an offer I cannot refuse.”

Levi’s eyes danced with humor. “And I know that Elliott will be sold on the place if I give him a kitten.”

“Oh, so you’re into bribery,” she teased.

“Yes, what will it take to make you mine?” Levi asked.

“I already am yours,” she said, pressing her body close to his. “But I guess a little bribery never hurt anyone.”

“What do you desire?” Levi asked as he wrapped his arms around her and drew her close.

“I think you know,” she purred in his ear.

Levi leaned down and scooped her up into his arms, effortlessly carrying her toward his cabin, the gravel scrunching under his feet. Then he mounted the porch steps two at a time and shouldered the door open.

“I have never been swept off my feet before,” she told him.

“There’s a first time for everything,” he told her as he headed for the stairs.

“Am I getting a tour of the house?” she said as she nuzzled into his neck.

“Yes, we’re going to start with the bedroom.” He took the stairs two at a time, heat radiating from his body as he reached the top and entered the first door on the left.

“That’s the bed, I presume.” Rosie curled her fingers through his hair. The cabin was simple and uncluttered, but it felt warm and welcoming, as if she were coming home. As if this was the place she was always meant to be, but somehow, she’d gotten lost along the way.

Levi gently set Rosie down on the soft, quilt-covered bed, a tender smile playing on his lips. Then he straightened up and tugged his T-shirt over his head, revealing the chiseled muscles that made Rosie’s breath catch. His eyes never left hers as he tossed the shirt to the side. “I hope you like what you see,” he said softly.

Rosie smiled as she moved to kneel in the bed and reached up to trace the outline of his chest, feeling the warmth of his skin under her fingertips. “More than you know,” she whispered.

Levi’s hand came up to cup her cheek, his thumb gently brushing across her skin. The room seemed to hum with the tension between them. Then he lowered his head and kissed her lips with a tenderness that made her sigh. It was as if he were trying to communicate all the things he couldn’t yet put into words, the depth of his feelings, the promise of everything to come.

Rosie’s hands slid around his waist, pulling him closer. He came, his hands undoing the straps of her sundress before he pushed it down to reveal her bra. With an expert flick of his hand, he unclasped it, and as it fell away, then he cupped her breast in his large hand and brushed his thumb across her nipple, sending a shiver through her. “You’re beautiful,” he murmured against her lips.

“So are you,” she said and traced her finger around his nipple, before leaning forward and closing her mouth around it.

A low groan escaped Levi’s lips as Rosie’s mouth worked its magic. He tilted his head back, savoring the sensation.

Rosie’s hand traveled south, over the ripples of his abdomen, and came to rest on the bulge in his pants. She smiled as she pressed her palm to it, feeling his desire for her.

Levi’s hands went to her hips, sliding her underwear down her legs as she unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down his thighs. He kicked them off, and then lifted her up and laid her back down on the bed.

She was now completely naked beneath him, her eyes inviting him to explore. His eyes roamed over her body, taking in every curve, every freckle and blemish. “I am a lucky man,” he murmured.

Rosie opened her arms and brought her hands to his face. “Make love to me, Levi.”

“You don’t have to ask twice,” he replied and positioned himself between her thighs. Looking down at her, he trailed his finger from her belly button to her mound and dipped it into her folds, testing her wetness.

Rosie arched her back and moaned softly, her nails digging into his shoulders. She wanted him. She needed him. But he didn’t seem to be in a hurry, and that drove her crazy.

His fingers explored her depths, dipping inside her, his thumb pressing against her mound, making her gasp. He truly was good with his hands. And then he lowered himself down and flicked his tongue out to taste her.

Her toes curled, her body shuddering with pleasure as he teased and tantalized her, his mouth doing things to her she never knew possible. She bucked and writhed beneath him as he licked, sucked, and drove her wild. She squirmed as he hooked his fingers, brushing them against her inner walls, bringing her to a climax that rocked her to her core. Wave after wave of bliss washed over her, and she cried out as it hit her.

But Levi didn’t stop there. Instead, he continued to suck and lick as she trembled with satisfaction. It was almost too much for her to handle, and she gasped for breath, her mind racing with lust and need. A need for more.

As if reading her thoughts, Levi raised himself above her, and with his knee, spread her legs apart. She gazed up at him, his eyes locking onto hers as he eased himself inside her, stretching her as he filled her with his hard length.

She ran her fingers over his taut stomach, memorizing the feel of him as he rocked back and forth, his movements slow and gentle. Instinctively, she tightened around him, his shaft throbbing inside her as they moved together.

He watched her as he moved, his gaze never leaving her as he increased the pace, his hips pushing her toward the edge once more. Then he angled his body, resting his weight on one arm as he moved in and out of her. With his free hand, he brushed his palm over her nipple, his touch featherlight and teasing.

Rosie could hardly contain herself, her body trembling with anticipation. Levi leaned down and took her nipple in his mouth, his tongue swirling around it, his teeth grazing it as he sucked and nibbled. She grabbed his butt, digging her nails into his skin as she thrust her hips up to meet him. She was close.

Levi’s hand slipped between her thighs, his fingers finding her most sensitive spot. He rubbed it, his body moving in a steady rhythm as he took her higher and higher. She tensed, trembling, her back arching as she finally gave in to the ecstasy, her walls clamping around him, pulsing with pleasure.

Rosie closed her eyes as she came, her whole body tensing as wave after wave of pleasure flowed through her. And when she finally opened them, Levi’s head was thrown back, his body wracked with spasms as he found his own release. His seed spurted deep within her, filling her with the promise of a child of their own.

Just as this man between her thighs had promised her a life filled with love and loyalty.

“How is your frustration level now?” she whispered against his ear.

“Oh, I might have a little more I need to work off,” he said as he kissed her neck, his breath warm against her skin.

She smiled and then cupped his face in her hands. “I love you.”

His eyes darkened with desire as he locked his gaze on hers. “And I love you. And always will.”

“Now, about that frustration.” She slipped her hand down between their bodies and he hardened under her touch. Rosie let out a soft giggle, her fingertips dancing over his skin. “Looks like we have some more work to do,” she murmured playfully, pressing her lips to the corner of his mouth.

Levi’s arm snaked around her waist, pulling her closer. “I’m a very hard worker.”

She guided him inside her and gasped as he thrust into her, stretching her inner walls as he filled her completely. “Promises, promises.”

And with that, he made love to her, while the trees rustled in the breeze outside the window of the cabin she would call home for the rest of her life.


Epilogue

“This is the best day ever!” Elliott announced as he rode on the back of Levi’s bear toward the cabin he now called home.

It is the best day ever! Levi’s bear agreed.

“But you have to remember to keep this a secret,” Rosie told him.

“My lips are sealed.” Elliott threaded his fingers through the bear’s thick fur with one hand and then lifted the other to pretend to turn a lock on his mouth.

Levi chuckled and glanced at Rosie, who arched an eyebrow at him. She’d put off telling Elliott about shifters because she wasn’t sure he could keep a secret as big as this.

However, Levi had one trick up his sleeve that he was certain would mean Elliott kept the secret.

The bear turned to look at Rosie, and she gave a nod. It was time to set their plan in motion.

“You should walk from here,” Rosie told her son as the bear stopped walking.

“Do I have to?” Elliott said.

“Yes,” Rosie began. “So that no one sees us from the road.”

“Okay,” Elliott said with a heavy sigh. Then he leaned forward and put his face in the bear’s thick pelt. “Thanks for the ride. I hope to see you again soon.”

Then he held up his arms and Rosie lifted him off the bear’s back. Before his feet had touched the ground, the air around the bear shimmered and the hairs on her arms stood on end as static electricity filled the air.

“Cool!” Elliott held out his hands and giggled. “It tickles.”

Then he watched in awe as the bear faded away, to be replaced by Levi in his human form.

“How do you do that?” Elliott asked.

“It’s just the way I am,” Levi told him.

“I wish it was the way I was,” Elliott said with a wistful sigh.

Rosie ruffled her son’s hair, a gentle smile gracing her lips. “Maybe someday you’ll have a special talent of your own,” she said.

“Hmmm,” Elliott said thoughtfully.

Time to act, Levi’s bear said as he spotted movement at the cabin.

“There’s someone at the cabin,” Levi hissed, nodding toward a person standing in the shadows just around the side of the cabin.

“Can you sense them with your shifter senses?” Elliott asked, leaning forward to stare at the cabin up ahead.

“I can,” Levi said as Rosie smothered a smile.

You will not get any acting awards, his bear said with a roll of his eyes.

That’s because I am not an actor, Levi said.

But he knew a man who was.

“Who is it?” Elliott asked in a loud whisper.

“I don’t know, it’s not like anything I have ever sensed before,” Levi said.

“Are we in danger?” Elliott asked.

“No,” Rosie said quickly and then caught Levi’s look of warning. She shook her head and put on a serious voice. “Not when Levi’s bear is around. He’s the strongest protector we could ask for.”

Elliott’s eyes widened as he glanced up at Levi. “Really?”

“Really,” Levi confirmed, giving Rosie a quick, reassuring glance. “Now, let’s see who’s at this cabin.”

They moved cautiously toward the shadowy figure, but as they got closer, he stepped out from the shadows and revealed himself.

“Captain Orang!” Elliott said in awe.

“Hello, fellow traveler,” Captain Orang, AKA local actor Carter Eden, said in his Space Monkey’s voice.

He sure does look the part in that costume and makeup, Levi’s bear said happily.

“Hello!” Elliott said, then dropped his voice to a whisper. “Is Sergeant Chimp here, too?”

“No, she is busy making plans for our latest attack on Stink Man’s stronghold!” Captain Orang boomed.

Now, that is what you call acting, Levi’s bear said in awe.

“Can I help?” Elliott asked excitedly.

“You can, fellow traveler,” Captain Orang said. “Your mission is to keep the secret that has been shared with you this day.”

“You mean about shifters?” Elliott asked.

“I do,” Captain Orang confirmed. “One day, they may be called on to fight our cause. Until that day, their identity must be kept secret.”

“Like Spider Man?” Elliott asked.

“Indeed,” Captain Orang boomed. “Now it is time for me to leave.” He placed his hand on Elliott’s shoulder. “I know I can trust in you, Elliott.”

“You can, Captain Orang,” Elliott replied solemnly as he gave a salute.

“Now, I have to go join Sergeant Chimp in defeating Stink Man!” With that, Captain Orang turned and strode away into the trees.

“Woah! Do you think his spaceship is out there?” Elliott asked.

“Maybe,” Rosie said.

“And that he might come back again?” Elliot asked.

“Maybe for your birthday,” Levi said.

“This is the best day ever!” Elliott announced loudly.

“I might have to agree,” Rosie said, as she slipped her hand into Levi’s. “Well played.”

“Thank you,” Levi said.

“You’re going to make a great father,” Rosie said.

“You mean I’m not already?” Levi asked, unsure if she was saying what he thought she was saying.

Rosie gave him a secret smile. “Of course you are. But how are you with babies?”

She’s pregnant! his bear roared.

She is, Levi said.

“This truly is the best day ever,” he murmured and kissed his mate on the lips.

“And this is just the start,” she reminded him.

The start of something truly magical.

I hope you enjoyed meeting the Thornberg family. Levi’s story is next. And is available for pre-order now
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Book Three

If you want to stay in Bear Creek for a while, why not try-

Gunner

(Silverback Redemption Book 1)

A bear shifter in need of redemption. A mate in need of revenge.

Something called to Gunner. Something he could not describe. A need to go into the mountains.

He’d heeded the call even though he had no idea what he’d find. Certainly, he’d never expected to find his mate. Gunner had long stopped hoping she would walk into his life. Not that Sadie did walk into his life. She crawled, on all fours, determined to get down off the mountain and avenge the death of her friend.

But Gunner knew revenge led to ruin and death. Could he protect his mate from harm, even if that harm was self-inflicted?

They’d killed her friend and mentor.

Sadie couldn’t get the image of Professor Augustine, lying in a pool of his own blood, out of her head. No matter how dangerous it was she had to avenge his death and bring those responsible to justice.

But who could she trust?

Should she believe in the man—bear—who had found her in the mountains? Should she believe him when he calls her mate and tells her they are meant to be together forever?

It all seems impossible. Sadie had accepted she would always be alone. People confused her. They said one thing and meant another.

But when she was with Gunner, everything made sense.
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