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Foreword

Joanna never expected to be left alone to raise her two adopted children. However, when her cheating husband ran off with another woman, that’s exactly what happened.

 

Determined to make the most of it, and give Reece and Winnie a happy childhood, she agrees to go camping and sets off on an adventure that will lead her to Chance Heights Activity Center

 

—And a bear shifter who offers her a second chance at love.

 

Or maybe her first chance—since now she knows what it’s like to be loved by Marcus, nothing else can ever compare.

 

Marcus Chance can’t believe it when his mate arrives for a week-long campout arranged for adopted children and their parents. Is she married? Will she accept him as both her mate and the father of her children, even though they’ve just met?

 

Hell, will she accept him as a bear shifter, or will she run the other way taking his only chance of love her?

 

Find out in Second Chance Bear. Where love blossoms and happy endings are guaranteed.

 

 

 

Don’t miss the next book in my Return to Bear Creek series. Just let me know where to send news of my new releases by clicking/tapping HERE!


Chapter One – Joanna

“This will be good for us.” Joanna wished she could sound more convincing. The idea of taking her two children on an outdoor adventure at Chance Heights for a full five days was the stuff of nightmares to a logistics analyst who had found herself a single parent to her two adopted children after her husband, Julian, cheated on her.

“I don’t want to go,” Reece told her adamantly. “It’s stupid. Who wants to go and live in a tent for five days with no TV, no internet and bugs?”

Joanna had to agree… No, she didn’t. She truly did believe it would do them all good. A chance to get away from the house and their old life, which was a constant reminder that she had failed to keep her family together, was just what they needed. Aside from the bugs.

She closed her eyes for a moment and composed herself before asking brightly, “Have you ever been to an outdoor adventure camp?”

“No, he hasn’t,” Winnie answered for her brother and received a scowl that she brushed off.

Winnie was a small child, delicate in so many ways, and yet she was the only one who could stand up to Reece without getting her head bitten off. Or worse. Although his anger issues had subsided a lot in recent weeks, they had been a plague that followed him from foster home to foster home, earning Reece a reputation. A reputation Joanna had decided he didn’t deserve even from the first day they met.

Reece was scared. Joanna could see it in his eyes the moment she and Julian walked into the room. He wanted to be loved, to be given a chance, he was simply too scared to believe someone could love him. Since adopting Reece and Winnie, Joanna had watched the young boy bloom.

Luckily, the breakdown of her marriage to their adoptive dad hadn’t sent Reece spiraling back into an angry abyss. Largely thanks to the new relationship he’d forged with Joanna, who understood his need for love more than anyone. But also thanks to Winnie, who had made herself a home here under Joanna’s roof and was not giving it up for anything.

Except maybe her brother. But Reece loved his sister too much to ever test the strength of their relationship.

“Just because I haven’t been to one, doesn’t mean I need to go to one,” Reece told Winnie flatly.

“How do you know you won’t enjoy it?” Winnie asked, hands on her hips, as Joanna flipped the lid down on her stuffed suitcase and tugged at the zipper, hoping it wouldn’t burst open on the journey. If she managed to close it. Puffing air out of her mouth, she jabbed her knee into the soft top of the suitcase and tugged harder.

“Because I know.” Reece folded his arms over his chest. “Who wants to sit around a campfire with a group of strangers? I like it here.”

“We’re going.” Joanna picked up the closed suitcase triumphantly. “I am not unpacking.” She left the room with the two children following and went downstairs. Pulling open the front door, she walked down the driveway to her small car and opened the trunk.

“I’ll do it.” Reece rushed forward and lifted the suitcase and slid it into the already tightly packed trunk. “It doesn’t fit.” He tried jamming it in again. “Nope, won’t fit.”

“It will.” Joanna stepped forward and began reorganizing the trunk. She thought she’d left enough room for the last suitcase. Her suitcase. If it wouldn’t fit, she would leave it here. Even if that meant living in the same set of clothes for five days. After all, who would care? Not that she wanted anyone to care.

Joanna blew air out of her cheeks in exasperation. She needed to get away. They all needed to get away.

“I’ll help.” Winnie pushed a blanket to one side and then grabbed the edge of the suitcase and helped wedge it in. “I think that’ll do it.”

“Thanks, Winnie.” With a sigh of satisfaction, Joanna slammed the trunk shut. “There.”

To most people, packing a trunk was a minor detail. But Joanna needed the victory of preparing for the trip and packing everything they required to spend a few days living under the calm, protective gaze of a mountain. A mountain that had watched over the town of Bear Creek for millennia—so the Bear Creek tourist brochure said.

Joanna inhaled deeply, trying to find the courage to get into the car with her two children and drive into the unknown. She had plotted the course and gone over it so many times she could drive it with her eyes closed. Why? Because she needed a win. Joanna needed to accomplish something alone. No matter how small, she had to know she could cope. Which was why they were leaving a full two hours earlier than they needed to. The Bletcher family was not going to be late.

The Bletcher family. Joanna watched Reece and Winnie chatting excitedly about rivers and waterfalls. Were they a family? They certainly weren’t the Bletcher family. They had Julian’s name, the name she had taken on their wedding day and then shared with the two children they had promised to raise together, as their own.

Which they had, until Julian decided this life wasn’t for him. He’d made a mistake, he wasn’t a family man after all. Perhaps if the children had been his own it might be different. Joanna swallowed hard.

Joanna’s split from her husband had been acrimonious, leaving her heart torn in two and bleeding on the floor. Even after two months she still went to bed each night and sobbed into her pillow.

Not because she missed him. He’d stomped on any love she might harbor for him until it was a squishy mess on the floor. What she missed was the dream. A dream she thought they shared. After adopting Reece and Winnie their family should have been complete, they should be enjoying watching their children grow up while growing old together.

“He’s an asshole,” Reece said quietly.

Joanna bit the inside of her cheek, willing herself not to cry. “Don’t use that kind of language, please, Reece.”

“It’s the truth.” Reece was on the defensive and she couldn’t blame him. Julian hadn’t just cheated on his wife, he’d lied to his children, too. As an eleven-year-old boy who needed stability in the home, particularly from a male role model, Julian’s deceit and subsequent desertion had hit him hard.

“I know, but you still shouldn’t use that kind of language.” Joanna held out her arms and Reece and Winnie came in for a hug. She kissed them both on the head, something Reece only allowed if he knew no one else was around to witness. “I love you both, and we all need this trip.”

“Do you think we might see bears and wolves?” Winnie asked excitedly. Her enthusiasm for life had kept their spirits up through all the emotional trauma.

“We might,” Joanna answered, although she hoped they wouldn’t. The thought of camping out under the stars surrounded by wildlife was not her idea of a great vacation. Although that stemmed from a fear of the unknown rather than a fear of the outdoors. In her job, as a logistics analyst, Joanna was used to organization and order.

However, Karen Sayer, who had supported the family through the breakup of Joanna and Julian’s marriage, had insisted it would do them good and help them establish a new bond. “Team building under canvas, what fun!” were Karen’s exact words.

“I would love to see bears and wolves,” Winnie sighed in much the same way other children would sigh over a Disney princess.

“I could take some photographs of them for my school project.” Reece’s eyes sparkled with excitement over the trip as he caught on to Winnie’s excitement. “I bet no one else would have pictures of wolves or bears in the wild!”

“I suppose that might be cool.” Joanna tightened her arms around her children. “Thank you. Both of you. I just need us to do this.”

“To prove we’re okay without Julian.” Winnie’s insightfulness shattered Joanna’s already broken heart. Winnie had spent the first seven years of her life witnessing the breakdown of relationships. First between her birth parents, and then between her mom’s many and varied new boyfriends, plus being bounced around the foster system. And finally, the breakdown of Joanna and Julian’s relationship, two people who were chosen to give her and her brother stability.

“Yes, to prove we are okay without Julian.” After Julian left, Joanna had made a promise to herself and to her children that she would be as honest as possible with them. They needed to know she was there for them and wasn’t planning to leave them, too. Which she wasn’t. Because she couldn’t. Because she loved them more than anything else in the world.

Her heart could mend from the loss of Julian, given enough time. But her heart would never mend if she lost the children. They completed her. They were her family now. Her love for them was fierce and true, nothing could break it.

“We should get going.” Reece’s shift in mood lightened the atmosphere. “We don’t want to get stuck on a road through the mountains after dark. Not when there might be hungry bears or wolves.” He made his fingers into claws and chased after a squealing Winnie.

“It’s hours and hours until it gets dark. And I’m not afraid of bears and wolves,” Winnie told her brother as she ducked around him and ran back toward the car.

They’d be all right. The three of them together could face anything. Except maybe hungry bears or wolves. Joanna made a mental note to keep pepper spray where she could reach it at all times.

“Okay, let’s get going. If you need the bathroom, go now. I’ll grab some snacks for the journey. Then we can hit the road.” They headed back inside where Joanna made one last circuit of the house to make sure all the doors and windows were secured before grabbing healthy snacks out of the fridge. Then she added a few unhealthy snacks. Life was all about balance after all.

A half hour later they were all seated in the car, ready to embark on a new adventure. “Do you have everything you need?” Joanna glanced up at the rearview mirror and studied the happy faces of her children.

“Yes!” Winnie shouted with excitement.

“Yes,” Reece replied, head down, tapping his phone screen and giggling over a video.

“Just think, you can spend the whole time talking to people instead of texting them.” Joanna backed the car out of the driveway. Before she drove away, she took a last look at the house she’d shared with Julian since they got married over ten years ago. When they returned she needed to put it up for sale and find a smaller house. Julian, the asshole, was demanding they sell it so he could buy a house with his new girlfriend.

Joanna’s stomach turned over at the thought of selling the house. But after talking it over with Reece and Winnie they had decided that a fresh start, maybe even in a new town, might be best for all of them.

Perhaps Bear Creek, the nearest town to Chance Heights Activity Center, might be worth considering. As long as the local bears and wolves weren’t too scary.

She’d had enough of being scared.

“I’ve never slept in a tent.” Winnie’s sweet voice broke through Joanna’s thoughts and turned her attention to the present. Joanna had promised herself this vacation was about living in the present. There was no room in her life for worrying about the future or reliving the past. Neither of which were hers to control.

“Neither have I.” Joanna looked in the rearview mirror and smiled at Winnie’s reaction. “My parents were not the outdoors type. They preferred hotels and room service.”

“Room service…” Winnie leaned her head back on the headrest and contemplated that for a moment. “I’ve never stayed in a hotel with room service either.”

“Well, perhaps on our next big adventure we can go to the beach and stay in a hotel.” Joanna was lucky that her job meant she could work from home most of the time. Or a hotel room, or a tent, if she had Wi-Fi. Although not on this trip. This trip was all about unplugging from their normal life and enjoying new experiences.

“What about going somewhere on a plane?” Reece asked. “We’ve never been on a plane either.”

“Oh, I’d love to fly!” Winnie looked wistfully up at the clouds. “Can you imagine what it must be like to be a bird?”

“I can. You could fly high up in the sky and look down on the world below.” Joanna added a trip abroad to her list of things to do with the kids.

“And poop on everyone,” Reece added helpfully.

“Yuck,” Winnie made a retching sound. “Why would you want to do that?”

“Because you could.” Reece wriggled excitedly in his seat. “You could go find someone you didn’t like and drop a nice, smelly bird poop on their head.”

“That’s not nice,” Joanna told Reece, but in her head, she was imagining a big flock of birds dropping big runny bird poop on Julian and his new love, Olive. Olive who would likely give birth to all the children Julian ever wanted. And still looked perfectly toned.

“I think we missed the turn.” Winnie pointed to the road they just passed.

And that’s what happens if you let your mind wander to the past or the present, Joanna told herself ruefully.

“Yep, that was it,” Reece confirmed, looking at his phone, which displayed the route on Google maps.

“I’ll turn around.” Joanna drove a little further and found another narrow road to the left which she drove along until she reached a place suitable for turning the car around. Soon they were heading in the right direction…with the mountains surrounding Bear Creek visible in the distance.

“Wow, I’ve never seen real mountains before either,” Winnie said in awe.

“I have, but not like this.” Joanna watched as the tall peaks grew larger and larger, filling the horizon, the closer they drove toward them.

“Do we get to climb the mountains?” Reece asked as he leaned on his window and stared at the mountain in wonder. He sounded like a child for once, not the grown-up he pretended to be. Reece had spent his life taking care of his sister and picking up the pieces each time his mom got her heart broken and went on a drinking binge until she found the next man.

His life was a rollercoaster of expectation. Each time his mom found herself alone, he became his mom’s little man until the next boyfriend entered her life and he was demoted to an inconsequential child who should be seen and not heard.

Joanna was determined to keep her family on an even footing and give them a strong sense of stability.

Which was why she’d also made a vow to remain celibate until things settled down and the kids became secure once more. She couldn’t allow a string of boyfriends through her door, and into her bed. That would be unsettling, both for her and the children.

Or perhaps she was using that as an excuse to keep any man who showed interest in her at arm’s length.

“So?” Reece asked.

“So what?” Joanna asked as she spotted the sign to Bear Creek and turned off the main highway onto a road with tall trees lining both sides, which created an archway overhead. The directions told her to follow the road for a half a mile and then take another left turn along a narrow road that would eventually lead them to Chance Heights.

“So can we go climb the mountain?” Reece asked, his voice tinged with annoyance that she hadn’t been listening to him.

“Yes, we should hike up some of the lower trails.” Joanna looked at the high peaks looming above their heads.

“That’s where I want to go.” Reece pointed to the highest peak. “I bet you can see the whole world from up there.”

“I bet you can’t,” Winnie replied.

“You know what I mean,” Reece replied hotly.

“Then say what you mean.” Winnie folded her arms and huffed loudly.

Sensing an impending argument, Joanna searched for something to distract them. “You know, people have been hit by frozen poop from a plane.” Was she really descending into toilet humor to stop an argument?

“They have not.” Winnie giggled.

“They have,” Reece told her. “It comes out like a frozen blue ice cube.”

“That does it, I definitely want to go in an airplane and drop poop on Jennifer Stanley’s head.” Winnie nodded as if it were a done deal.

“I thought you’d made up with Jennifer Stanley.” Joanna found the turn to Chance Heights Activity Center and drove up the steep, winding road.

“I did. But she didn’t,” Winnie replied quietly.

“Has she been mean to you again?” Joanna asked. Jennifer Stanley had taken it upon herself to be the thorn in Winnie’s side ever since Joanna and Julian adopted her and Reece and they began attending the local school.

“Do you want me to deal with her?” Reece offered.

“No!” Joanna and Winnie chorused.

“I’ll talk to the principal,” Joanna added hurriedly. “Here it is.”

The sign for Chance Heights Activity Center appeared at just the right time to stall any further discussion about Jennifer Stanley. Joanna hoped it was a good omen and their lives and their luck were about to change.


Chapter Two – Marcus

Early summer was one of Marcus’s favorite times of the year. The trees were covered in green leaves that rustled gently in the wind, the flowers were in full bloom, and all the birds and small animals that had young were busy taking care of them.

He was a sucker for youngsters. It didn’t matter if those young were animals, human, or shifter, he wanted them to see the world as it could be and make it a better place for themselves and for everyone else living on this planet.

“Are you daydreaming again?” Luke asked as he strolled over with a clipboard in his hand.

“I might be,” Marcus confessed. “I was enjoying a couple of minutes of peace before everyone arrives.”

Luke looked down at the piece of paper attached to the clipboard and ran his pencil down it. “We certainly are in for a busy week. This is the fullest we’ve been so far this year. Linking with the activity center in River Wolf has certainly done plenty for publicity.”

“My only concern is Sage.” Marcus exchanged a worried look with his younger brother. “She still thinks she can run around after everyone even though she’s nearly seven months pregnant.”

“She’s scared,” Luke replied.

“Scared of what?” Marcus asked.

“Scared that we’ll decide we don’t need her anymore.” Luke also had a knack for seeing beneath the image people liked to project of themselves to the world. It was as if he could look deep inside them and uncover their hidden truths.

“Do you really believe that’s what she thinks?” Marcus asked.

“Yep. It started when she moved to River Wolf with Patrick. And now that the baby is due, she’s struggling to let us go.” Luke put the pencil behind his ear and tucked the clipboard under his arm.

“Why does she have to let us go?” Marcus asked.

“She doesn’t. But it’s what she believes is happening.” Luke shrugged. “What we have to do is figure out how to make her see how much we need her, without putting more strain on her and the baby.”

“How do we do that?” Marcus asked, his brows knitted together as he considered Luke’s words.

“How the hell should I know? I can’t figure it all out.” Luke grinned at Marcus before he swiveled his head to look toward the house. A vehicle was approaching. “Our first guests are here.” Luke looked at his watch. “They’re a good couple of hours early.”

“They must be eager to experience our hospitality,” Marcus said dryly, his thoughts still stuck on his sister and how they were going to stop her from overdoing it without implying they could cope without her. “I’ll go deal with them and get them settled.” Marcus dug his hands in his pockets and walked off toward the front of the house. “You go and ask Nana for some advice.”

“Why don’t you go and ask her? Since she met George and settled down, you’re no longer as close as you were.” Luke was right, as usual. Being the oldest, Marcus had always been there to support Nana when she adopted the three Chance children. However, since George revealed himself as Nana’s mate, Marcus often felt unneeded.

There. You can relate to Sage better than you thought, his bear told him.

“No, you should ask her, you’re better at that kind of thing,” Marcus said firmly as he walked toward the house, where a vehicle had just crested the steep driveway and was pulling to a stop next to the truck.

“Which is why you need the practice,” Luke called back. He half turned and grinned at his brother. “We need a plan.”

“Once you have one, fill me in.” Marcus stuck his hand in the air and waved at his brother before switching his full attention on the family disembarking from their car.

Luke shook his head and walked off in the direction of the house Nana shared with her husband, George. Marcus shrugged off his own unease, things were changing so fast it made his head spin. And over the last few months, Marcus had learned one new thing about himself. He didn’t always like change.

For years they had been a strong family unit of four, comprising of their adoptive mother, Nana, and the three Chance children who had been orphaned when their parents were killed in a plane crash. Now, Nana and Sage each had a mate. With Sage’s baby on the way, their family would nearly have doubled in less than a year. It took some getting used to.

However, the thought of a niece or nephew to play with and spoil made Marcus happy. Even if it might inherit the wolf shifter genes of Sage’s mate, Patrick. He couldn’t lie, he wanted the newest member of the Chance family to be a bear. But to Marcus, a wolf shifter baby was better than no baby at all!

Children were what living was all about. He longed to have a family of his own. A mate and cubs to roam across the mountains with. He had so much to teach a child, and so much to learn from them in turn. After the death of his parents, Marcus had often taken on the role of man of the house, even though he had been a child himself. But keeping Sage and Luke safe, and helping keep a roof over their heads and food in their bellies, had been his priority. Which often left him with no time for friends his own age.

The sound of car doors slamming drew his attention back to his job and the busy week ahead. Although they also allowed any school or club to visit, Chance Heights Activity Center prided itself on offering vacations to young people who might have had difficulties in their lives. The staff at Chance Heights were experienced with both emotionally and physically challenged children.

This week they were hosting a camp for children who had been adopted. Along with various activities, they also hoped the children might find time to share their experiences with each other.

At first, they had been unsure if anyone would be interested. However, the event had soon grown to be their most popular camp-out session. So much so, that the Chance family had already decided to make it an annual event.

Next year was already half filled even before the first event had taken place. This, of course, placed more pressure on the Chance family to fulfill people’s expectations. If not, they might receive cancellations for next year, which was never an easy thing to deal with.

Perhaps this was why Sage was under pressure and Luke had it wrong.

As he rounded the corner of the house and the small blue car and its occupants came into view, Marcus slowed his pace. A wave of fatigue hit him. His stomach churned, and his knees were weak as if he were coming down with something.

Not now, he told himself. There was no way he could drop out of all the activities they had planned for the families arriving throughout the afternoon. He was just going to have to man up and get on with it.

“Look at the mountain!” The excited voice of a young girl reached Marcus and he stopped and inhaled deeply. He wasn’t letting anyone down this week, neither was he about to pile more pressure on Sage and Luke.

“Hi there.” Marcus forced a smile onto his face but as he took in the sight before him, the smile faltered and slid off his face. At the same time, a sense of euphoria flooded his veins. This was a once-in-a-lifetime event. No, once in an eternity. He’d met his mate.

“Hello.” His mate spoke, her words unsure as she watched Marcus. “Is everything all right?”

He nodded like an imbecile. “Everything is perfect. Just perfect.”

Perfect! You probably look like a deranged idiot, his bear supplied helpfully.

“Are you sure? Are we too early?” His mate cast a glance around them, noting the lack of other cars and people.

“No, not too early. Just the first to arrive.” He shook off the need to rush up to her and declare his undying love. She already looked freaked out by his behavior and he didn’t want her to get back in the car and drive out of his life.

“Oh, as long as you are sure. We could always drive into town and get something to eat and come back later.” Did she take a step back toward the car? No, he couldn’t let her leave.

“No, there’s food here. Then we can get your tent pitched before everyone else arrives.” He took a deep breath and forced himself to continue. “It’s going to be a busy afternoon and evening getting everyone set up. So if I teach you, you can help the others.”

“We have to pitch our own tent?” the boy, who must be around eleven or twelve, asked.

“Yes, it’s all part of learning how to work as part of a team. It’s one of the core values here at Chance Heights.” The more he focused on his breathing the more Marcus felt like his usual self. That didn’t mean he wasn’t acutely aware of his mate, who looked a little more relaxed now.

“Shall we leave our luggage in the car?” she asked.

“Yes, once you have a campsite, you can drive over and unpack next to your tent. Come on, I’ll show you around and you can pick your site.” With some effort Marcus turned away from his mate and walked toward the large field which stood empty, waiting for people to arrive and pitch their tents. By tonight the field would be full of tents and happy people. If all went to plan. Which it often didn’t.

Today isn’t exactly going to plan, is it? his bear asked.

Not exactly. But I am not complaining, he told his bear.

“Hi there.” Luke approached with his usual broad smile on his face. However, he immediately sensed something was wrong with his brother and opened his mouth to speak. Marcus immediately shook his head and warned Luke not to ask. “I forgot to give you the clipboard…so you can check names off as they arrive.”

“Thanks.” Marcus’s hand shook as he reached for the clipboard, but Luke drew it back toward him, holding it out of reach.

“I’ll do it now that I’m here.” Luke scrutinized Marcus for one long moment before he turned his attention toward the new arrivals. “Can I check your family name off my list?”

Damn, was his mate married? This event was for families with adopted children. In Marcus’s experience, couples adopted children, not single women. Had fate played a cruel joke and given him a married mate?

“The Bletcher family,” his mate said to Luke.

Luke ran his pencil down the list of names. “There you are. Three of you?” Luke queried.

“Yes. Just the three of us.” His mate glanced at the children quickly.

“Joanna, Reece and Winifred,” Luke read from the list before him.

“Winnie. I hate being called Winifred,” said the girl who was a couple of years younger than her brother, Reece.

“I’ll make a note of that,” Luke said, putting one of his charming smiles on his face.

Marcus’s fist clenched by his side as tension threaded its way through his body. Normally he was the calmest member of the Chance family. But faced with his brother flirting with his mate, his temper frayed.

Luke doesn’t know, his bear reminded him.

Well, he should, Marcus replied, despite how unreasonable he sounded.

“I was about to show Joanna and her children to the refreshments,” Marcus cut in as Luke was about to explain how the afternoon would work.

Luke turned and looked at Marcus with an expression of curiosity. “We can walk that way together.” Luke cocked his head to one side, his laser-sharp perception would no doubt tell him his older brother was in love with Joanna.

Was it love? Or lust? Or the mating bond playing tricks with his mind?

“That would be great,” Joanna said, eying Marcus cautiously.

First impressions were hard to shake off, if he didn’t get a grip she would think he was an idiot, or worse. “This way.” Marcus smiled the most natural smile he could muster and led them toward a large barn. Experience had taught the Chance family that erecting a tent was much easier if no one was hungry after a long journey and so they had converted a barn into a mess hall, which was always filled with plenty of food on arrival day. It was also where everyone would eat the healthy nutritious meals the family prepared three times a day for their guests.

“Sorry we’re so early,” Joanna apologized again, this time to Luke.

“Someone has to be first,” Luke replied. “You can pick your spot and we can get your tent up before everyone else arrives.”

“Down along the edge of the trees is the best spot.” Marcus pointed to the edge of the field. “You’ll get the early morning sun but then the trees give enough shade throughout the day to stop the tent from getting too hot. Plus, you are close to the trail that leads down to the river, and you are close to the showers.”

Joanna smiled and to Marcus, it was as if the sun had come out from behind the clouds. “Thanks. That sounds perfect. None of us has ever camped before, so we wouldn’t have a clue where to pitch the tent.”

“Marcus is the man to talk to if you want any local knowledge. He knows these mountains like the back of his hand,” Luke said, much to Marcus’s surprise.

“Do you know the best places to see either bears or wolves?” Winnie asked eagerly.

“We do not need to go looking for them,” Joanna said quickly.

“But I want to see them in the wild,” Winnie told her mom.

“Wild bears are dangerous,” Marcus told Winnie. “You shouldn’t ever approach them.”

“I won’t,” Winnie assured them. “Mommy told us all about bears and what we should do if we see one.”

“That’s great. It’s good to be prepared,” Marcus stuttered. His brain seemed to disconnect from his mouth. Usually, he never had trouble conveying his thoughts, he was used to talking to visitors to the activity center, but today nothing was going smoothly. “It’s important to keep safe.”

“But is there a chance we might see one? From a long way off maybe? With binoculars.” Winnie was so hopeful, Marcus wanted to shift right there in front of her and let her ride on his back.

“We might. But I can’t promise,” Marcus told her honestly. Although when he broke the news to Joanna that she was his mate and he was a shifter, there was a very good chance Winnie would be seeing bears often. Unless Joanna packed the kids in her little blue car and drove away as fast as she could when she heard the man before her was a freak of nature.

“Winnie, you have to remember there will be lots of other people here,” Joanna began.

“It’s okay. We can find time to go out on the mountain and see if we can track a bear. Or even a wolf,” Luke said. “Because Marcus is great at tracking.”

Marcus rolled his eyes at his brother. Talk about laying it on with a trowel.


Chapter Three – Joanna

Joanna wasn’t sure how to take Marcus. At first, he’d seemed odd. In a weird, staring kind of way. However, once he relaxed he was warm and friendly. She liked him. She liked both the Chance brothers. Thankfully, so did the children.

“This is Nana’s best recipe,” Marcus told the children as he offered them banana cake with soft buttery frosting. “It’s delicious.”

Reece took a piece and sniffed it suspiciously. “Banana. In a cake?”

Winnie was more adventurous and took a bite without hesitation. “It’s amazing. Try some, Reece.”

Reece helped himself to a piece of cake and took a small bite, followed by a bigger bite. “It is amazing.”

“Would you like a piece?” Marcus offered the plate to Joanna. A sudden shyness enveloped her. She wanted to act coy and say she was watching her figure or some such nonsense, but she didn’t.

“Thank you.” She took a piece and bit into it. “Your Nana does make an amazing cake. Is it a family recipe?”

“She’s not actually our Nana,” Marcus explained. “She adopted us after our parents died. Her name is Nana.”

“Oh, I see. Sorry.” She closed her eyes for a second. Joanna really needed to stop apologizing for things that were not her fault. It had been her fallback habit since Julian broke the news he was leaving, as if she were responsible for everything that went wrong in everyone’s lives. Which she wasn’t. She knew she wasn’t. Joanna bit into her cake and chewed so she didn’t have to speak.

“Help yourself to anything else. There’s coffee or juice. Or soda.” Luke indicated the array of food on display next to which stood a table filled with non-alcoholic beverages. Pity, right about now she could do with a glass of wine to calm her nerves. The more time she spent around Marcus, the more she stared at him as if he were a supercharged magnet.

There was something uniquely attractive about him, although she could not figure out exactly what it was. Above the obvious rugged good looks and toned body of a man used to spending hours in the outdoors chopping wood and…

She needed to stop drooling. Because she wasn’t interested in men. Not even one with a sweet smile and the kind of… No, no, no. This trip was all about the children and building a stronger bond with them.

That could never happen if she was mooning after every guy that looked at her in that way. As if she were a woman. The woman. The most desirable woman on the planet.

Joanna finished her cake and made her way to the table with liquid refreshments. “Can I make you and Luke a coffee or tea?” she asked.

“No, we’re fine, we had coffee just before you arrived,” Luke replied. “If we have any more we’ll be jumping around like a couple of kangaroos.”

Winnie giggled. “There aren’t any kangaroos on the mountain, are there?”

“No, no kangaroos. But there are some big rabbits. We sometimes get them visiting us in the meadow early in the morning.” Marcus walked toward the open doorway of the barn that had been converted into a food hall. He leaned against the thick stone wall, looking as if he belonged here. Which he did. But it was more than a belonging. Marcus looked as if he were part of the very fabric of the landscape. As if he had stood in that doorway and watched the mountain for his whole life, and in return the mountain watched him. He was a protector, and yet when he turned and caught her staring at him, there was more than a hint of predator in his expression, too.

“If I get up really early and creep over to the meadow really quietly, will I see a rabbit?” Winnie asked.

“Sure.” Marcus pushed himself away from the wall and strode back toward them. “But make sure you go with an adult. I know we joked about bears earlier, but they really are dangerous. At least some of them are.” His brows knitted together but he didn’t say any more.

“Marcus is right, you shouldn’t wander off anywhere on your own,” Joanna told her daughter.

“Yeah, you are too young.” Reece slipped into big brother mode, forgetting he was still young himself.

“You, too, Reece.” Joanna ignored the mutinous look her son cast in her direction.

“When everyone else is here, we’ll go through the rules that help keep everyone safe during their stay at Chance Heights,” Luke said. “There aren’t many, but they are important. If everyone follows them, we all get to have fun.”

Joanna smiled gratefully at the older Chance brother. “You have lived here all of your lives?”

“We have. Chance Heights has been in our family for generations. Although the adventure center was our parents’ idea. When they died, Nana worked hard to keep everything going and keep the house in the family,” Marcus explained.

“It’s great that you are running these adventure camps for adopted kids and their new families. Since you have firsthand experience of what it’s like.” Joanna passed a couple of sodas to the children and then poured herself a cup of coffee. “Once we’ve drunk these, we’ll be ready to pitch our tent.”

She wrapped her hands around her coffee cup and inhaled the aromatic scent, allowing it to penetrate her brain and clear her head. Even so, her eyes soon found their way back to Marcus, and she caught herself staring at him without even realizing it.

“I’m ready,” Winnie announced first. She placed her empty soda can down on the table and slapped her lips together.

“Me, too.” Reece tipped his head back and drained his soda, then he went to stand next to Marcus.

“Let’s get to it,” Marcus said, his eyes lingering on Joanna’s face for just a second or two longer than necessary. Heat crept through her body, there was a mutual attraction between them. One that seemed to grow stronger the longer they were in each other’s presence.

“I’m ready, too.” Joanna finished her coffee and joined her children at the barn door. Did she imagine the spark of electricity that snapped through the air when she drew close to Marcus? Probably. She had no idea what was wrong with her, but her life seemed to have changed already and they had been here at Chance Heights Activity Center less than an hour.

What would she be like after five days here? Joanna longed to find out.

They left the barn and headed to a pile of tents and other camping gear. Marcus and Luke grabbed a four-man tent and got Winnie and Reece to help carry it. Joanna was given the task of choosing the exact spot the tent would be erected. “What about here?” she asked.

“What do your campmates think?” Luke asked, placing the tent poles on the ground.

“It’s under the shade of the trees,” Winnie pointed out.

“And close to the trail leading down to the river.” Reece looked pleased with himself for remembering what they had been told about choosing the best site. “I think it’s a great spot.”

“Then let’s get pitching.” Marcus and Luke obviously enjoyed teaching outdoor skills. As they instructed the family on how to join the tent poles and thread them through the fabric of the tent, they also added in anecdotes and jokes that made the experience come alive.

By the time the tent was pitched, the whole family was left with a sense of achievement. “Now, let’s get your luggage and you will have passed your first Chance Heights task. Pitch It is the most important task since this tent is where you get to sleep for the next four nights.”

Marcus held up his hand for high fives and the children jumped up with excitement and slapped his hand.

“You, too, Mom,” Reece said, his face flushed with excitement. Her heart ached to see the look of pure enjoyment on his face.

Joanna didn’t hesitate, even though she was sure sparks would fly once more when she touched Marcus’s hand. There was a connection between them that excited her. She put a hand to her cheek, was her face as flushed as Reece’s? She ignored the heat creeping over her skin and clapped her hand with Marcus’s. If sparks did fly, Marcus and Joanna were the only ones to see them since Luke diverted Winnie’s and Reece’s attentions. It gave Marcus and Joanna a chance for a moment.

Like one of those long, lingering moments couples share in movies.

Damn, she was falling for this man and she didn’t know how to stop herself.

Yes, she did. All she had to do was shut down her emotions. And she knew how to do that. At least where men were concerned. But not with the children. No, they had found a way into her heart to a place no one else had ever touched.

Not even her own parents, who were often cold and distant to the child they had in later life. After successful careers in banking, her parents thought having a child of their own would fulfill them. Instead, Joanna had been brought up feeling like an inconvenience, spending more time with nannies than her mother and father.

She thought she had found true love with Julian. They married and bought a nice house on a nice street. They had wonderful vacations and ate at the best restaurants. Then something changed in Julian and having a child became almost a compulsive need. He organized their sex life in the same way Joanna would organize a shipment of drugs, down to the last detail. He knew when she was due to ovulate and wore his disappointment openly when she didn’t conceive.

It was her fault. There was something wrong with her. Not him. Never him. He had test results to prove it.

Eventually they decided to adopt. But Julian soon realized that dream was not for him. He also placed the blame firmly on Joanna. If she wasn’t broken, they would have had the perfect child to add to their perfect lives.

Joanna fought to keep the family together. She begged Julian to stay. He left anyway.

After her initial shock, Joanna began to look at their relationship objectively. To analyze it. Eventually, after weeks of torment, she understood their efforts to conceive had given them a focus. One that masked the holes in their relationship.

Holes that grew in size when they adopted. It marked the beginning of the end of their relationship. The holes became an abyss so wide their marriage was sucked into it and destroyed.

“I’ll go get the car.” Joanna jerked herself out of her daydream and marched off across the field. Grateful for the short time alone, she intended to gather her thoughts and pull up the barriers she hoped would protect her against Marcus.

Yet even as she tried to put those barriers in place, she acknowledged it wasn’t what she truly wanted. Confused and unsure of how to handle the situation, she slipped into the driver’s seat of her small car, which was totally unsuitable for the mountain roads, and drove across the field.

Even at a slow speed her car jumped and jolted over the ground until eventually Joanna reached the others and backed up the car, so that the trunk was closest to the entrance of the tent. Big, strong arms hauled her perfectly packed suitcases out of the trunk and set them down inside the small tent. The children were helping, laughing with Luke who was a bit of a kid himself, while Marcus kept giving her sidelong looks as if she were a drug and he needed a constant fix.

And damn she was just as addicted to him.

No, she couldn’t let herself fall so easily. She had to focus on the children. This week was all about them, she was not in the right place mentally or emotionally for a summer romance. Which was all Marcus probably wanted. After all, what man would want to take on a woman and two adopted children?

As she caught Marcus in one of his surreptitious stares, Joanna was certain she knew the answer.

“Come and see the inside of the tent,” Winnie called excitedly when all their belongings had been arranged inside.

Joanna skirted around Marcus and headed for the open flap of the tent. Ducking down, she crawled inside to find their sleeping bags laid out on thick foam mats and three chairs stowed in the corner of the tent. The addition of a small makeshift wardrobe would mean they didn’t have to live out of a suitcase.

“Luke said we get special treatment for being the first ones to arrive,” Reece announced.

Luke grinned and ran his fingers through his scruffy hair. He had a boyish charm that she liked, but not as much as she adored the ruggedness of Marcus.

Focus, she told herself. You are on the rebound, that’s all.

That was it. When Julian left her he dented her confidence, and her attraction to Marcus and his perceived reciprocation was her way of trying to prove she was still attractive to the opposite sex. Now that she understood herself, she would be immune to Marcus.

Who was she fooling?

Herself, as usual.

“What do we do now?” Reece asked after they finished setting everything up.

“Could we walk down to the river?” Winnie asked.

“Sure.” Marcus looked toward the house. “Someone else has arrived.” He sounded disappointed. “Luke and I should go and help them.”

Joanna looked toward the house but couldn’t see or hear anyone else. Perhaps Marcus was looking for an excuse to leave them. The two men had been particularly attentive to Joanna and her children when they must have other chores to take care of.

“You’re right.” Luke seemed to confirm the arrival of other guests even though Joanna could neither see nor hear anyone else.

“You can follow the trail down to the river. It’s safe,” Marcus told them as he began walking toward the house. Then he turned and lingered a little longer, as if he wanted to stay.

“Can we?” Winnie asked hopefully.

“Yes.” Joanna held out her hand and Winnie took it. “Thank you both for all your help.”

“We’ll be back later to check on you,” Luke said. “Won’t we, Marcus?”

“Yes,” Marcus answered simply as if it were a truth no one could refute.

“Because you have to show us the bears and wolves,” Winnie reminded them hopefully.

Luke turned and winked at Winnie before his face cracked into a grin. “We’ll see what we can do.”

The sound of a car engine reached them, and Joanna looked toward the house. A truck was just reaching the top of the driveway. Had the Chance brothers heard the truck approaching or was it just coincidence? But if they had heard it, they must have really good hearing.

“See you later,” Reece called.

Joanna knew she should remind her children there were plenty of other people arriving and Luke and Marcus would be too busy to spend too much time with them. But she didn’t, because despite what she told herself, she really hoped to see a lot more of them.

Especially Marcus.


Chapter Four – Marcus

“She’s your mate.” It wasn’t a question. Luke spoke it as a statement of fact.

“Yes.” There was no point in denying it. Not that Marcus had any reason to deny the truth. But he didn’t want everyone to know. At least not until he’d had a chance to talk to Joanna. “How am I supposed to tell her? What if she’s already married?”

“I don’t know.” Luke glanced sideways at Marcus with some concern. “She’s probably a single parent since she’s here alone.”

Marcus shrugged. “True. She didn’t have a wedding ring on her finger.” He sighed as Luke smirked at him. “Of course I looked.”

“Sorry, I’m just trying to get my head around it. Both my sister and my brother finding their mates within months of each other.” Luke grinned, happy for his siblings. Even though finding his own mate was important to him, his younger brother loved seeing other people find their mates. Luke was a closet romantic if ever there was one.

“Maybe you’ll get lucky, too.” Marcus wanted to give Luke hope. It didn’t seem fair that Luke should be the one left on the shelf. Not when he had a heart as big as the mountain.

“Luck doesn’t have anything to do with it. This is fate, pure and simple.” Luke watched the new arrivals getting out of a shiny red truck. Two parents and three kids. One of the kids, a girl dressed as a boy, stood away from the others. Although the parents were trying to include her in the conversation as they pointed out the mountains and the birds swooping down on thermals, the girl kept turning her back to them. As they approached, Marcus sensed something he couldn’t quite figure out. As if there was a shifter close by.

He looked around, searching the immediate area with all his senses, but whatever it was, it had gone. When he glanced at Luke, he saw the same confused expression reflected back at him. Luke shrugged and turned on his brightest smile. Whatever it was, it had gone.

“Hello.” Marcus put his hand up and waved in greeting before casting a longing look over his shoulder toward the solitary tent beside the small blue car. He always enjoyed his work and meeting the new arrivals, but today he would much rather be somewhere else. With someone else. As he watched Joanna and her children open the gate and go down toward the river, he wanted to turn around and run to them. What if the something that was here threatened his mate while he wasn’t there to protect her?

She’ll be safe, she’s not that far away, his bear reassured him.

With that in mind, Marcus turned his full attention to the new family. He was here to help everyone, he reminded himself, and he could not neglect his duty.

“Hi there, Chuck and Kylie Caulfield. And these are our children, Stu, Jude, and Tabitha.” Chuck named his children, who all said hello, except for Tabitha who looked into the distance, her focus squarely on the mountains.

“Hi there. Thanks for joining us on this camp. We’re excited to have you here.” Luke welcomed the family in his usual way, setting everyone smiling. Except for Tabitha.

“We’re all excited to be here,” Kylie replied, her gaze shifting sideways to her daughter. “Aren’t we, Tabitha?”

Tabitha turned her gaze reluctantly away from the mountains but didn’t speak. That was okay, they had plenty of time to get Tabitha involved in the activities and start building a new relationship with her family.

“Why don’t we go and get you something to eat and drink, then you can pick a campsite and we can get you all set up. As only the second family to arrive, you get the pick of the best site.” Marcus walked backward, beckoning to the family to follow.

“Didn’t they get the best site?” Tabitha asked sullenly as she pointed toward the Bletcher family’s tent

“Tabitha,” Kylie’s wary voice spoke volumes. This family had problems. Problems that a few days at Chance Heights might repair, but only if all the members of the family wanted to build a bond with each of the others.

“There’s more than one good site at Chance Heights,” Marcus told the pouting child. Tabitha was smaller than Reece but looked so much older in years. Or maybe her life had been so rough it made her look worn out, like a tattered teddy bear in need of love. He hated to imagine what experience had left Tabitha so world weary and his heart ached for her and her family.

If there was any way he could help, he would. As would all the people at Chance Heights. There had to be some way to get through to Tabitha.

“We’d love to get our tent pitched and settle in. It’s been a long, long drive.” Chuck’s smile was tight, but he forced his voice into a cheery tone.

“The mountain air will soon lift your spirits,” Luke told them.

“I doubt it,” Tabitha murmured.

“Come on, Tabitha,” Stu said to his sister. “You never know, you might enjoy it.”

“Enjoy what? Sleeping on the ground with a tree root stuck in my back?” Tabitha shuddered and eyed the interior of the truck. “I’d rather sleep in there.”

“That isn’t an option,” Chuck told his daughter. “We’ve come here to spend time together.”

“No, you’ve come here to spend time together. I’ve come here because you made me.” Tabitha crossed her arms and pouted.

“Why don’t you give camping a chance?” Marcus asked. “Stu’s right, you might like it.” Thoughts of his mate dimmed just a little as he sought out a way to help the family before him. They were disjointed, out of sync. That gave him a challenge he would rise to and overcome.

“And what if I don’t?” Tabitha asked.

Marcus thrust his hand out to Tabitha. “Give it a chance. If after three nights you don’t like sleeping in a tent, you can take my bed.”

Tabitha’s eyes narrowed as she surveyed her opponent. “Two nights.”

Marcus chuckled. “You drive a hard bargain, but you’ve got a deal. If you don’t like camping after two nights, you can sleep in my bed for the last two nights of your stay here.”

“Deal.” She placed her small hand in his and gripped it firmly as they shook on the deal.

“You know, she’s a stubborn child,” Kylie told Marcus as they walked toward the barn. Chuck was talking to Luke, with Stu and Jude flanking them, while Tabitha followed behind kicking invisible lumps of dirt with her foot.

“She might have met her match.” Marcus grinned at Kylie’s concern. “I know what I’m getting myself into. And don’t worry, I will hold up my end of the bargain. If I have to.”

“You sound confident.” Kylie cast a quick glance over Marcus, assessing him with a shrewd eye. “You look confident. Perhaps Tabitha really has met her match. It would be a first.”

“Can you tell me her story?” Marcus asked. “Not all of it, I’d like Tabitha to trust me enough to tell me herself. But a few details would help.”

Kylie’s face clouded over. “She was abandoned as a baby. Eventually, social services located her mom and they were reunited. However, soon after, her mom disappeared off the radar. Tabitha was five when she was found in a squalid basement next to her mom’s lifeless body. She was underweight and small for her age. She’s been in foster care for the last six years, bumped from one foster home to another. There’s something…abrasive about her. That’s what we were told anyway.”

“Poor kid.” Marcus sighed, he sometimes wished he could wrap his arms around every child in the world and make it a better place for them. But that was a side he never admitted to anyone. Not even his own family. He had a persona to maintain, one that had kept his family together through whatever life threw at them.

Gruff, sometimes rough, but always dependable.

“She’s tough. And I believe if we can just make a chink in that armor of hers we could show her how good life can be.” Kylie nodded toward her other kids. “We’ve done it before, but Tabitha is the toughest nut so far. But we’re determined.”

“Stu and Jude are adopted, too?” Marcus asked in surprise.

“They are. But we adopted them when they were younger. In some ways, they were harder because they had each other so Chuck and I had to get through this almost impenetrable wall they put up around themselves and each other. And Stu was almost feral in his need to protect Jude. But we got there. Eventually.” Kylie’s face filled with love and pride. “When we heard about Tabitha we knew we wanted to help her. We sat down as a family and discussed the situation. And we decided as a family that we could help her.”

Marcus pressed his lips together, his jaw tight as he considered Kylie’s words. “You’ve raised two awesome kids, I don’t doubt Tabitha will see that, too, and open up to you. It takes time.”

“It sure does. And we are not going anywhere. Once Tabitha understands that she might give us a chance.” Kylie shrugged. “We made a commitment, I just hope she does, too.”

“I’m sure she will. And we’ll do whatever it takes to help you. We truly are committed to helping each and every family that comes here.” Marcus looked up as Luke led the others into the barn. “At least it looks as if she can be tempted with food.”

Kylie chuckled. “Oh, yeah, all those years of malnutrition have given her a need to devour whatever food she can. In fact, I’d be surprised if she didn’t try to smuggle some out. She’s a hoarder.”

Marcus nodded. “Good information to have.”

Kylie gave him a wicked grin. “You know, I think you might understand Tabitha better than any of us.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You do?”

“Yes, you have the same…mischievous streak running through you.” Kylie’s face grew serious. “As a family, we’d appreciate any help. We are not proud, we don’t believe we have to do it ourselves and we won’t think we’ve failed if it’s not one of us that breaks down her walls.”

“Do you believe in fate, Kylie?” Marcus asked suddenly. He knew Chuck and Kylie weren’t shifters. In fact, he was certain none of the families coming here this week were shifters. Karen Sayer, who helped organize the event, intended to organize two such events the next year. One for non-shifter families and one for shifter families since teenage shifters could be a little unruly and a lot unpredictable.

“I never used to. But lately, with the kids…” She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

“Good, because I do, and I believe fate puts you right where you need to be. That’s what it did for you and Chuck and the children. Now you’re here and this week is going to be the turning point for you and your family.” Marcus spoke with such belief that if Kylie didn’t believe in fate before, she certainly would now.

“Thank you, Marcus.” Kylie nodded and gave him a hopeful smile.

“You are welcome. Now, eat and then you can pick a site. There are only twelve families coming for the week so there is plenty of room.” Marcus left Kylie and wandered over to Luke. “I am going to grab a coffee and then get the tents sorted out. Sage and Patrick should be here soon.” He looked at his watch. “Along with the other guests.”

“Sounds good. I’ll come and give you a hand. The remainder of the families will likely arrive all at once, so it would be good to be ready.” Luke looked a little sheepish.

“You mean if we can get some of the earlier families pitched quickly we aren’t going to be spread too thin?” Marcus sighed.

“Yes, I don’t want Sage trying to pitch a tent on her own,” Luke admitted.

“Why not?” Sage asked from the doorway leading into the barn.

Marcus and Luke exchanged guilty looks, but it was Patrick who voiced their concerns. “Because, my love, you are pregnant with this family’s new generation and we all want you and the baby to be healthy.”

“Pregnancy is not an illness,” Sage reminded them for the thousandth time.

“Neither is it a chance to prove to everyone that you are strong and capable. We all know that.” Patrick slid his arm around Sage’s waist and pulled her close. “Take care of yourself.”

“I always do.” She pulled away from Patrick and spoke to the three men. “Please give me some credit. I know my body. I know what I’m capable of and I also know how much this baby means to you. Because it means just as much, if not more, to me.”

“I think you men have been told,” Kylie said from behind Marcus. “Hello, I’m Kylie. A lifetime ago, I used to be a nurse. I gave it up to raise my kids.”

“Hi, Kylie, good to meet you.” Sage shook hands with Kylie. “Maybe you can tell these men that I’m okay to pitch a tent.”

Kylie grinned. “I don’t want to get caught up in the middle of anything. But I agree with Sage. If she feels okay and doesn’t overtire herself, and she’s attended all her prenatal appointments, I can’t see there being a problem.”

Sage patted the brothers on the shoulders. “All I need is for you all to do the heavy lifting.”

“Deal,” Marcus said. It was the second one he’d made today, and he hoped it might not be the last. He wouldn’t mind making a deal with Joanna, one that meant she would put his ring on her finger and say I do.

Marcus was nothing if not romantic at heart. Even if he hid it from the world.


Chapter Five – Joanna

“I like it here,” Winnie announced as she stood on a large, flat boulder watching the stream bubble and dance around her feet.

“I like it here, too,” Joanna agreed. “How about you, Reece?”

“I don’t like it.” He turned his mischievous face to her. “I love it!”

“I wish we could live here.” Winnie plopped herself down on the stone, pulled off her shoes and dangled her feet in the shallow, fast-flowing water. A piercing screech filled the quiet of the wooded glade, followed by a burst of laughter. “The water is freezing!”

“I want to put my feet in there, too.” Reece jumped onto another flat stone, hunkered down and then yanked his sneakers off, before throwing them onto the grass behind him. He plunged his feet into the water. For a second the cold didn’t register but then he whooped in delight as the water froze his toes. “It’s like ice.”

“Can I try?” A young girl melted out of the trees, her eyes wide as she watched Reece and Winnie splashing each other. Water droplets flew in every direction.

“Here.” Reece scooped up a handful of water and threw it into the air. It fell like icy rain sprinkling cold droplets over Joanna and the young girl.

Joanna gasped and glanced at the small girl as the cold water soaked her T-shirt. For a moment Joanna was certain the girl would burst into tears as rage and anger slipped across her face, along with a sense of fear. Not of Reece but of the situation.

The girl didn’t know what to do.

Joanna wasn’t sure if her own reaction was appropriate. But she wanted to defuse the situation and let friendship between the children have a chance to bloom. So she laughed. “Shall we join them?” she asked the young girl. Would her parents mind? Was this a mistake?

The young girl stared at Joanna for a moment and then looked longingly at Reece and Winnie who were giggling and kicking their feet in the water to create white bubbles. “It’s fun. But freezing,” Reece patted the flat stone. “Come and see for yourself.”

Reece, the protector. Who could resist his face that shone with happiness?

The girl pulled her shoes off as she ran forward. Her bottom hit the hard-flat stone at the same time as her feet plunged into the icy water. She gave a howl as the numbness took over but kept her feet in the stream, kicking like crazy as she joined in the fun.

Only then did Joanna give a thought to who the young girl was and where she had come from.

“What’s your name?” Joanna asked as she sat down on the grassy bank.

The girl turned to look at Joanna but didn’t speak. It seemed it was okay to sit by a stream and splash around with strangers, but not to talk to them. A sense of unease crept over Joanna. Was this a mistake? Perhaps if she had raised her children from babies she would know how to handle these situations. But she wasn’t experienced and was making it up as she went.

Reece caught Joanna’s eye and gave her an encouraging smile. “My name is Reece, and that is my sister, Winnie. We’re camping at Chance Heights, are you?”

The girl stared at Reece for a moment, her feet stilled in the water as she considered his words, then, slowly, she nodded. “My family is pitching the tent.”

“Aren’t you supposed to help them?” Winnie asked as she pulled her feet out of the water and tucked them under her body to warm them.

“They don’t want me to help,” the young girl answered. “They don’t want me at all.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Joanna said gently. “If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have come here.”

“They came for my other brothers.” The girl stood up suddenly, jumped off the flat stone and landed nimbly on the grass.

“If you’re walking back, we’ll come with you,” Joanna offered. “We said we’d help pitch the other tents since ours is already up. You could introduce us to your family.”

“They aren’t my family.” The girl sat down on the ground and pulled her shoes on.

Reece came to sit next to her, his shoes in his hand. “Are you adopted?”

“What business is it of yours?” she asked.

“We’re adopted. And we came to meet other children who have been adopted.” Reece cast his steady gaze on her.

Winnie left the river and came over to join her brother and their new friend. “You are the first person we’ve met who is also adopted. Everyone else we know has known their parents their whole life.”

Joanna swallowed down the lump of emotion that welled in her throat. She’d never looked at the situation from her children’s point of view. They had settled in well at school and seemed happy, but Joanna didn’t know anyone else who was adopted. Karen had often mentioned groups they could attend where the children could interact with others who had been through the process, but with everything going on with Julian they never had time.

“What am I, a monkey in the zoo?” the girl asked, her brows knitted tightly together.

Winnie’s eyes widened. “I’d love to see a monkey in a zoo. I’ve never been to one.”

Another thing to add to the list of things to do, Joanna made a mental note.

“Winnie really wants to see the wolves and bears that roam the mountains,” Reece confided.

“There aren’t any here,” the girl said, but her interest was piqued.

“There are. Marcus and Luke told us there were.” Winnie pulled on her shoes and stood up. “Come on, we can go and ask them if you don’t believe us.”

The challenge was laid down and the young girl could not resist. “Okay, I guess we could walk back together.”

Reece assumed the role of leader and led the way back up the trail, while Joanna walked behind to ensure the girl didn’t slip away into the trees. However, by the time they exited the forest trail and entered the campground, the three children seemed to have made a tentative bond.

“There you are, Tabitha.” A harassed-looking woman ran toward them as they walked across the field. “I thought you were going to the bathroom?”

Tabitha tilted her chin up and shrugged. “I wanted to see the stream.”

“You should have asked someone to come with you.” The woman put her hands on her hips and sighed, exasperated at Tabitha’s behavior. “You can’t wander off.”

“I just did,” Tabitha replied tartly.

“Hi, I’m Joanna, and these are my two children, Reece and Winnie.” Joanna stepped forward and held out her hand to the woman, who looked close to tears.

“Kylie. I’m Tabitha’s mom.” She brushed her hand over her eyes. “The rest of the family is over by the barn.”

“Can we help you pitch your tent?” Reece asked.

Kylie nodded. “Sure, we’d like that.” She glanced over to Tabitha who was watching Reece as he and Winnie broke into a run toward the barn.

“Come on,” Reece called over his shoulder. “We should get a snack before we start.”

Tabitha raised her head, a look of hope flitting across her face. She took a couple of stilted steps forward, but then stopped, suddenly self-aware. Joanna linked arms with Kylie and pulled her along. “The banana cake is heavenly.” Joanna looked over her shoulder at Tabitha. “Have you tried it?”

Tabitha shook her head. “No.”

“Then let’s try it together.” Kylie held out her hand for Tabitha to take. “I find you never know what you might like until you try it.”

“But not oysters,” Joanna said, making a gagging sound.

“Nor celery,” Kylie added. “What about you, Tabitha, is there a food you don’t like?”

Tabitha swayed on the spot, unsure of what to do and how to act. To take this first step and go with the others would be the first step on a long journey. No one could take it for her, and yet both Joanna and Kylie would gladly have done whatever it took to help Tabitha, who looked so lost and alone.

“Raisins.” Tabitha blurted the word out with distaste. “In cakes. Why would you put a raisins in a cake?”

Kylie chuckled. “I promise to never put raisins in a cake.”

Tabitha looked at Kylie’s outstretched hand. “You’d better not.” She took a couple of steps forward and then reached out for Kylie as if she were drowning in the sea and this was her only way of rescue.

“It sure is beautiful here,” Joanna said quietly as the three of them walked toward the barn.

“It sure is,” Kylie agreed, a hitch in her voice as she held her daughter’s hand.

“Are there really bears and wolves?” Tabitha asked.

“So Luke and Marcus said.” As she spoke his name, her eyes were drawn to activity over by the camping gear. The two brothers had been joined by a heavily pregnant woman and a man. They were talking and laughing with each other and Joanna longed to go over there and be part of the conversation. To be part of his world.

“Are you here alone? I mean aside from your children,” Kylie asked so suddenly that Joanna jerked out of her daydream about Marcus.

“Yes. I adopted Reece and Winnie with my husband. Unfortunately, he then decided family life wasn’t for him.” Joanna kept her bitterness from her voice. The longer she spent alone with the children, the more she realized how much more relaxed and happier they were as a family unit. Julian hadn’t exactly been regimented in his approach to raising their children, but their views were not always in alignment. In so many ways she looked back and realized that Julian’s behavior and views often echoed her parents’.

Reece’s actions at the stream where he sprayed water over Joanna and Tabitha would have been met with stern words. Whereas Joanna accepted that children needed to behave like children.

“You look as if you’re coping okay,” Kylie ventured.

A small smile passed across Joanna’s lips. “I am. I’ve focused on how lucky I am to be part of Reece and Winnie’s lives and I’m relishing the challenge. Having children is the best thing in the world.”

Kylie glanced down at Tabitha. “It is. It’s the most rewarding challenge in the world.”

“Oh, look, more people are arriving.” Joanna pointed toward the house, although her eyes soon focused on the two men walking toward the house. Luke and Marcus.

She swallowed down her desire, which was getting out of hand.

Focus on the children. She tore her gaze away from Marcus and watched Reece and Winnie as they reached the barn and went inside.

“It doesn’t hurt to look.” Kylie’s words sliced through her thoughts.

“Doesn’t it?” Joanna said with a sad smile.

“No.” Kylie glanced toward the Chance brothers as they reached the house and began greeting the other arrivals. “You have to look after you and your own needs, too. If you are happy, they are happy.”

“I am happy,” Joanna confirmed.

Kylie looked her in the eyes. “But you can allow yourself to be happier.” Her eyes drifted toward Luke and Marcus. “Not all men are bad. Not all men let you down.”

Joanna turned her attention to Tabitha who stood silently watching the exchange. “You’re right. We shouldn’t shut ourselves off from love.”

“Are you coming?” Reece’s voice jerked her back to reality.

“Yes, we are.” Joanna let Kylie’s words sink in. Maybe she was right. Julian had let them down, but it didn’t mean every man would let them down. The children had been let down by their mother. Disappointment could come from anywhere or any person in life.

Remembering her own childhood, she realized how much of a disappointment she had been to her mother and father. She was the child they thought they needed, but she could never be happy enough or shine brightly enough for them.

Her kids would never know how that felt. They would never be a disappointment to Joanna.

But more than that it was, perhaps, Joanna’s duty to show them how to make new relationships. Was she giving herself the go-ahead to be open to Marcus’s advances?

She was so indecisive it was unreal. But this was the first relationship she would make where it wasn’t just about her. Of course, that was if Marcus was looking for a relationship. One thing was for sure, she was not about to bet her heart on a one-night stand.


Chapter Six – Marcus

“There we have it, folks. We don’t have many rules, but we do expect you to observe them since they are for your safety and the safety of the people around you. Here at Chance Heights Activity Center, we want you all to enjoy yourselves and leave with happy memories.” Marcus surveyed all the happy faces looking up at him. At least most of the faces were happy.

You can’t make everyone happy with one speech, his bear told him.

Doesn’t mean I can’t try, Marcus replied.

There is only one face we really need to be happy, his bear added before he walked off and lay down in the corner of Marcus’s mind.

Marcus didn’t need to ask who his bear was referring to. She was there in the crowd, her face like a beacon guiding him home. “Any questions?” He paused, a couple of people asked for clarification on some of the rules, but generally everyone was anxious to get on with the evening meal, which consisted of hot dogs and campfire potatoes followed by toasting marshmallows over the campfire.

The first night was always about getting to know each other and forging the first of those tentative friendships which would blossom and grow throughout the days ahead.

“Thanks, Marcus.” Sage stepped forward after the questions petered out. “We’ll all be available for any questions throughout this evening and the week ahead. Please don’t hesitate to come say hi and ask us anything you want. That’s what we’re here for.”

“Food is ready,” Nana called from the barn.

With a murmur of thanks, the families all drifted off toward the barn where long tables were laid out with food and drink, which was mainly self-service. This was the part of the day Marcus liked the most, where everyone began to relax and unwind after a busy day of traveling. Children who had arrived excited had burned off their excess energy and were ready to eat and sleep, so they were recharged for the next day’s activities.

“Good speech as always,” Sage told her brother as they entered the barn.

“Thanks.” Marcus held the door open for her. Sage ducked under his arm and immediately scanned the room. “Don’t. Please.”

“What? I was just going to say hello.” Sage grinned at him, her eyes full of mischief. “Don’t tell me that’s another thing you think a pregnant woman incapable of.”

“You know it’s not. In fact, you know I think you are more than capable of anything. I can’t help it if I worry about you.” Marcus sought out Joanna, who was with Reece and Winnie. They had filled their plates with food and were seated at the furthest tables with Kylie, Chuck, and their kids. He sighed with satisfaction to see Tabitha sitting next to Reece. They were eating and talking like old friends. Although Tabitha had not extended her conversation to the members of her own family, but it was a start.

“Why don’t you get some food and go and sit with them?” Sage asked kindly. “The rest of us can mingle.”

“No, I’m here for everyone, not just Joanna.” Although his attention would not settle elsewhere. His whole body was attuned to his mate, every nerve, every fiber of his being.

“No, you’re not,” Sage told him bluntly. She placed a hand on his arm. “I’ve been where you are now. I remember it vividly. Let yourself enjoy it, Marcus. You’ve worked hard to make this week special for everyone here. This is your reward. For tonight, let the rest of us carry the load.”

Marcus looked down at his beautiful sister with her swollen belly and wondered why he ever doubted she would make the best decisions for her own and her baby’s welfare. “You are one of the wisest people I know, Joanna.” He bent his head and kissed her cheek. “I love you and am so damn proud of you.”

Sage batted him away, her eyes misted with tears. “Go on, before you make me cry.” She wiped her finger under her eyes. “I know Joanna is one of the luckiest women alive. And as soon as she knows you are her mate I intend to tell her just that.”

“Thanks, sis.” A grin covered his face. “I hope Patrick knows he’s one of the luckiest men alive.”

She snorted as she laughed and covered her mouth with her hand. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“Are you talking about me?” Patrick asked as he joined them, his arm snaking around Sage’s waist as he placed his hand protectively over her swollen belly.

“Marcus was saying that you are one of the luckiest men alive.”

Patrick inhaled her scent and as he breathed out he said, “I am.”

Sage turned around to face her husband. “You did not say that last night when I asked you to go get some ice cream.”

“Oh, that’s not fair. It was midnight and you wanted cookie dough ice cream from that place in Reamington. I love you, but I am not driving a round trip of over an hour to a store that would be closed when I got there.” He winked at Marcus. “I nearly ended up on the sofa.”

“If we had a dog house, he would have been in it.” She chuckled. “Of course in the light of day, I can see how unreasonable it was to ask you to go there and get the owner to open the store especially for me. So I forgive you.” She ran her hand over her baby bump. “I only hope our child will.”

Patrick threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, he will.”

“She will,” Sage challenged.

“He or she will.” Patrick kissed Sage on the forehead. “Come on, we have a job to do and I do not want you up late tonight. I’ve kept quiet, but you look tired.”

“An early night sounds perfect,” Sage admitted as she rubbed the small of her back. “I might have to lean on you guys more than I expected.”

“Lean away.” Patrick took her hand and they headed for the tables laden with food. Marcus took a quick look in Joanna’s direction and then did the same. He planned to take Sage’s advice and spend the evening getting to know his mate and her kids. It wouldn’t get her out of his system, nothing could ever do that, but it would settle his jagged nerves.

After filling his plate and talking with a couple of the other families, he made his way over to the table where Joanna sat with Chuck and Kylie and their kids. They all looked happy and although Tabitha still had a sullen expression on her face, she was talking to Reece.

“Hi there. Mind if I join you?” Marcus asked and noted Kylie shooting a quick glance at Joanna. If he wasn’t mistaken, heat flashed across Joanna’s cheeks before she composed herself once more.

“Of course not,” Chuck answered, oblivious to the exchange between the two women.

“Sure.” Joanna looked up at him and shuffled along the bench to make room for him.

Marcus hooked his leg over the bench and sat down. “Are you settled in?”

“Yes,” Reece answered with a mouthful of food.

“Chew and swallow,” Joanna advised.

Reece gulped as he swallowed his food. “Sorry.”

Joanna covered a smile. “I don’t want you to choke on your food and miss all the fun.”

“Do bears come out at night?” Winnie asked quickly, her brows knitted together as if she had been giving it a lot of thought.

“Bears aren’t nocturnal. They are active day or night.” Marcus took a bite of his hot dog. It was good. Really good. Nana cooked the best food he’d ever tasted.

“Good, huh?” Joanna studied his face as he ate.

“So good.” His stomach grumbled in agreement, begging for more food.

“If we went onto the mountain in the dark, would we see a real bear tonight?” Winnie asked obsessively.

“We might. Or we might not,” Marcus answered. “Tomorrow the activities are based around the center. But the day after we go onto the mountain. We can take the binoculars and try to spot some of the wild animals.” Marcus was mentally running through all the bear shifters he knew who he could ask to shift and show themselves to Winnie.

He’d never done anything like that before, but he was willing to try for Winnie. Not just because she was his mate’s daughter, but because it meant so much to her.

“What other wildlife do you see on the mountain?” Joanna asked, trying to shift the conversation away from bears.

“Wolves, occasionally cougars.” He watched Winnie’s face light up and figured he might have to call in a few favors from his shifter friends. “Rabbits, a wide variety of birds. There are eagles on some of the ridges.”

Winnie sighed. “I’d love to live here and see them all.” Her face grew serious. “Maybe I could get a job as a mountain ranger when I grow up.”

“Maybe you could,” Joanna agreed. “What do you want to do when you’re older, Stu?”

Stu stuffed his hot dog into his mouth and chomped on it before answering. “I want to be a pilot.”

“Oh, so you can poop on people from a great height?” Winnie asked excitedly.

“Winnie.” Joanna’s eyes went wide. “Sorry, we were talking about it on the trip here.”

“I want to fly so I can poop on Jennifer Stanley’s head,” Winnie told everyone at the table.

“Jennifer Stanley has been picking on Winnie,” Joanna explained.

“I offered to deal with it.” Reece puffed out his chest and Joanna groaned.

Marcus chuckled. “I’ve done that plenty of times. My brother and sister are mine to protect. But the real way to protect them is by empowering them to protect themselves.”

Reece looked down at his plate and then looked at Winnie. “You want me to teach Winnie how to fight?”

“Not exactly. And not with fists. Maybe we could focus on that throughout this week?” Marcus looked at Joanna. “If that’s okay with your mom.”

“Sure it is. I’m all for empowerment.” Joanna visibly relaxed.

“Can we join in, too?” Jude asked. “I get picked on in some classes.”

“Sure. We tend to group two families together with one team member. Why don’t you two families work together this week?” Marcus asked.

Smooth, his bear told him with a chuckle.

It wasn’t premeditated, Marcus insisted. And it wasn’t but he had to admit, it was a smooth move.

“That would be fantastic,” Kylie agreed.

“Thanks, Marcus,” Chuck added with a grin. “We could all do with some lessons in being more assertive.”

“Even you?” Reece asked.

“Even me.” Chuck grinned good-naturedly as he caught Kylie’s eye.

She laughed, her eyes twinkling. “Oh, so you’re implying I bully you?”

“I never said a word,” Chuck laughed and went back to his food.

Kylie shook her head. “I like to organize and make the decisions.” She shrugged. “Maybe these lessons will be good for me, too.”

“Did you say your family has lived here for a long time?” Joanna asked as she finished her food. Some of the other guests were starting to drift outside after their meal. And the children were itching to go, too. Even Tabitha, who had been silent since he joined the table, was eying up the door. Was she anxious to get to the bonfire or looking for an escape route?

“Yes, for generations. My ancestor, Chin Shan, was given this house as payment for a job he did for a local landowner. He changed his name to Lee Chance and there has been a member of the Chance family living here ever since.” Marcus had only recently learned of Chin Shan involvement in putting an Ancient Slumber spell on two dragon shifters four hundred years ago. Those dragons had awoken and found their mates. Luckily, they were not interested in exacting revenge on Chin Sen descendants.

“You can trace your family back that far? That’s amazing. I’ve been trying to make a family tree for our family, but I’ve only succeeded in going back a couple of hundred years,” Kylie said.

“You should speak to Nana. She made ours. It was her way of trying to make us feel as if we belonged…since our parents were no longer alive.” A lump stuck in his throat at the thought of his parents and the loss he’d carried since they died.

“Did it?” Tabitha asked quietly.

“It did. In some way. Although finding out the truth about our ancestor probably anchored us more.” He looked at Tabitha as he spoke. The young girl looked thoughtful as she listened to his words.

“Can we go outside?” Stu asked. He looked concerned and Marcus wondered if it was the conversation about families that bothered him.

“Sure.” Chuck stood up and the two families cleared the table while Marcus wolfed down the rest of his food. Although he needn’t have worried, they all waited for him as if he were one of their group. Or one of the family.

“Do you mind talking about your family?” Joanna asked as they left the barn and went outside. A smile from Nana told him it was okay that he wasn’t staying behind to help with the dishes.

“You mean about my parents?” Marcus looked up at the clear sky, it was going to be a wonderful evening and not just because his mate was standing by his side. He loved these summer nights, the heat of the day had dissipated, leaving a cool breeze that tickled his skin.

“Yes. It must be difficult even after all this time.” Joanna hugged herself and he longed to put his arms around her and draw her close. He would lend her his body heat just as he would lend her anything else she desired.

“It still hurts, yes. But I hope by being open about that pain we can help others who are going through a similar experience.” He ran his hand through his hair and gave her a boyish grin. “I loved my mom and dad, I’m not afraid to admit it.”

“That’s good to hear. So many people don’t get to experience that kind of love.” Joanna looked off into the distance.

“Are you talking from experience?” he asked.

She gave him a lopsided grin. “Am I so easy to read?”

“Not really.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “But I have experience in this department, remember? A lot of kids come here with unhappy family lives. You learn how to get them to open up.”

“You don’t need to use any of your mind-fu trickery on me to get me to talk. I’m quite open about my own childhood. Going through the adoption process made me more willing to open up and analyze my own parents and the way they raised me.” They had nearly reached the bonfire where hot chocolate was available along with marshmallows to roast.

“It’s only when we begin to look out our lives objectively and realize that our own behavior is subjective that we really grow and are open to change.” Marcus headed for the hot chocolate. “I’m sorry, I sound like a shrink or something. Full disclosure, I have no training, I simply go on what I’ve witnessed.”

“And instinct.” Joanna narrowed her eyes. “You live your life instinctively, don’t you?”

“Instinct does play a big role in my life.” He pressed his lips together as he poured two cups of hot chocolate and passed one to Joanna. Marcus wished he could say more. He wished he could tell her just how instinctively he lived his life thanks to his bear shifting abilities.

“Maybe if my instincts had been better I would have seen through my first husband long ago and not ended up a single parent.” She laughed ironically. “Although if I had, I wouldn’t have two wonderful children, would I?”

“Fate.” He shrugged when she aimed a piercing glance at him. “You don’t believe in fate?”

“No.” She frowned. “I mean I never thought about it. But no. I don’t think it’s a good way to live your life. Believing that some outside force is in control is just…”

“I get it. But maybe if you see fate in action, you might believe.” Marcus was not going to force his views on Joanna now. She had to witness fate for herself. Which meant he had to tell her about shifters and how she was his fated mate.

How was he supposed to do that? Maybe Marcus also had to trust in fate. When it was time, he would know how. Or live the rest of his life heartbroken and alone.

No pressure then, his bear said.

No. No pressure at all.


Chapter Seven – Joanna

“Okay, team.” Marcus clapped his hands together to get their attention. His enthusiasm shone through, lifting all their spirits. “Our mission is simple. We have to get everyone across the river without getting wet.”

The two families exchanged skeptical looks. All they had were planks of wood. Luckily, they were all dressed in either shorts and T-shirts or swimwear, which meant if they fell in the water all they would get was injured pride and freezing cold.

“I believe you can do this,” Marcus continued. “Let’s try it on dry land.”

“What do we need to do?” Reece asked, his voice positive as he circled the equipment.

“It’s simple. Using these planks, you have to follow the course of the stream.” He grinned, his boyish charm shining through. “Let’s go down to the water and you’ll see how to use them.”

Marcus scooped up the planks as if they were matchsticks and put them under his arm as he led them down to the river, which seemed to be chuckling to itself this morning as if it knew someone would fall in. Luckily the place Marcus had chosen for this task was very shallow and the most they would get was wet feet.

“I could walk across that,” Stu announced.

“You could. You all could. But then you wouldn’t have solved the problem together, which is why we are here.” Marcus dropped the planks on the ground. They clattered together, and he bent to pick one up, standing it on its edge with his hand on the top. “This is all about helping each other.”

He pointed to a string of small stepping stones that led downstream. The top of each stone was almost submerged in the water, which meant if they stepped on it they would get wet feet. They were also spaced too far apart for anyone, even Chuck, to step from stone to stone.

They were, however, ideally spaced for one of Marcus’s planks to rest between.

“I get it,” Reece exclaimed excitedly. “We have to build a bridge.” He rushed forward and picked up a plank from the ground. “Can I?”

“Go ahead.” Marcus waved Reece forward and followed him to the stream.

With an intense look of concentration, Reece placed the furthest end of the plank on a stepping stone and then placed the other end on the stream bank. “There.” He held his hands out to keep himself balanced as he crossed the plank. “Someone pass me another one.”

Winnie rushed forward and picked up a plank. It was heavy, and her arms sagged, but Stu went to her aid. “I’ll help.”

Joanna smiled at Kylie and Chuck as the children passed the next plank to Reece. They were working as a team.

“Tabitha, will you help me with the next one?” Jude asked.

“No, this is stupid. All we have to do is make a bridge. Where’s the challenge in that?” Tabitha asked petulantly.

“What if I tell you something no one has realized yet?” Marcus asked.

“What?” Tabitha asked sullenly, although she looked interested.

“There are not enough planks to make a complete bridge. There are only five planks and you have a longer distance to go to reach your destination.” Marcus’s words were kind of cryptic and he looked as if he was having far too much fun.

“So what do we do?” Jude asked.

“That is for you all to figure out. But remember, it takes teamwork and every member of the team has to get to the finish.” Marcus stood back and let the two families collect all the planks. As Joanna bent down to retrieve one of the planks off the grass, heat rushed to her face. The closeness of this man was overwhelming.

“Tell me,” she began, “what do you get more pleasure from, watching us succeed or watching us fall in the water?”

Marcus chuckled. “For me, the best outcome is for you all to work together to figure it out.”

“Do you double as a diplomat in your spare time?” Chuck asked as he picked up the last of the planks.

“Being the oldest of three, it’s always been my job to make the peace and keep the peace.” Marcus swung his head around to look at Tabitha. “Come on, they need your help.”

“No, they don’t. They’ll figure it out just fine on their own.”

“But they’ll fail if you don’t help,” Marcus reminded her. “You all have to get to the end.”

“I’m not playing,” Tabitha said, and she turned her back on them.

“Let me try talking to her,” Joanna offered. “You all go on.”

She clutched the plank tightly under her arm and carried it over to Tabitha and leaned it toward her. Joanna wasn’t sure if she could get through to Tabitha, she wasn’t even sure if she was the right person to attempt to get the young girl to join in, but she desperately wanted to try.

“I’m not doing it.” Tabitha crossed her arms over her chest like a barricade.

“Why not?” Joanna could give Tabitha a million and one reasons to join in, but what she really wanted to know was why the young girl refused to be part of the team building event.

“They don’t need me.” She shrugged and hugged herself tighter.

“How do you know they don’t need you?” Joanna asked.

“Because they don’t. This is easy to figure out. They don’t need a child to tell them.”

Joanna looked over her shoulder to where the others were placing the planks down and walking along them, getting further and further away from the bank. “Did you ever think that needing people is not just about getting the task done?”

“That’s totally what this is about,” Tabitha replied.

“No, it’s about us having fun while we do the task and work together. If you aren’t part of this, it’s like there’s a part of the team missing. We won’t enjoy it because you are not enjoying it with us.” Joanna frowned. “I’m not good at making myself clear.”

“I’ll just screw it up if I join in.”

“I thought you said this was easy to figure out.” Joanna studied Tabitha closely. “You think they don’t enjoy having you around.”

Tabitha’s head jerked up. “They don’t. Before I came along they were happy, they were a family. I’m an outsider.”

Joanna sighed and sat down on the ground. “I felt like that with my family my whole life.”

“You did?” Tabitha asked. She plonked herself down next to Joanna.

“Yes. My mom and dad thought they wanted a child. They thought that having me would complete their lives. But honestly, their lives were complete without me. So I spent my whole life on the edge, never being let in.” Joanna inclined her head toward the stream. “The difference between my parents and yours is that they want to include you. They are trying their hardest.” A lump swelled in her throat, but she swallowed down her tears. “I would have given anything to have parents who wanted to do stuff with me.”

“I don’t know how.” Tabitha’s raw honesty cut Joanna’s heart in two.

“Well, it’s like anything else in life, you have to give it a try and keep trying until you get the hang of it.” Joanna stood up and offered Tabitha her hand. “What do you say?”

Tabitha looked across to the stream where only Chuck was left on the bank. “I don’t know…”

“Just give it a try. For me.” Joanna hunkered down next to Tabitha. “Although really, you should do it for you. And for them, because it would make them so happy and you know what?”

“What?” Tabitha asked, shuffling around as if she was sitting on an ants’ nest.

“Seeing other people happy can make us feel happy.” Joanna frowned. “Not that you should always do things to make other people happy…”

“It’s okay. I get it.” Tabitha nodded and put her small hand in Joanna’s. With a tug, Joanna pulled Tabitha to her feet. “I shouldn’t do things just to make other people happy. But making other people happy is a good thing as long as it doesn’t hurt us.”

“That’s right.” Joanna slipped her arm around Tabitha’s shoulders. “Believe me, I know from experience. I used to do everything to try to make my parents happy. Even as far as studying to be a doctor even though I hate the sight of blood. But I just wanted them, one time, to look at me and be proud.”

“Did that ever happen?” Tabitha asked, her hand still gripping Joanna’s as if she never wanted to let go.

“No. But there’s still time… And if not, it’s their loss.” They reached the bank of the stream where Marcus and Chuck were waiting.

“Here we go, the last team members are here.” Chuck grinned at Joanna and Tabitha. “Are you ready?”

“We are.” Joanna looked down at Tabitha. “Shall we go across the bridge?”

Tabitha nodded and stepped onto the first plank. She stood for a moment to get her balance and then continued on. Joanna followed, and Chuck brought up the rear. They kept going over the first four planks and then Tabitha stopped. Kylie stood in front of her.

“Hey there, have you got the next plank?” Kylie asked.

“Here.” Joanna passed the plank to Tabitha who passed it to Kylie. It was then passed along the line to Reece who was in front. “Now what?”

“We have to pick up the first plank and pass it along,” Tabitha said. She kept her eyes down as if scared she might have gotten it wrong. For all her bravado, Tabitha was a scared kid who needed to be accepted and loved for who she was. Which was exactly what her new family was offering her. All she had to do was reach out and take it.

“Good idea, Tabitha. Chuck, can you lift the first plank? We can pass it along to Reece who can put it down between the next stones.” Kylie beamed at Tabitha, a smile so bright it might eclipse the sun.

This family had taken the first step on their way to becoming a complete family unit. All because of a little water and some planks of wood.

They worked as a team, refining their system until they were like a well-oiled machine, Chuck picked up the last plank and passed it to Joanna, who passed it to Tabitha. The young girl worked hard concentrating on the task fully with no complaining even when the plank slipped from her hand and splashed into the stream.

“Don’t panic,” Kylie instructed as she bent down and grabbed the end of the plank. “If you grab the other end we can lift it up together.”

Tabitha bent down and curled her fingers around the wet plank and pulled it out of the water. “Does this mean we’ve failed?” she asked, her lip trembling.

“I think we’re okay as long as we don’t get our feet wet,” Joanna said with encouragement. She glanced across to Marcus, who was wading through the water next to them. “Is that right?”

“Yes, just keep those feet dry,” Marcus replied. “And you get extra points for good teamwork.”

“And that was some good teamwork.” Kylie nodded her encouragement at Tabitha who gave an unsure smile.

“The best,” Joanna added. “Now, let’s complete the task and get to the finish. I hear we might get some hot chocolate when we do.”

Marcus grinned. “Sounds like a good prize to me. Let’s go, team.”

They all upped the pace, the prospect of successfully completing their first task, and the promise of hot chocolate, spurred them on. The stepping stones led them ever closer to the opposite bank to which they started, and the team sensed victory.

“Which way?” Reece called behind him as the other boys all joined him on the small patch of raised ground in the middle of the stream. From their vantage point they could see three stepping stones within their reach that led to the opposite bank.

“You have to choose. Only one way is the right way. If you pick the wrong way you have to turn around and come all the way back and start again.” Marcus grinned mischievously at the group as they huddled together on the island.

“Do we just pick one and see if it’s right?” Stu asked.

“Yes. Pick one, try it, if it’s wrong, you all turn around and come back to the island and try again,” Marcus explained.

“Can you count the stones for each route?” Kylie asked.

The children all counted. Two routes had seven stones, one had five stones. It didn’t make their choice clearer.

“The stones all lead to different points along the banks,” Chuck said, trying to reason it out. “Can we gauge the distance of each route? Or see if one section of the bank is more well-used than the others?”

“Not easily,” Stu answered. “The bank is at an angle and cuts across. There might be a trail leading off from the middle route.” He pointed across to the opposite bank to the one they started on.

“Maybe it’s that way.” Tabitha’s small voice made them all turn and look at her. She visibly quaked at the attention, but she breathed in and repeated her idea. “If we go to that bank, we are on the wrong side of the river, we’ll have to cross back. Marcus never said we were crossing the river. He only said we had to get to the end.”

“That is such a good idea, Tabitha,” Kylie told her daughter. “Shall we count the stones?”

“There are eight, I already counted. Plus, it looks as if there is a trail leading away from the river from where we reach the bank.” Tabitha sounded more assured now that her idea had been accepted and not thrown back at her as stupid.

Joanna stole a glance at Marcus. His attempt at hiding his pleasure at Tabitha reasoning out his puzzle didn’t fool her. And she found herself smiling, too, until their eyes locked together and something else passed between them. Something that made her insides turn to liquid fire.

Quickly turning away, she began to organize the team. “Okay, I can’t wait for some hot chocolate, so let’s get the planks together and get across the stream.”

The planks were quickly assembled, and the team was ready to go. Stu had taken the front position this time, but before he laid the first plank, he turned to Tabitha and offered her the plank of wood. “You should go first. It was your idea.”

Tabitha hung back, eying Stu with suspicion. Was this a trick so if it was wrong she would take all the blame? Joanna could read the mixture of emotions in her face.

“Right or wrong, it doesn’t matter,” Jude said, coming to stand next to her. “It is a good idea.”

“Here, we can do it together and then you can go first,” Stu offered, holding his hand out to his sister.

Tabitha looked at the opposite bank as if weighing up the repercussions of her decision. Then she stepped forward and took the plank from her brother. “Thanks.” She broke out into a beautiful grin and then stepped forward confidently to lay the first plank.

One by one the planks were laid and then the children walked along them. When the fifth one was in place, the families worked together to pass the planks forward until at last, Tabitha placed the final plank at her feet.

“It reaches,” she called out in triumph.

One by one the team reached the safety of the bank. Each of them had dry feet, and each of them high-fived Tabitha as they celebrated their success.

“We did it,” Reece said excitedly, his arm around his sister as they looked back at the route they’d taken along the stream bed.

“You did. Let’s collect the planks and carry them back to the beginning, ready for the next team to take on the challenge. Then we can rustle up some hot chocolate and probably eat lunch.” Marcus looked at his watch. “You’ve completed this task in one of the fastest times I’ve seen.”

“All thanks to Tabitha,” Stu said, putting his arm around his sister.

For a moment she froze, unsure how she was supposed to cope with being hugged. But she glanced at Reece and Winnie who were standing together looking relaxed and she let her shoulders drop and breathed out. “We did it as a team.”

“We sure did,” Kylie agreed.

Chuck moved to the side of his wife and wrapped his arms around her as Jude joined Stu and Tabitha for a hug. “Thanks for this morning, Marcus.”

“My pleasure,” Marcus said, his eyes scanning the group before coming to rest on Joanna.

In that moment, Joanna was certain they wanted the same thing. For his arms to be wrapped around her shoulders. To stand so close to each other that their bodies were as one.

“Thanks for bringing us, Mom.” Reece and Winnie crowded around her and she hugged them close, once more torn between her need to be a mother and her desire for Marcus.

Could the two be compatible? Perhaps she should trust in fate to make that decision, she thought wryly as she hugged her children.


Chapter Eight – Marcus

“Did you do it?” Marcus asked Patrick and Sage over lunch in the barn.

“Yes, we did,” Patrick looked at his brother-in-law with a bemused expression.

“I know, it’s crazy, and I’m sorry I asked you…”

“But it’s for a good reason,” Sage shot her husband a warning look. “You do remember what it’s like when you first meet your mate and you’d do anything for them.”

“I’d do anything for you now,” Patrick insisted and then rolled his eyes. “This is about the ice cream again, isn’t it?”

“I’m not the kind of person who holds a grudge,” Sage said sweetly. Then she ran her hand over her belly. “Of course, your child might not agree.”

Patrick chuckled. “It’s a good thing you are my mate and I know you are only joking.”

Sage shook her head. “That is the trouble with fated mates, there is no room for emotional blackmail. You know no matter what, I’ll never leave you and always love you.”

He kissed her cheek. “And I’ll always love you. And…I went to Reamington first thing this morning and bought you some ice cream. So when you wake up in the night craving cookie dough ice cream, I’ll get you some.”

Sage let her expression drop. “I’ve moved on from cookie dough.”

Patrick groaned. “Do I get to know in advance, so I can store some in the freezer?”

“I’m joking,” Sage told him and leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’d love some cookie dough ice cream right now. It’s been a long morning.”

“Promise me you are not doing too much.” Patrick rested his arm on his wife’s shoulders and she leaned into him.

“No, I’m fine, I have a quiet afternoon. My group is about to take on the stepping stone stream challenge. Didn’t you do that this morning?” Sage asked Marcus.

“We did. Tabitha got it right away. My team rocks.” Marcus turned his head and looked over his shoulder to the table where Joanna sat with her kids and the Caulfield family.

“Not that you are biased,” Patrick said easily. “Who knew the woman of your dreams would arrive at your door.” He glanced sideways at Sage. “Fate sure does move in mysterious ways.”

“Joanna said she doesn’t believe in fate.” Marcus scraped the last of his food off his plate.

“She will when she finds out about you. And about shifters.” Sage placed her hand on her brother’s, trying to comfort him. “By the end of this week, she’ll know just how lucky she is. You are a great guy.”

“Are you okay?” Marcus asked as Sage gulped loudly.

“Trying not to cry. These pregnancy hormones are getting the better of me. I cry at everything.” She wiped under her eyes and then stood up. “I’m going to make a start on that ice cream.”

Sage left the table and Patrick and Marcus exchanged raised eyebrows. “Is she okay?” Marcus asked.

“Yes, she is. She insisted on working this week because the adoption week is so special to her. But I think this will be her last full week of work. But don’t tell her I told you.” Patrick picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. “She hates giving in, but a behind-the-scenes role would be better for her.”

“I’ll talk to the others. Nana could likely take over if Sage doesn’t mind organizing the food. I can get a couple of people in from Bear Creek to help with the catering. Luckily, the next couple of weeks aren’t as busy.” Marcus was mentally going through the activities they had planned for the next few weeks. They had made preparations for being one member of staff short and had reduced the bookings to suit. Particularly around Sage’s due date. As a family, they wanted to be there to support her. He only hoped the baby took those plans into account and arrived at the right time.

“So these tracks…” Patrick drew Marcus back to the present. In his daydream he’d drifted away, imagining what it would be like when Joanna had their first child.

“Yes, these tracks.” Marcus gave Patrick a lopsided smile. “Winnie is so anxious to see a wolf or a bear. So I thought why not start off with some tracks? You left them on the trail, didn’t you?”

“Kind of. When you reach the large boulder where the trail forks, you have to go off to the left. We didn’t want them to be visible to everyone walking the trail, and we also didn’t want them covered up by any hikers who might trek that way before you get out there.” Patrick stood up and stretched. “I need to round my group up. I have a couple of kids who don’t sit still for more than five minutes.”

“Gives you plenty of practice for your own child,” Marcus told him.

“Don’t I know it!” Patrick waved and left the table.

Marcus sat alone, drinking his coffee for a few minutes. It was the first time he’d had a chance to collect his thoughts all day and they soon drifted back to Sage and the baby. A thought began to niggle him. Why had Joanna adopted children? Was it because she and her husband couldn’t conceive? Or was it because she didn’t want to experience the whole pregnancy and giving birth thing herself?

You can’t exactly ask her, his bear said.

I’ll find a way of getting her to open up, Marcus told his bear.

And will the answer make any difference in the way we feel about her? His bear had a point.

No, but I’d like to know. If she can’t have children, I’ll know not to talk about it. I don’t want her to feel pressured or to think I won’t love her if she can’t conceive.

And what if it’s a choice? His bear voiced the nagging question that he wanted to ignore. What if fate had decided to match him up with a mate who didn’t want children of her own? But as he looked around the room, he knew it didn’t matter. Joanna obviously loved children or else she would not have adopted Reece and Winnie. And he knew he could love a child that wasn’t his own. He knew he could share his life with any child who needed a home.

Maybe that was his calling in life. Maybe that was his fate.

Rising from the table, he went to check on Nana and George who were dealing with the catering this week. “How are you two?” Marcus asked. “The food is great, as always.”

“Thanks, we’re doing good.” Nana set her piercing stare on her son. “And how are you? I take it you haven’t told Joanna yet.” She kept her voice low, but Marcus still turned around to check that no one else could hear.

“Not yet. It’s not an easy thing to tell,” Marcus pressed his lips together and frowned. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Well, you could just shift in front of her and go ta-da!” George said unhelpfully.

“I’m sure that will work, George, thanks for the fatherly advice,” Marcus replied sarcastically, earning himself a wide grin from George.

Marcus liked George. He liked George a lot. Having lost all hope of finding his mate, when George eventually met Nana he took on the role of husband and father with enthusiasm. As a retired history teacher, he was also great to have around the center. He understood how kids worked and how to motivate them.

“Sage and Patrick made a trail for your team to find,” Nana said, shifting the focus of the conversation. “George has also offered to go into the mountains as a bear and let them see him.”

“You would? I was going to ask Luke or one of the guys from town.” Marcus placed a hand on George’s shoulder. “It’s not the kind of thing I’d usually ask anyone to do, but I can’t wait to see the look on Winnie’s face.”

“You already have an attachment to the children,” Nana noted. “That’s a good start, because you know more than anyone that they come as a package deal.”

“I do and believe me, I am more than ready to be both husband and father,” Marcus confirmed.

“Good man,” George said.

“I should get going.” Marcus felt the presence of his mate fading away and he turned to see her and the rest of his group leaving the barn. “I’ll see you later.”

“Have a good afternoon,” Nana called after her eldest son.

“I will.”

Marcus hurried out of the barn and joined his group as they were strolling back to their tents, which were pitched close together.

“Is it time to go already?” Joanna asked, looking at her watch.

“It’s a little early, but if you are all ready to go…” He hated being apart from her. Last night after everyone was asleep, he’d come down to the camping field and patrolled the perimeter, not because he had to, but because he loved the sense of her. They were connected on a deep level and he could not get enough of that connection.

Sage told him it faded with time. The newness wore off. So he planned to enjoy for as long as he could.

“I’m ready,” Winnie replied. “The longer we spend on the mountain, the more chance we have of spotting a bear or a wolf. Although I would settle for a rabbit.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Marcus looked at the others who looked eager to go.

“I need to get my camera from the tent and then we’re ready,” Kylie said and jogged over to the family’s tent.

“Are you looking forward to our hike?” Marcus asked Tabitha.

Tabitha shrugged. “Walking isn’t exactly my thing. But I guess.”

“Great.” Marcus watched Kylie as she walked back to the group. He was trying hard not to stare at Joanna. It was hard, if not impossible, since given an ounce of free will his eyes naturally gravitated toward her.

Joanna appeared to have the same problem. Whenever his eyes did rest on her, she was looking at the children, or the trees, or the ground. Anywhere rather than him. Marcus relaxed a little. Joanna was interested in him, and if he could only find the right way to tell her, she would accept him for who he was. For what he was.

He was also confident his mate would make a valuable member of the team here at Chance Heights. Once she became his wife. The way she talked Tabitha into joining in with the stepping stone stream challenge this morning proved she was suited to working with children.

“Are we going?” Winnie asked.

He shook his head, focusing on the small child in front of him. “Yes, we are.”

Marcus turned around and walked across the camping field toward the house, then they crossed the road and headed toward the start of the trail that led into the mountains. Chance Heights got its name from its elevated position on the lower slopes of the mountain. This gave the hikers an advantage and they only had to walk a few hundred feet before they were out on the mountain slopes. A few hundred feet more and the house disappeared from view and all around them was wilderness.

“Wow, we’re in the middle of nowhere.” Stu stood still and turned around slowly to take in the scene below and the mountain above.

“Do people ever get lost in the mountains?” Jude asked, in awe. “I mean up there on the snowy peaks?”

Marcus looked into the distance where the highest peaks jutted upward toward the sky. Only on clear days like today could you see the whole of the mountain, usually it was swathed in mist that clung to the higher peaks. “If you don’t know the trails it can be easy to get lost. Which is why we should always carry a map and a compass.”

Marcus took the backpack off his shoulder and set it on the ground. After unzipping it he pulled out eight clear plastic pouches and handed them out. “There’s a compass, too.”

“Are you going to teach us how to read them?” Tabitha asked, picking up a compass and tilting it sideways.

“I am.” Marcus began to patiently explain how to use the compass and maps to navigate the mountain. Soon, they were taking it in turns to lead the group toward the trail where Sage and Patrick had left their paw prints for Winnie and the other kids to find.

The closer they got, the more the excitement bubbled up inside Marcus, he felt like a kid at Christmas, or maybe even Santa himself since he had a big secret he was keeping all to himself.

“You keep smiling to yourself,” Joanna said as she slowed down and let Reece and Winnie lead the way.

“I’m happy.” He couldn’t keep the cheesy grin off his face, which had grown bigger since Joanna got close.

She narrowed her eyes and looked at him. “No, it’s more than that.”

“I like it out here. I enjoy my job and I like seeing the group working together.” That was the truth. Most of it, at least.

“It is a wonderful place. I’ve never been in the mountains before,” she admitted.

“Do you like it?” Marcus asked.

Joanna had no idea how important her answer was to him. This was where they would spend their lives and raise their children.

Unless she doesn’t want to leave her home and career, his bear reminded him. This might be tougher than he thought.

“Yes, I love it.”

He let out a sigh of relief, so too did his bear. “I’m glad you do.”

“Why?”

He hadn’t anticipated her question and opened and closed his mouth like a goldfish before he answered. “I want everyone to like it here. The mountains are good for the soul.”

Joanna accepted his answer and nodded. “I believe you are right. The air is clear and even after a night under canvas I feel more relaxed.”

“You didn’t sleep well?” Marcus would gladly give up his bed for his mate.

“I slept okay. I mostly stayed awake listening to the sounds.” Joanna’s gaze drifted in the direction of the house as if she could see it through the trees that masked it from view.

“What kind of sounds?” he asked nervously.

“I don’t know. Small animals? There was a lot of snuffling and even some panting.” Joanna glanced at Winnie and lowered her voice. “This is going to sound crazy, but I wondered if it was a bear or something large like that.”

Marcus averted his eyes, hoping she didn’t notice the color creeping across his cheeks. “Perhaps.”

His bear chuckled. Tell her it was me!

“Oh. I was hoping you would say no. Is it safe? With predators that close? The tents wouldn’t give us any protection.” Her mouth was a thin line of worry.

“Most bears don’t come close. So it probably wasn’t a bear.” His breathing became rapid. How difficult could it be to tell your mate a little white lie? He looked around, suddenly realizing they had reached the place where they needed to leave the trail and find the bear and wolf footprints.

He needed to focus. Joanna wasn’t the only person he had to think about. If he got distracted there was a good chance someone might get hurt. They were in the mountains, surrounded by wild things. And no matter how much he wanted to play down the risk posed by bears, he couldn’t. It wasn’t just shifters that roamed these mountains.

There were unseen dangers around every rockface and behind every boulder if you didn’t respect the mountain and its inhabitants.


Chapter Nine – Joanna

“Okay, time to go off the trail. We can use our maps and compasses to plot a course from here to the next bend in the trail here.” Marcus indicated the two points on the map. “Who wants to try?”

“I do.” Tabitha shot her hand into the air.

“Great, let’s do it.” Marcus couldn’t believe the change in Tabitha, she was like a whole different person. He wasn’t the only one to see the change. All of the Caulfield family were happier and more relaxed.

Stu helped Tabitha spread her map out on a boulder and placed the compass next to it.

“Everyone else can try, too.” With Marcus’s encouragement, they soon had a couple of different routes plotted out.

“Can we take my route?” Tabitha asked, jumping up with excitement.

Marcus assessed their route and nodded. “Good work. Are we ready to go off the trail?”

Joanna watched Marcus closely, she was certain he was up to something. But she wasn’t sure what. However, since lunchtime he’d had a secret smile playing across his lips. One she would sure like to kiss.

“Are you coming, Joanna?” Marcus’s voice made her jump guiltily, could he read her mind as he looked at her with those dark brown eyes that were like deep pools of longing?

“Yes.” She cleared her throat and tried again. “Yes…I was just admiring the scenery.” Her brows knitted together, that sounded so damn lame.

“There’s great scenery this way, too.” Marcus held out his hand to her and she took one step then two steps forward and slipped her hand into his as if it were the most natural thing in the world. But it didn’t feel natural, it felt decidedly unnatural, like out of this world unnatural.

Was it her imagination or did sparks really snap and crackle as their hands met and skin rubbed against skin? She stopped in her tracks, her eyes flew to meet his and she saw something there that shocked her, and yet calmed her all at once. There was something between them. Some deep connection like a thread tethering them to each other.

Was this the fate he was talking about?

But she didn’t want to believe that some force had decided they should be together. She didn’t want to give up control of her life like that.

“We should go join the others.” Her voice was a whisper on the mountain breeze, but he heard it all the same and gave a brief nod. However he didn’t let go of her hand. Not until a cry from Winnie drew him away from her.

“There are huge tracks here.” Winnie pointed to the ground. The others all crowded around to take a look but moved aside as Marcus approached.

“Are they bear tracks?” Reece asked excitedly.

Marcus hunkered down and placed his large hand next to the paw print. Even with his fingers splayed out Marcus’s hand could fit into the paw print five times or more. Joanna lifted her head and looked around, panic rising in her chest.

“It’s okay,” Marcus assured them all as if he could sense her panic. “This print is more than six hours old. Most likely made this morning or in the night.”

“How do you know?” Tabitha asked, crouching down beside Marcus and placing her hand next to his. “It’s huge.”

“It is huge. And we can tell it was made this morning when the dirt was damp with dew. Once it dried out, it kind of set. Like a mold.” Marcus stood up and took a step back as the others crowded in. “Can you see anymore?”

The group dispersed to search the ground around them. “Here.” Stu’s excited cry brought the others rushing toward him. Only Marcus didn’t look surprised.

“Look, they go off in that direction. Can we follow them?” Winnie asked excitedly.

“Sure, we can follow them a little way. But only if you use your maps and compasses to keep track of where we are.” That secret smile played across his lips once more as a rustle of paper filled the air.

Joanna closed the space between her and Marcus. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was staged.”

He swung his head around to face her, his eyes wide. “I don’t know what you are insinuating.”

“That you have a trained bear who walks these trails for you?” she suggested with an arched eyebrow. For a moment he looked like he’d been busted. “That was a joke.” She tilted her head to one side. “No. I was right. This is set up.”

“I don’t have a trained bear,” he assured her. “And the trail is real.” His eyes searched her face as if he wanted to say more. But he didn’t, instead, he moistened his lips nervously and kept silent.

As her marriage broke down she grew used to the signs that Julian was hiding something from her. Those same signs were evident in Marcus right now and her stomach sank with disappointment.

Perhaps she was overreacting and he was simply choosing to keep his trade secrets to himself. Or perhaps it was more than that.

“Here, there are more here.” Jude’s voice came from behind a large, scrubby bush.

“I should go.” Marcus’s eyes were still fixed on hers.

“You should.” She broke the contact between them and walked toward her children, confused by Marcus’s behavior.

They had shared a connection, she was certain of it. Yet there was something beneath the surface, something that put a barrier between them. The question she needed to ask herself was if she wanted that barrier to come down. Did she want to pursue Marcus? Did she want to risk her heart on a relationship that promised to be anything but smooth?

“Mom, come see.” Winnie beckoned Joanna toward the others and she went, choosing to enjoy the day, enjoy the game which she was certain Marcus had orchestrated. As she looked into Winnie’s excited face, with her wide eyes and her flushed cheeks, she had a glimmer of understanding.

Perhaps she had been too rash and misjudged Marcus. This might be a setup, but he’d done it for the children. For her children. Knowing how much it meant to Winnie to see at least a hint of bears or wolves, he’d guided them toward these paw-prints.

She let out a sigh of relief. Her treatment by Julian had left her wary, almost ready to be duped once more. But Marcus was a good man. He might not be perfect, no person was. But his heart was in the right place, and she believed part of his heart belonged to her.

Had the mountain turned her into a romantic fool?

“Come look closer,” Winnie took hold of her mom’s hand and pulled her down beside her. “Look at it. And these.” She pointed to more paw prints. These were different but followed the same trail as the bear prints.

“Do bears and wolves normally travel together?” Chuck asked with interest.

“No. This is a game trail, though. There’s a chance they were hunting in this area and just happened to cross paths.” Marcus crouched down and began to point out the differences in the tracks.

Joanna watched and listened, but her interest was more in the man than the beasts with four feet and claws. She longed to get to know him, to get under his skin.

All she had to do was put aside her fear of getting hurt and sending herself and the children on a rollercoaster ride of emotions.

“You seem pensive,” Kylie commented as they followed the trails deeper into the mountains.

“Do I?” Joanna wrinkled her nose. “I suppose I’m confused.”

“We’re not talking about the difference between wolf and bear tracks, are we?” Kylie rolled her eyes. “Sorry, misplaced humor.”

“Not at all. I need to lighten up. I’m just not sure what to do.” She gave a rueful sigh. “I’m not even sure if there is anything to do.”

“About Marcus?” Kylie asked quietly as the two women fell further behind the rest of the group.

“Yes. I don’t know if I’m fooling myself into thinking he’s interested in me. You know, every other adult here is part of a couple. I’m the odd one out.” She ran her hand through her hair, noting it needed a good wash. She was turning into the wild woman of Chance Heights. What man would take her seriously if she looked as though she’d been dragged across the mountains by a bear?

“There is chemistry between you. It’s not one-sided if that’s what you’re concerned about.” Kylie’s eyes rested on Tabitha who was joining in with the other children. “Perhaps we might all get our happy ever afters here.”

“She’s a lovely bright girl,” Joanna commented. “I know there will be ups and downs, but you’ve taken huge steps forward today. She’s like a different child.”

“I hope so.” Kylie sighed. “All I want is a happy family.”

“She is happy. I’m sure she knows you are there for her, she just isn’t sure how to handle love.” Joanna might as well be speaking about herself. She’d never understood how much Julian had let her down until now. He’d promised to love her forever and he’d taken that away from her. Perhaps she might have coped better, but she’d never felt loved by her parents, not in any tangible way. So Julian’s betrayal had severely dented her confidence in her belief that anyone could love her.

“We all think we can shower someone with love and they’ll accept it. But that isn’t true, is it?” Kylie asked sadly.

“No, it’s not. Funny isn’t it, that it’s difficult to believe we are worthy of love.” Joanna’s voice trailed off.

“You’re talking from experience?” Kylie asked.

Joanna nodded. “My childhood was not happy. I was not loved. At least…my parents said the words, but only because they knew they were supposed to. But hearing you are loved and feeling loved are two different things.”

“That’s why you are holding back with Marcus.” Kylie nodded in understanding. “I don’t think he’s the kind of man who would mess you around or hurt you.”

“No, I don’t think he is. But then I didn’t think my first husband was until he ran off with another woman.” Joanna’s legs were beginning to ache and right now she longed for the shade of a tree and a cool drink of water. The fresh mountain air no longer made her feel alive. Instead, she felt as if there was a part of her inside that was dead. The part that was capable of having an adult relationship with a man.

Was she really planning on spending the rest of her life alone?

The children. Of course, she wasn’t alone.

Joanna put her fingers to her temple, the first dull warning thump of a headache was threatening to ruin the rest of the day. She’d come to Chance Heights to clear her head and rid her thoughts of Julian. Instead, she was a mixed-up mess of emotions. Why couldn’t she forget about her attraction to Marcus?

Because deep down she knew it was more than an attraction. What they shared was deeper than anything she’d ever experienced. Deeper than the relationship with her parents and certainly deeper than the relationship she had with Julian.

She didn’t know how she knew. But it was a fact. Just as the sun rose in the morning and set at night.

“You know what? I need to stop overthinking all this.” Joanna shook off her doubts. The breakup of her marriage might have severely dented her confidence in herself and her ability to be loved, but it was ridiculous to believe she was unworthy. If Reece or Winnie had come to her and said those words, she would have assured them that everyone is worthy of love.

“You and Tabitha are so alike. She overthinks everything. That’s what her therapist told us. But look at how she’s shaken that off and is just going with it, living for the moment.” Kylie watched her daughter playing with the other children while Chuck and Marcus talked quietly together.

“Thanks, Kylie. I don’t know a lot of people who can relate to me on the same level.” The adoption process had left her and Julian with little energy left to socialize with friends and then when Julian left, Joanna had thrown herself into raising the children. In fact, she no longer had a social life outside of her children’s lives.

“We should exchange numbers and keep in touch,” Kylie suggested. “The children get along well, we could always meet up every couple of months.”

“I’d like that a lot,” Joanna said.

“Good, that means you can keep me updated on the budding romance between you and Marcus,” Kylie said as they neared the others. Joanna cast her a wary look, but Kylie just laughed. “They can’t hear us.”

But as they joined the rest of the group, Marcus looked over his shoulder and as their eyes met, Joanna was certain Kylie was wrong. She wasn’t sure how much Marcus had heard, but she was certain it was enough for him to know she was interested in him.

A thrill of pleasure traveled up Joanna’s spine. Her life might be about to change in ways she had never imagined before she came to Chance Heights and met the ruggedly handsome, and incredibly caring Marcus Chance.


Chapter Ten – Marcus

“So she is interested?” Luke asked. They were seated around the kitchen table after dinner. It was usually a time for going over the day’s activities and planning the itinerary for the following day. However, tonight the sole topic of conversation was Marcus and his unsuspecting mate.

“If I heard right. Of course, it was an overheard conversation, so I might be wrong,” Marcus confessed.

“You have big ears,” Sage told her brother. “You never get it wrong.”

“She’s right,” Nana said, setting a plate of homemade cookies down in the table. “You always used to hear what you weren’t supposed to hear when you were a child.”

“Okay, so if I did hear it right, which you all assume I did…” He took a cookie off the plate. “I might have the best hearing, but you make the best cookies, Nana.”

“Are you changing the subject?” Nana asked as she sat down next to George.

“I don’t like talking about it.” Marcus bit into the still warm cookie and savored the flavor. “Until I talk to Joanna, it feels as if I’m talking behind her back.”

“True. It’s like she’s the last to know,” Sage agreed.

“You should get out there and tell her.” Patrick drank his coffee as all eyes turned to him. “I mean it, there is nothing worse than being the last to know.”

“He’s right.” Sage placed her hand over her husband’s hand. “A good relationship is based on trust and understanding and being open with each other.”

A murmur of agreement went around the kitchen. Marcus wished it was that easy. “You all had it easy, your mate already knew about shifters. Joanna has no clue.”

“Well, she needs to know. If you explain the whole mate thing to her, she’ll soon come around,” Luke said as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

“I’ll remind you of that when it’s your turn,” Marcus promised.

“Oh, I aim to have a shifter for my mate,” Luke told his brother.

“You don’t get a choice,” Sage reminded him.

“And it doesn’t matter if she is a shifter or not,” George said firmly. “Once you meet her it won’t matter.”

Nana leaned toward George and kissed his cheek. “All that matters is that you are together. Isn’t that right, honey?”

“Yes,” George answered.

“Agreed.” Sage turned her attention back to Marcus. “You need to find a way of telling her. The sooner the better. Then she won’t think you were keeping it from her.”

“You mean if I leave it too long she might think I’m capable of keeping other stuff from her?” Marcus asked.

“Yes. You want to earn and keep her trust,” Sage confirmed.

Marcus drained his coffee cup and took another couple of cookies from the plate. “I need to go and clear my head. I understand what you are all saying, but I want her to like me for me first. That way she might not freak out when I tell her about shifters.”

“She won’t freak out. Fate chose her for you, so it must know she’ll accept you,” Nana reminded him.

“If it was just Joanna I’d agree, but this is about her kids, too. Reece and Winnie are part of her life, so they are part of my life as well. I don’t want to cause a problem for the family.” He headed for the door.

Nana got up from her chair and followed him across the kitchen. “Don’t ever think of yourself as a problem, Marcus. If anything, you are a solution to a problem.”

“You mean because Joanna’s husband walked out on them?” Marcus asked. He’d given that fact some thought. “What kind of an asshole does that?”

“The kind who didn’t really think about what he was taking on when he adopted two children.” Nana leaned forward and kissed Marcus on the cheek. “Luckily, you don’t have any such problems.”

“I never expected to have a ready-made family,” Marcus admitted.

“But you’ll love them like they were your own,” Nana told him confidently. “I know you and I know how much love is in your heart.”

“Thanks.” He hugged her and kissed her cheek. “I’ve had a good teacher. You loved us like we were your own flesh and blood, even though you were so young yourself.”

“I loved you and your parents. It was easy for me.” Nana looked down in her usual self-effacing way. She always downplayed the role she played in keeping the Chance family together and how she kept Chance Heights in the family by working hard while raising three children.

Marcus chuckled. “I was there, remember? It wasn’t easy. I wasn’t easy.”

“You had just lost your parents and as the eldest child, you felt it more. You bore more responsibility than any child your age ever should. Which is why you can relate to Joanna’s children. They’ve had it rough and experienced their own loss. First with their biological parents and then with Joanna’s husband leaving. You can give them understanding and stability.”

“Maybe fate does know what it’s doing.” Marcus opened the kitchen door and felt the cool evening breeze on his face. “I’ll be back soon. I just need some fresh air.”

“You mean you just need to check up on your mate and her cubs.” Nana gave him a knowing look. “I understand, we all understand.”

Marcus left the house; his thoughts were still a jumbled mess but he was starting to understand what he needed to do. When he claimed his mate he would take on her family, too, they came as a package deal. His job was to show Joanna he could be a good husband and father. All before they packed up their belongings and went home in three days’ time.

He jogged across the garden that ran along the back and western side of the house. The garden was edged by a stone wall that had been built around the same time as the house from the same local stone, dug out from the mountain by the people who moved here long ago.

He often imagined what it might have been like to be one of those first people. The fear of the unknown, the excitement of building something new. A place where they would raise their families and their crops.

Maybe they felt a little like he felt now. His life was about to enter the unknown and he felt both excited and afraid. Yes, he experienced fear. Fear that his mate might decide she didn’t want a man in her life. They never finished their conversation about her husband, but as she spoke, he could sense her sadness and her loss.

For all he knew, she wanted him back and the thought of taking a chance on another man might be the last thing she wanted.

She’s our fated mate. Our one true love. His bear’s words entered his brain and smacked him out of his melancholy mood.

With an effortless leap into the air, Marcus jumped over the stone wall and shifted midair, landing on four paws on the scrubby woodland surrounding Chance Heights. Within moments he was running headlong through the trees following a well-worn trail he and his family had used for generations to pass unnoticed onto the mountain.

He ran until his lungs ached with the effort and his legs grew heavy with fatigue. Only his mind still raced with nervous energy, searching for a way to talk to Joanna about who he really was and where she fit into his life.

With a weariness that went deeper than muscle and bone, Marcus turned back toward home. His senses told him where his mate was amongst the other people camping in the field…

Wait, she wasn’t with the others. If he wasn’t mistaken, and he rarely was, she was alone by the stream.

Her presence pulled him on as if she were a beacon, a symbol of safety in the night.

Skirting the camping field, he entered the area where the stream bounced and bubbled over a rocky stream bed, his short, stout legs pushing him up the steep incline toward his mate. Her scent came to him on the air and he stopped, inhaling deeply. His mouth watered, she was more delicious than Nana’s cooking.

Marcus didn’t want to surprise her by appearing as a bear so he shifted fifty feet or more away from her and continued along the side of the stream on foot. They were close to the section where the group had completed their first task this morning. Had she come here to think of him?

Yeah, because what else could she possibly have on her mind? his bear asked.

I can dream, Marcus answered, but his bear was right. Joanna had not been hit over the head by the mating bond, it did not consume her senses as it did his.

“Hello?” Joanna’s voice came to him, he noted the hint of fear in her tone and immediately answered.

“Joanna?” As if he didn’t know. “It’s me, Marcus.”

“Marcus? What are you doing out here?” she asked, and he hated the wariness in her voice.

“I like to do a circuit of the house and camping field each evening.” He drew closer, catching his first glimpse of her as she sat on a large flat stone with her feet in the freezing cold water. “What about you?”

He closed the space between them, but not completely, he didn’t want to crowd her. She looked skittish, as if at any moment she could get up and bolt back to the others.

“I wanted a little time alone. Kylie and Chuck said they would watch over the children.” Guilt replaced fear as she spoke.

“It must be tough, being on your own with two children.” He groaned inwardly. “I mean it must be tough to find some alone time.”

“It is,” she acknowledged. “I love Reece and Winnie more than anything in the world, but it is tough.”

“And not what you had planned when you adopted them.” He took a couple more steps closer.

“No, it’s not. I always thought Julian, my husband, and I would watch the kids grow up and then grow old together.” Joanna looked up at him. “Although, I kind of like my life without Julian.” She covered her mouth with her hands. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have told you that.”

He chuckled. “Go ahead, I’m a good listener.”

Joanna pulled her feet out of the stream and for a moment he wondered if she was planning on leaving and going back to the tent. Instead, she pulled her knees up to her chin and tucked her feet under her. “What about you?”

“What about me?” He sought out a soft dry piece of ground and sat down.

“Do you like being alone, or do you ever see yourself settling down?” Her blunt question confused him. Was she fishing for information?

“I can’t wait to settle down. It’s kind of in my genes. A wife and family would make my life complete.”

“So you can’t see yourself leaving Chance Heights?” she asked.

He frowned, his brows knitting tightly together. “I don’t know. I hope not. But if I had to, I would.” He locked eyes with her. “Happiness is about the people you share your life with. Not the place you live.”

Who was he kidding? Chance Heights was his home. It was where he belonged, it was where his family had lived for generations. Yet, as he looked at his mate, Marcus knew he’d told her the truth. If he had to, he would leave.

For her.

“Happiness. It’s such an elusive concept.” Joanna rested her chin on her knees. “We always say if we have this, or that, we’ll be happy. But the truth is we ever know what makes us truly happy until we get it. Or lose it. Or sometimes the very thing we thought would make us happy ends up making us miserable.”

“Are you speaking from experience?” Marcus asked.

“My experience, and the experience of others. My parents were classic examples. They truly believed having a child would complete their lives. When I came along I proved them wrong.” Her voice hitched with emotion.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, it’s not your fault.” Joanna lifted her head and looked toward the campsite. “For me it’s been the opposite, adopting Reece and Winnie has brought me such happiness.”

“Even though your husband left?” Marcus ventured.

Joanna turned to him with a wistful smile. “It seems that trying for a child gave us something to work toward. It gave our relationship focus. Once we adopted Reece and Winnie, Julian felt…less important. I don’t know. He always said raising someone else’s children would be great. The reality was different.”

“Not all men would react the same way,” Marcus assured her.

“I know.” Their eyes locked and they shared a moment where the distance between them evaporated like water on a hot summer day. “But it’s hard to trust again. It’s not just my heart at risk now.”

“You have to think of the children, too. I get that.” He really did, and he wanted her to know he would never do anything to jeopardize her relationship with them. But how could he without sounding like an overbearing idiot?

“You like children.” Her comment caught his attention. Was she attempting to lead him where he already wanted to go?

“I do. Growing up with Nana as our mom and trying to cope with all that, while also watching Luke and Sage cope, too, left me with a deep understanding of the problems kids face and a need to help them.” He grinned. “I know how that sounds.”

“Like you’re a good guy,” Joanna offered.

“At least you didn’t call me nice.”

“There is nothing wrong with being a nice guy,” Joanna assured him. “I like nice. I like dependable.”

“I can be that and more.” He swallowed down his panic. Had he said too much? Would she run from him?

No. Instead, Joanna stood up and padded over to him on her bare feet. “Is there something between us?”

He reached out for her and closed his hand around hers. “Yes. More, perhaps, than you know.”

There is no perhaps about it, his bear said dryly.

She let him pull her down to sit beside him. “After Julian left, I made a promise to them, and to myself, that I would not go rebounding my way through men, trying to fill the hole in my heart.”

He nodded. “I understand. And I’m not offering you rebound sex. I’m offering you a lifelong relationship.”

“We’ve only just met,” she reminded him.

“Would it sound crazy if I told you I’ve loved you since the moment we first met?” His heart hammered in his chest as he watched Joanna’s beautiful face in the darkness. No more than a faint silhouette, he saw her surprise and knew he’d blown it.

The one thing in his life he needed to be right. The one thing in his life he needed more than the air in his lungs or the blood hammering in his veins.

“It would sound crazy. Yeah.”

His breath left his body in a huff as he sagged forward, his head a jumble of words that he needed to put into some kind of order and convince her to believe him.

“But I felt it, too.” Her soft voice penetrated the fog in his brain and he jerked his head up.

“You did?”

“I don’t know if I’d call it love at first sight…but there was an attraction. A deep attraction.” Joanna squeezed his hand. “So I guess we’re two crazy people.”

“I guess we are.” Marcus leaned forward and cupped her face with his hand, his lips searching for hers. They met, finding each other in the darkness and he sighed with relief that their first kiss wasn’t a clash of teeth, it was perfect, just as his love for her was perfect.

She tasted of Nana’s stew, flavored with a blend of herbs and spice and a hint of garlic. Her lips were soft, but firm, kissing him back in return. Joanna wasn’t a passive participant in their first kiss, she was sure of herself, wanting this as much as he did.

Marcus moved his hand to her waist and pulled her closer, their bodies so close he could feel the heat of her body and hear the beat of her heart which hammered loudly in her chest. A thrill of desire passed through him and he longed to lay her down by the side of the stream and make love to her. Right here. Right now, with only the swaying trees and the bubbling stream to see.

Too soon, his bear told him.

Marcus had already figured that out on his own. But he appreciated his bear’s input. After all, she was their mate. Man and bear who were separate and yet one.


Chapter Eleven – Joanna

He’d kissed her. Marcus Chance had kissed her by the side of the stream with the breeze rustling the trees above their heads.

When Joanna woke the next morning this was her first thought. Her second was that she should pinch herself to check that she hadn’t dreamed the whole thing.

But her lips still remembered the way his lips had moved against hers. And her body still recalled the excitement and desire that had bubbled up inside her just as the stream bubbled over the rocks and stones that lined its bed.

Bed. If he’d asked her last night, she’d have willingly gone to his bed. But he didn’t. Marcus said he didn’t want to rush her, that he knew her life was complicated and the last thing he wanted to do was add to those complications. She believed him.

He was a good man.

The thought that she didn’t deserve such a good man attempted to penetrate her good mood. She pushed it back down. Way back down. Where love was concerned it had nothing to do with who deserved it, or who had earned it. Love was natural, it could never be bought, it could never be forced.

“Is it time for breakfast?” Winnie’s sweet voice asked.

“I hope so, I’m starving,” Joanna admitted as she rolled over and reached out for her clothes.

The early morning air was chilly. It would be another hour or more before the sun rose high enough to warm the mountain. It was one thing she would have to get used to.

If she moved here to be with Marcus.

Was she being premature in planning her future? Yet when he spoke to her about love, he left her in no doubt this was a forever kind of love. As he covered her face and neck with butterfly kisses, he’d talked of fate and an unseen force…

Joanna’s eyes widened. What if this was how Marcus got laid?

Voices outside the tent shook her out of her momentary crisis of mistrust. Not all men were Julians.

“What’s going on out there?” Reece yawned widely as he crawled to the entrance of the tent and looked out.

“I can hear Kylie’s voice.” Joanna could also hear the panic in Kylie’s voice and the soothing tone of Chuck’s deep voice as he tried to reassure his wife.

“Should we go out?” Winnie asked as she dragged on her clothes.

“I’ll go see what’s wrong.” Joanna pulled a thick sweater on and squeezed out of the tent opening.

Kylie looked tearful, while Chuck hugged her close. “It’s okay, I’m sure she’s close by.”

“I walked down to the stream, and the boys have checked to see if she went for breakfast without us.” Kylie sniffed loudly.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Joanna asked, her concern growing. They must be talking about Tabitha, who was the only member of the family not here.

“When I woke up, Tabitha was gone.” Stu’s bottom lip trembled as he spoke. “I didn’t do anything, I swear.”

“No one said you did, honey,” Kylie told Stu. “But maybe she said something to you. Something you might not think is important.”

Stu shook his head. “I didn’t speak to her after dinner last night.” He looked thoughtful. “She was looking for something when she got into bed, though.”

“Looking for what?” Chuck asked gently, crouching down so his head was at the same height as his son’s.

Stu shook his head. “I don’t know, I couldn’t see.”

“It was her locket,” Jude blurted out.

“Her locket? The locket we gave her when she came to live with us?” Kylie placed her hand on Jude’s shoulders and hugged him. “I thought that was back home in the bottom of a drawer.”

“No, she keeps it under her pillow,” Jude explained.

“She does?” Chuck sounded surprised and looked at Kylie as if she might be able to offer up some kind of explanation.

“We thought she didn’t like it.” Kylie frowned as she turned away and looked into the distance.

“She just tells you that. Tabitha doesn’t want you to know how much she likes living with us.” Stu threaded his hand into his mom’s hand. “She’s scared you’ll send her away one day.”

“We won’t do that, she’s part of the family.” Chuck stood up and covered his mouth with his hand. “I thought we were getting somewhere with Tabitha. I really thought we made progress yesterday.”

“You did,” Joanna said, placing a comforting hand on Chuck’s broad shoulders. Tabitha’s dad looked as if a part of him was broken.

“We did,” Kylie confirmed with certainty. “What I don’t understand is how she lost the locket if it was under her pillow.”

“What did the locket look like?” Reece asked as he and Winnie left the tent and came to join everyone else.

Kylie swallowed hard and then replied, “It’s a heart locket. Inside it has a picture of the five of us and on the back, it has the date we adopted her.”

“Have you seen it, Reece?” Joanna asked gently.

“Yes, Tabitha showed it to me.” Reece took a step back as everyone looked at him. “I didn’t take it.”

“No one thinks you did,” Joanna assured him. “Can you tell us where she showed it to you?”

“Yesterday. On the mountain. We stopped for a drink on the trail and we were looking out at the view and she showed it to me.” Reece pressed his lips together, looking small surrounded by so many people.

Joanna moved to his side and hunkered down next to him. “She was wearing the locket while we were on the mountain yesterday?”

“She never wore it before,” Kylie whispered. “We figured she might one day when she felt like part of the family.”

“Perhaps that’s what happened yesterday.” Chuck hugged Kylie tighter and then released her as he scooped Stu and Jude into his strong arms. “We worked together. She didn’t hold back.”

“And she wore the locket as a symbol of being one of us at last,” Kylie said sadly as her gaze swept over the camping field in an endless search for her missing daughter. “I can’t believe the thing that symbolized her new life with us is the thing that’s driven us apart.”

“I heard Tabitha was missing.” Marcus’s concerned voice made them all turn to watch as he approached, including Joanna. All thoughts of last night and the kiss they shared were gone, swept away by worry for Tabitha.

“She is. At least we think she is.” Chuck went to meet Marcus, leaving Kylie to wrap her arms around the boys.

“Are you sure she isn’t here somewhere?” Marcus asked. “There are a lot of places a child could hide.”

“We think she lost her locket on the mountain yesterday and has gone to find it.” Joanna went to join Chuck and Marcus.

Marcus looked up at the mountain looming above them. “Do you know where she lost it?”

“Reece does,” Joanna answered, and Reece appeared at her side. “Can you show us, Reece?”

“Sure.” Reece sounded confident and Joanna trusted her son to lead them to the spot.

“I’ll get a map,” Marcus turned on his heel but before he walked away, Chuck grabbed him by the arm.

“Wouldn’t it be better if Reece actually showed you? We can retrace our steps from yesterday.” Chuck let Marcus go and dropped his hand to his side. “I believe it would be better if we all go and find her.”

“We would be quicker on our own,” Marcus told him gently. “I know you want to help, but my family knows the mountain better than anyone. If Reece gives us a location, we can be there in half the time than if we all went.”

“I appreciate that,” Chuck said. “But we need to do this. As a family, we need to bring Tabitha home.”

Marcus stood face to face with Chuck for a moment, the two men assessing each other. Eventually, Marcus gave a curt nod. “Get yourselves ready and meet me by the house. I’ll get Sage, Luke, and Patrick.”

Joanna watched him walk away, then she turned to Chuck. “Let’s get everyone ready and bring Tabitha home.”

Within five minutes the two families were following after Marcus as they walked toward the house. When they reached the Chance family home they were met by Sage, who handed out warm breakfast rolls. “Here, you need to eat before we go. Nana and George will look after everyone else.”

“I’m so sorry for the inconvenience.” Kylie stifled a sob as she bit into her warm roll filled with bacon and egg.

“Don’t be. We’ve dealt with plenty of stuff like this before. We all understand. We were kids once.” Sage smiled softly. “Pulling these kinds of stunts has nothing to do with whether Tabitha was adopted or not.”

Kylie nodded. “I know, it’s only…”

“It’s a great responsibility being entrusted with the welfare of a child that is not your own,” Sage finished. “We feel that way every time a child comes to stay here.”

“I guess you do,” Chuck said gratefully.

Marcus and Luke joined them just as the families were finishing their food. “We’ve got maps and compasses for you all.” Marcus handed them out quickly and then continued. “We’re assuming Tabitha followed the same trail as we did yesterday. But just in case, Luke and Sage are going to go on ahead and see if they can pick up her trail.”

Sage and Luke exchanged a glance and then nodded. “We should get going.”

“I thought Patrick was coming, too?” Chuck asked as Sage and Luke turned to walk away from the rest of the group.

“He’s gone on ahead to see if he can pick up the trail. We’ll meet him on the way and radio to Marcus if we believe Tabitha has gone in a different direction.” Sage rubbed her hand over her baby bump. “I can only imagine what you are going through. But we will find Tabitha.”

Marcus raised his hand. “See you both later. We’ll continue toward the place Tabitha showed Reece her locket unless we hear from you.”

“See you later,” Luke called back as they set off at a fast walk toward the mountain.

“Okay, the rest of us should get going,” Marcus announced. “Stay close, use your maps so you know where we are in case we have to split up.”

A sense of dread spread through Joanna’s body, but she kept her fears to herself. As they walked, she sent out her thoughts toward Tabitha. They were filled with hope. Hope that the young girl would be found safe and hope that the Caulfield family would find a way to move past this. Yesterday they had been on the brink of coming together as a family. Today they were torn apart, their faces miserable and full of doubts.

The mood of the group zapped the energy out of them. Each step they took into the mountains was harder than the last, but they kept going. Joanna’s muscles still ached from yesterday, but she pushed herself to keep going. Slowly, they wound their way higher into the mountains, following the trail until the point they had to leave it to follow the bear trail.

Even the bear and wolf paw prints in the dirt could not raise their spirits.

“Have you heard from the others?” Joanna asked Marcus as he slowed and waited for the others to catch up. Stu and Jude particularly were struggling, but the determination on their faces made it clear it would be pointless to ask them if they wanted to stop.

“Not yet.” He looked up ahead, his brow furrowed with concern.

“They should have reached the place where we stopped by now, shouldn’t they?” Joanna asked quietly.

Marcus nodded. However, before he could answer the radio in his backpack crackled into life. He yanked it out and held it to his mouth. “Luke.”

“Hi there, Marcus. We have a visual.” Luke’s voice crackled over the radio, with the best news the group could receive.

“Are you sure it’s her?” Marcus asked.

“Absolutely. We took a while because she zigzagged back down the trail. We must have gone straight past her.” Luke paused, and Sage’s voice could be heard in the background.

“Are you okay?” Marcus asked.

“Yes. Tabitha is coming back toward you. We’re going to move out of sight, so I’ll let you all decide how to play this.” Luke spoke quietly once more. “Gotta go. She’ll be with you in about ten minutes. We’ll follow behind unseen.”

“Thanks, Luke.” Marcus switched off the radio and turned to the others. “They’ve found Tabitha, she’s walking back down the mountain, so they’ve chosen not to approach her. We all thought it would be best if you and Chuck talk to her first, so she knows she’s not in trouble.”

Kylie’s knees sagged with relief and only Chuck’s strong arms kept her from falling to the ground. “Thank you,” Kylie gasped.

“Our pleasure.” Marcus smiled reassuringly at Joanna. “We should go a little off the trail and keep out of sight.”

Joanna nodded. “Come on, guys, let’s leave Kylie and Chuck here.”

“What about us?” Stu asked. “Shall we go or stay?”

“You should stay. We are a family. Us and Tabitha, and she needs to know we are all here for her.” Kylie held out her hands and Stu and Jude went to her.

“Okay, let’s go,” Marcus said, looking into the distance and then ushering Joanna and her children away.

“Can you hear Tabitha?” Joanna asked as the ducked under a scrubby bush that led to another game trail.

Marcus looked over his shoulder but didn’t immediately answer. When he did, his reply surprised Joanna. “I have really good hearing.”

Joanna narrowed her eyes at him. “How good? Because all I hear is the wind.”

“Very good.” He looked a little shifty, as if he was about to tell her he was a cyborg or something with an enhanced body…which would explain the well-toned body and strong arms.

“Is that a bear?” Winnie’s voice broke into her thoughts.

“Where?” Joanna asked with concern.

“There.” Winnie pointed to a rocky ridge, where, sure enough, a large grizzly bear was making its way toward them.

“What do we do?” Joanna asked Marcus.

“Nothing, we just stay here and stay quiet and it will pass right by.” Despite his words, Marcus looked nervous.

“Should we go back and warn the others?” Reece asked as he shielded his eyes against the sun as it rose in the sky.

“No, they’ll avoid us,” Marcus spoke with confidence and experience. “We will all be fine.”

“Are you sure?” Joanna asked nervously as two more bears joined the first.

“Yes. Absolutely.” Marcus stared at the bears as if willing them to look at him.

Joanna stared, too, wanting to trust Marcus and yet the need to grab hold of her family and run back down the mountain was almost too strong to ignore. However, before she had a chance to make a decision, Kylie’s voice reached out. A cry for help.

They all turned in the direction of the cry, the bears momentarily forgotten.

Until a terrible thought hit Joanna. What if there were more bears? What if the Caulfield family had been attacked? “What’s wrong?” Joanna asked Marcus, her hand gripping his upper arm in panic.

“Did they get attacked by bears?” Winnie asked fearfully.

“No,” Marcus told them quickly. She turned to look at him. His eyes burned with a need to say more. “Come on, let’s stick together.”

“Because of the bears?” Winnie asked, looking in the direction of the three bears on the mountain.

But instead of three bears, there were three people hiking down toward the place where Kylie’s cry had originated from. Joanna squinted, trying to focus a little more, then she gasped in surprise. Those three people were Luke, Sage, and Patrick.

As Marcus’s radio crackled and Joanna heard Luke’s voice, a wave of confusion swept over her. It was as if the bears had been replaced by three humans. How was that possible?

It wasn’t. But Joanna had a sneaking feeling the impossible had become possible here on the mountain. Was this Chance’s secret?

If so…how? Why?

And what the hell had she gotten herself and her family into?


Chapter Twelve – Marcus

“Did you hear Kylie scream?” Marcus asked Luke over the radio.

“We heard it, but we couldn’t see anything. We’re on our way there now.” Luke’s voice was tinged with worry.

“We’re heading there, too,” Marcus told his brother.

“Great. Meet you there. And Marcus, be careful.” Luke’s last sentence infected Marcus with fear.

“I thought you didn’t see anything?” Marcus checked that Joanna and the children were staying close as they walked at a fast pace across the open terrain.

“I didn’t…but I sensed something. For a moment I sensed there was something else out here with us.” Luke’s words chilled Marcus to the core.

“Keep your ears and eyes open.” He paused. “And your other senses.”

Placing the radio back in his pack, he increased his pace. He had to get to the Caulfield family and save them from whatever might have attacked them.

“Do the others know what happened?” Joanna asked breathlessly.

Marcus looked over his shoulder. Winnie and Reece were running to keep up, but he didn’t dare slow down. “No.”

“Could one of them have fallen?” Joanna asked as the ducked under the scrubby bushes that would bring them into sight of the Caulfield family.

“No. There is nowhere to fall around here. It’s why we hike over this area, it’s safe.” At least it was usually safe. But if Luke had sensed something…

“What’s that?” Winnie’s high voice, filled with awe, asked the question they were all thinking.

“Is it a snow leopard?” Joanna asked, leaning around Marcus who had tried to block their view.

“It’s nothing.” Chuck strode toward them, his arms outstretched as Kylie and the boys crowded around what was most definitely a snow leopard.

“It’s okay, Chuck,” Marcus told him gently. He approached with his arms outstretched as if he was trying to quieten a frightened animal. Although Chuck wasn’t so much frightened, more like protective.

He’s protecting his cub, Marcus’s bear told him.

Of course, he was. Which mean that Tabitha was a shifter. A snow leopard shifter.

The secret he was trying to share with Joanna had just been unleashed on the mountain in the form of Tabitha.

“We can handle it,” Chuck told Marcus.

“I can help,” Marcus told him gently.

“I don’t think you can.” Kylie approached them while Stu and Jude hung back, with what he guessed was their sister after her first shift.

“Tabitha is stuck, right?” His question caused a quick exchange of worried glances between Kylie and Chuck. “I can help. I helped Luke and Sage when they first shifted.”

“Shifted. Is that what it’s called?” Kylie asked, looking over her shoulder toward her children.

“Yes, it is.” Marcus wanted to reassure them it was all perfectly normal, but he knew it was not going to be easy for them to accept this as anything close to normal.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Joanna asked from behind him. “What is a shifter?”

Marcus turned around and took two paces toward where Joanna was standing with her children behind her. “A shifter is a person who can change from a human to an animal.”

Joanna gave a short laugh. “A what?”

“A human to an animal,” Marcus repeated.

“Like a bear or a wolf?” Winnie asked behind her mom.

“Or a snow leopard?” Reece added.

“Yes.” Marcus nodded at the children before he fixed his gaze on Joanna. “It’s an inborn ability.”

“And you have it?” his mate asked.

“I do,” he confirmed.

“And so does your family?” Joanna asked, looking over his shoulder as Luke, Sage, and Patrick approached from behind Stu and Jude.

“Yes.” He closed his eyes briefly, scared she would freak out. This was not how he’d pictured the moment of his big reveal would look like. He’d imagined it would be more intimate, not an announcement made in front of so many people.

“And Tabitha?” Chuck asked, half turning toward his daughter who was sitting down on the ground looking morose.

“One of her parents must have been a snow leopard shifter,” Marcus explained. “I don’t know if Tabitha knew that.”

“Why has this never happened before?” Kylie asked as she wandered back toward her children.

“A child doesn’t shift until around puberty. If Tabitha lived with her parents, they would have been aware of it and watched for the signs. They would also have taught her how to cope when the first shift takes over. Unfortunately, it can take you by surprise.”

“Tell us about it,” Chuck agreed ironically.

“So you can help Tabitha shift back to her human form?” Stu asked.

“I can, yes. I just need to talk her through it.” Marcus ducked around the protective Chuck and hunkered down next to the young snow leopard, who cowered behind Stu’s legs.

“She’s scared,” Jude told him.

“I know. It is scary the first couple of times you shift.” Marcus reached out his hand to Tabitha but didn’t touch her. The connection was up to Tabitha to make. He didn’t want to force her into being petted, she wasn’t a domesticated animal, she was a wildcat who was capable of tearing his flesh if she chose to.

“Don’t worry,” Luke said as he approached with Sage and Patrick. “Marcus is good at this. He taught me and Sage.”

Stu nodded, looking serious as he watched Tabitha stretch her neck just enough to touch her nose to Marcus’s fingertips. He held his palm flat and she rubbed her head on it, before she shuffled forward, her big eyes wide with fear.

“It’s okay, little one,” Marcus crooned. “You just need to get the hang of shifting back and forth.”

“How does she do that?” Jude asked.

“First, you have to relax a little.” He titled his head and watched Tabitha’s long tail as it twitched angrily. “Then you have to imagine yourself. The human you.”

“And then what?” Chuck asked, his face contorted in concentration as he listened to Marcus’s instructions.

“When you have that picture of yourself in your head, then you have to let go of your body and step into the image.” Marcus’s instructions sounded simple enough, but it was scary to let go of who you were and imagine yourself as something else. The moment when you slipped out of this reality and into the unknown was scary at first, it was as if you were letting go of your very existence.

The small snow leopard shifted her weight and her eyes crossed a little as if she was trying to concentrate really hard. Too hard. Her tail twitched as she failed to change back into a human.

“Just relax,” Sage told Tabitha gently as she sat down in the dry dirt. “It’s okay, we’re all here for you.”

The snow leopard looked around her, staring at the faces watching her. Then she looked down at the ground, her body drooping. A crackle and fizzing filled the air, and for a moment Tabitha slipped out of focus. Almost immediately the air stilled, and the outline of the snow leopard came back into focus.

“Nearly there,” Marcus encouraged. “Don’t be scared, you will come back, we’ll all be here waiting for you, Tabitha.”

“We are not going anywhere.” Kylie knelt before her daughter and reached out a tentative hand. Tabitha rubbed her soft fur on her mom’s hand, and tears welled in Kylie’s eyes. “You are so beautiful.” She leaned forward and kissed her daughter on the head. “I know you can do this.”

With renewed concentration, Tabitha tried once more to shift back into her human form. This time the air shimmered around the snow leopard and the cracking and popping were louder. Kylie gasped and reached out for her daughter as she slipped away into nothingness.

“She’s gone,” Stu said, reaching out to the place in space and time where his sister had been sitting only moments earlier. Then he jumped backward as a small, shadowy shape appeared. Slowly the air cleared, and the image of a frightened girl stood before them.

“You did it!” Kylie pulled Tabitha into her arms and hugged her close.

“I don’t know what happened.” Tabitha sobbed as she clung to her mom.

“You were awesome, you came around that rock and when you saw us you turned into a snow leopard!” Jude told his sister excitedly.

“I was scared I was in trouble,” Tabitha admitted.

“Which is why your snow leopard appeared,” Luke said. “A first shift often happens like that. It’s like instinct takes over.”

“So it will happen again?” Tabitha asked. “I’ll…shift…again?”

“Yes.” Sage stroked Tabitha’s back soothingly. “It’s nothing to be frightened of, you just need to learn to control it.”

“I’m a freak.” Tabitha buried her face in Kylie’s shoulder.

“No, you are not.” Kylie pulled back from Tabitha and brushed her daughter’s hair away from her damp face. “What you are is special. Just like everyone is special in their own way. Never forget that.”

“I think you’re awesome,” Winnie admitted. “I’d love to be able to shift into an animal.”

“Me, too,” Reece admitted.

Tabitha gave a faint smile and wiped her tears. “I’m sorry I came up here alone. I thought I’d be back before you all missed me.”

“We missed you as soon as we woke up,” Chuck told her. “You’re our daughter, one of the family, we were worried.”

Tabitha hung her head. “Sorry. I didn’t want you to think I was careless with the locket you gave me. I never noticed it was missing until last night. I thought it must have fallen off when I showed it to Reece, but it wasn’t on the ridge, so I had to backtrack until I found it.”

“You found it in all this undergrowth?” Kylie asked, impressed by her daughter’s actions.

“It was weird, when I couldn’t find it I thought about what it looked like and then I could…smell it.” She gave a wry smile.

“Enhanced senses,” Joanna murmured.

“It’s a shifter thing,” Marcus admitted as he turned his attention on his mate.

“Is there anything else we need to know?” Chuck asked the other shifters.

“We mate for life,” Patrick told them, taking the hand of his pregnant wife and pulling her close.

“We have one true mate, our true love if you want to call it that. When we find them they become the most important thing in our lives.” Sage looked up at Patrick adoringly. “It’s a very special bond.”

“Unbreakable.” Marcus gave Joanna a lopsided smile, hoping she would read the truth in it.

“The person who is a mate to a shifter is a lucky man or woman.” Kylie’s words were aimed at Joanna, who blushed, the color spreading across her cheeks only heightening her beauty in Marcus’s eyes.

“Very lucky.” Joanna ran a hand through her hair. “I think we should all go and get something to eat and drink. We’re all exhausted.”

“We should,” Sage agreed, rubbing her hand over her swollen belly.

“One more thing,” Chuck began. “Is this whole shifter thing a secret?”

“Sort of,” Patrick replied.

“So what do we do?” He put his arm protectively around Tabitha’s shoulders.

“We have a contact with local social services who can help you. She’s an expert at this. Karen Sayer also knows about shifters. And we’re always here to help.” Marcus placed his hand reassuringly on Chuck’s shoulder. “You aren’t alone in this.”

“We are all here for you,” Sage confirmed. “Every step of the way.”

Joanna stepped forward and hugged Kylie. “This is all new to us, too, but we’re here for you.”

“Thanks, all of you,” Chuck said as Kylie sobbed with relief. “When we saw Tabitha shift, we thought if you saw her you would try to take her away. You know we’ve all seen those movies.”

“You wanted to protect her. That’s understandable.” Marcus watched his mate as she comforted Kylie. Could it be possible that this crisis with Tabitha had enabled his secret to be revealed in such a way that Joanna saw how normal it was? Okay, not exactly normal, but in supporting and protecting Tabitha and her family, Joanna was willing to accept this twist of fate.

“Are there many shifters around here?” Winnie asked from behind him.

Marcus turned around and then walked toward her. “In Bear Creek and the surrounding areas, yes.”

“But not all over?” Jude asked.

“Not so much in the larger towns and cities.” Marcus thought for a moment. “I guess it’s because shifters like to live where they can roam free. Like on the mountain here.”

“Perhaps our family might need to relocate here,” Chuck mused as he watched his daughter. “If Tabitha needs the open skies above her head and the dirt beneath her paws, then this is where we should live.”

“You would do that for me?” Tabitha asked in shock.

“Sure we would, pussycat,” Stu answered.

“We’re one big family,” Jude reminded her. “It’s only the same as if Stu needed to attend a certain school, or I needed to have medical treatment. We would move. Chuck and Kylie told us that when we moved in with them. We’re a family unit.” Jude sounded so grown up as he shared his wisdom with Tabitha that Kylie was taken over by a fresh wave of tears.

“We would love to have you guys as a new addition to the neighborhood,” Sage told them. “It’s a great place to live. And one day if you are really lucky, you might just look up and see a dragon flying over the mountain.”

“There is no such thing as dragons,” Reece rolled her eyes.

“You thought there were no such things as shifters until we saw Tabitha,” Winnie told her brother. She was so ready to believe that it made his heart swell with love. How amazing would it be to share Christmas with children who believed in Santa?

“We need to get back,” Patrick reminded them. “Nana and George can only hold things together for so long.”

“Yes, let’s go back,” Tabitha looked relaxed and confident as she led the way. “I’m starving, do you think there will be something left over from breakfast?”

“I’m sure there will be and if not, I’ll rustle something up for you,” Sage said as they all followed the young shifter back down the mountain.

The day had gotten off to a surprising start, and as they wandered back down toward Chance Heights, Marcus could only hope it would end happily.


Chapter Thirteen – Joanna

People could turn into animals.

That was going to take a while to get her head around. Although, Reece and Winnie appeared to be excited about the discovery, so that was something.

People could turn into animals.

Nope, even with her kids being so accepting, it was still a weird concept she needed time to get used to.

“Are you okay?” Marcus asked.

They were sitting down for their evening meal after a day of activities. Activities that included learning that people could turn into animals.

Joanna shook her head almost imperceptibly. “I just… It’s not something I ever expected to see. Or even hear about.”

“It’s freaked you out.” Marcus pushed his food around his plate, his expression unreadable.

“Freaked is too strong a word.” Joanna took a sip of ice cool water that reminded her of the mountain stream and the way Marcus’s lips had felt on hers.

“Is it something you could get used to?” he asked quietly. “Given time?”

Joanna’s gaze flicked up and lingered on Tabitha and her family. They had accepted their daughter and her quirky gift without question. So why couldn’t she accept Marcus?

“Is the part about a mate for life true?” Joanna didn’t dare meet his eyes, she was scared of his answer.

“Yes. It’s true. Shifters can wait their whole life to meet their one true mate. Some never do. There are no guarantees where fate is concerned.” He forked his food into his mouth and allowed her time to process his reply.

“And you are sure it’s me?” she eventually asked.

“As sure as the sun rises every morning. As sure as Luke likes dessert,” Marcus answered as he watched his brother walk toward the table with a couple of bowls from the dessert table.

“I do. And I think I earned it.” Luke sat down and then looked up sheepishly. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“No,” Joanna said quickly. Too quickly.

Luke glanced at his brother and then picked up his spoon and made a start on his dessert. “I was thinking,” he said between mouthfuls. “Why don’t I look after Reece and Winnie for a couple of hours and give you two some time alone?”

“Are you sure?” Marcus asked, then he quickly turned to Joanna. “If it’s okay with you?”

Joanna looked down at her plate which she’d hardly touched. “That would be great, thanks, Luke.”

“You know an evening with you is going to require some shifting?” Marcus asked quietly.

“Oh, yeah. I roped George in, too. We’re going to do bear racing over on the other side of the river. Nana said it will keep him out of trouble.” Luke chuckled. “As if George could ever beat me in a race.”

“Oh, I’ve seen him run,” Marcus told Luke. “He’s fast for an old man.”

Joanna looked from one Chance brother to another. “It’s weird to hear you talk about being bears as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. But then to you two, it is.”

“It is,” Marcus agreed. “As natural as walking and talking. But then we were raised knowing one day we would shift into a bear.”

“My life is never going to be the same, is it?” Joanna couldn’t keep the smile from her face as she imagined her kids riding on the backs of bears.

“In a good way.” Marcus’s large, warm hand closed over hers and he gave her a reassuring smile that warmed her to the very core. This man was everything she could want and more. So much more.

“In a good way.” She closed her thumb over his fingers and stroked the work-hardened skin. “You have something so special to share.” She glanced at the excited faces of Reece and Winnie as they talked to Sage, who would one day be their aunt. If Joanna was willing to accept what Marcus said and agree to be his…mate.

She swallowed down her nerves. Why her? That was the question banging around in her head in a steady beat.

Why not? Was the answer her brain threw back at her.

Why didn’t she deserve happiness? Because all the most important people in her life had never loved her enough to stay. Now this wonderful, kind and caring man was telling her they were going to be together forever. He had no choice.

“Hey, don’t overthink it.” Marcus’s words penetrated her thoughts.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” Joanna blurted out.

Luke stopped eating, his spoon halfway to his mouth as he looked from Marcus to Joanna. “This is all he ever wanted.”

Marcus threw a cautionary glance at Luke. “Thanks for making me sound like a desperate loser.”

“You know that’s not what I meant,” Luke insisted before he turned his attention back to Joanna. “It’s what we all want. Fate can make shifters wait a long, long time. Look at George, he’d almost given up on ever finding a mate, and then fate led him to us. Via a bunch of dragons.”

“There really are dragons?” Joanna asked. She’d figured they were joking back on the mountain, now she wasn’t so sure.

“Yes, a whole family of them. In fact, the person I need to contact at social services is a dragon shifter,” Marcus told Joanna.

“Honestly?” She watched his expression closely and knew he was telling the truth.

“Honestly.”

“Because shifters never lie to their mates.” Joanna stared into Marcus’s eyes for a long, long moment. “I guess I truly am a lucky woman.”

Luke nearly sprayed his dessert across the table. “Don’t tell my brother that too often. His head will never get through the door.”

“Thanks, Luke.” Marcus rolled his eyes at his brother.

“That’s what family is for,” Luke reminded Marcus. “To stop them from getting too full of themselves.”

“You’re all very lucky to have a family.” Joanna’s cheeks flushed pink as she watched Winnie and Reece. “I was an only child. I always thought things might have been different if I had a brother or sister.”

Perhaps if she had a sibling she wouldn’t have been so lonely. One of her greatest pleasures was watching Reece and Winnie and the way they interacted with each other. Yes, they sometimes argued, but they were always there for each other. Especially when other children, like Jennifer Stanley, posed a threat.

“You are part of this family now,” Luke told her.

“Thanks, Luke.” It meant more coming from Luke because he hadn’t been clobbered over the head by fate.

“We just want you all to feel as if you are part of our family.” Luke scraped his bowl clean and got up from the table. “I should go help Nana and George.”

“Subtle,” Marcus murmured under his breath as Luke got up from the table and sauntered over to his mom.

“I like him a lot,” Joanna confessed.

Marcus’s expression darkened momentarily as jealousy swept across his face and then was gone as quickly as it had appeared. “Sorry, I have this inexplicable need to fend off any male that comes within five feet of you. George tells me I’ll get over it.”

Joanna giggled. “That is a new experience for me.”

“Me, too, so maybe we’ll muddle through together.”

“I never had you pegged as a muddling through kind of a guy.” Joanna picked up her knife and fork and began to eat. The conversation with Luke and Marcus had left her more confident about the mating bond.

Marcus looked down at his hands. “I never told anyone that before.”

She cocked her head to one side. “You always had to be the strong one, for your family.”

He nodded and pressed his lips together in an ironic smile. “It was my duty. If I didn’t keep us all together and keep us moving forward, it would be like I’d let my mom and dad down.”

“That’s a lot of pressure to put on yourself, especially when you’re young.” It was Joanna’s turn to reach out and touch Marcus’s hand in an attempt to comfort him.

“We all put pressure on ourselves. We don’t always realize it at the time.” He looked along the table to the Caulfield family. They were laughing, looking relaxed, joined together in an unbreakable bond over the news that their daughter needed their help and support more than ever.

As for Tabitha, she’d finally let them in. Joanna suspected their daughter’s sudden change was caused by Chuck and Kylie’s unwavering protectiveness when faced with their daughter shifting for the first time. They could have called her a freak and shunned her, but they didn’t. Instead, they chose to embrace her and her other side.

“We do.” Joanna finished her food and stood up. “Want to get out of here?”

Marcus smiled gently. “Is that your best pickup line?”

“I’m a little out of practice.” Butterflies erupted in her stomach and the world seemed to sway a little, causing her to reach out and grip the back of the chair.

“Me, too,” he admitted, although Joanna didn’t know how any woman could resist the charms of such a warm and kind man. “Relationships are difficult when you know the person you are dating is not the one.”

Her brows furrowed. “I never thought of it like that.”

“It’s true. There was no excitement, there was no future.” He smiled sheepishly. “But for you, I’m as close to a sure thing as it gets.”

“Are you two going for a walk?” Kylie asked from along the table.

“We were thinking about it,” Joanna placed her hand on Winnie’s shoulder. Her daughter had moved her chair around to the end of the table to be closer to Tabitha. “Luke said he’d spend some time with you and Reece if that’s okay.”

“Yes!” Winnie’s face lit up.

“You have to behave. And be discreet,” Joanna warned.

“What’s dis creet?” Winnie asked.

“You have to keep your mouth shut,” Reece explained subtly.

“That’s just about it,” Joanna smothered a smile.

“Oh, I am never telling anyone any of this,” Winnie promised. “I like having a secret no one else knows.”

“I know it,” Reece said helpfully.

“You know what I mean,” Winnie pulled a face at her brother.

“Hey, I also said behave.” Joanna shot them a warning look that silenced their spat before it escalated.

“We will,” Reece promised.

“Why don’t you leave Winnie and Reece here with us,” Kylie offered. “We can watch them until Luke is ready. You two go and have some time alone.”

“Is Marcus your boyfriend?” Winnie asked innocently, but her question made Joanna blush furiously. She should have anticipated this question and prepared her answer, but she hadn’t.

“He might be. One day.” She glanced apologetically at Marcus.

“That would be so great,” Reece said and went back to his dessert.

“It would be great,” Winnie agreed.

“Great. I’m glad that’s agreed on.” Joanna kissed both her kids on the head. “Be good and I will see you later.”

Marcus took her hand and they left the barn where everyone else was just finishing up their evening meal. For some reason, the atmosphere felt oppressive, as if everyone knew her secret and was judging her. Which was ridiculous, since no one else knew.

“Better?” Marcus asked as they broke out into the fresh air. The sun was setting behind the mountains, casting a ruddy glow over them.

Joanna sucked in the evening air, fragrant with pine from the trees lining the stream. “Much better.”

“Come on, let’s go find somewhere private to get to know each other.” He took her hand and led her away from the camping field, in the opposite direction to the steam where shouts of delight echoed around the valley.

“You must know the area around here so well.” Joanna tried to make small talk even though her brain didn’t want to cooperate.

“I do. I’ve explored every inch of the mountainside, both on two feet and four paws.” He watched her for a reaction.

“It’s okay, I’m getting used to the whole four paws thing. Soon I won’t think twice about it.” Joanna had gotten used to a lot of things in her life. Not all of them good. But a man who turned into a bear, she could handle that. Especially since he came with a declaration of undying love.

“Here, this way.” He pulled Joanna through a gate that led into a wooded area. From there they followed a trail along the side of the house, that eventually looped back toward the mountain.

“Is it safe from bears?” Joanna gave him a wry smile. “What? There are wild bears out there, too, aren’t there?”

“There are, but they don’t come too close to the house. They can scent my family and steer clear. In fact, there are not many wild bears around Bear Creek at all.”

“Because Bear Creek is filled with shifters?” How could shifters exist in such large numbers and it not be common knowledge? “You must be good at keeping secrets.”

“More people know than you realize, they just choose not to talk about it.” Marcus took the left-hand fork in the trail and they climbed higher until they reached a rocky ledge.

“Wow.” Joanna turned around and looked at the view below. “I didn’t realize we’d climbed so high.”

Marcus moved closer to her, his arms wrapped around her waist and he pulled her back against him as they looked at the view together. “I like to come up here when I want to be alone. As much as I love my family, it’s good to get away sometimes and think.”

“What do you think about?” she asked as he lowered his head and nuzzled her neck.

“What it would be like to meet my mate. How I would bring her up here and show her my favorite place and tell her how much she means to me.” Marcus inhaled her scent and she shivered as tendrils of desire unfurled deep in her core.

“That sounds kind of romantic.” Joanna leaned back on his shoulder and tilted her head back. Marcus lowered his head and kissed her mouth, his hand sliding upward to cup her breast as his tongue traced the line of her lower lip.

She shivered, despite the warmth that flooded her body at his touch. She wanted him. Right here. Right now. She wanted to consummate the bond between them.

“I want you,” she whispered against his mouth.

Marcus jerked his head up. “You don’t have to… I didn’t bring you here because I expected sex.”

Joanna turned around in his arms and caressed his cheek with her fingertips. “I know. But that doesn’t change the fact that I want you.”

He swallowed and gazed down at her as if she were the most beautiful creature in the world. Which was how she felt. He gave her new life, he gave her new hope and new confidence in herself. With Marcus by her side, she could do or be anything.

So, perhaps she was getting a little carried away…

But she wanted to get a lot carried away.


Chapter Fourteen – Marcus

With Joanna in his arms, he could fly like a dragon up to the stars. Or maybe float, like the soft fluffy clouds that drifted lazily overhead on the summer evening breeze.

His head filled with all kinds of romantic notions as his mate slid her hands under his T-shirt and stroked his skin. Marcus closed his eyes. This was about as close to heaven as a man could get on earth.

There he went again.

Gone were the practical thoughts that had helped keep his family together and helped build the Chance Heights Activity Center into the successful business it was today. Instead, he was filled with the urge to put this woman over his shoulder and carry her off to a cave in the mountains and make mad, passionate love to her.

However, as her fingers curled around the hem of his T-shirt and she yanked it up over his head, Marcus realized they didn’t need a cave, the narrow ledge would do just fine.

Joanna tossed his T-shirt to the ground and then placed her hands on his hard, toned chest, tracing the contours of his taut skin. “Fuck!” His breath hissed through his teeth as she sucked his nipple into her warm mouth and rolled her tongue around the hard bud.

He hardened. Really hardened. His jeans stretched taut across the bulge of his cock and he longed to unbuckle his belt and let his jeans fall to the ground. But with Joanna teasing him with her warm mouth and soft fingertips, he was paralyzed with pleasure.

Some lover you are, his bear commented unhelpfully.

Marcus closed his eyes and lost himself to the touch of his mate. He just needed a moment to compose his thoughts and then he would be just fine.

Joanna ran her hands down his chest, and lower until she gripped his belt and unbuckled it.

Oh, yeah, he was lost. He was just going to stand here like an idiot with his mouth open.

Get a grip. His bear gave him a mental kick in the ass.

He did want to get a grip…on Joanna’s body.

We’re doomed. His bear rolled his eyes.

“What’s so funny?” Joanna asked, her forehead creasing as she caught him smiling.

“My bear.” He ran his fingers through her hair and then cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand. “He thinks I’m a loser.”

“Why?” Her frown deepened.

“Because every time you touch me my brain stops functioning.” Marcus shrugged. “I can’t help it.”

Joanna smothered a smile. “That’s a compliment.”

“It is.” He lowered his head and captured her lips, his tongue teasing her, tempting her.

Joanna pressed her body forward, her soft curves molding themselves to his hard, toned body. They were a perfect fit. Damn, what he wouldn’t give to fit perfectly together in a more intimate way.

He slid his hand under her shirt and cupped her breast in his large palm while Joanna set to work finishing the job she’d started on his jeans. With deft fingers, she unbuttoned them and slid them down over his slim hips. They pooled by his feet, leaving him practically naked as the last rays of the sun bathed the mountain in a deep red.

This was his favorite time of day, when the world began to go to sleep and the night overtook the day. When they had guests at the campsite, this was the time of day when they were usually settling down for the night and his working day was over. It wasn’t unusual for him and Luke to disappear for a couple of hours into the mountain and run on four paws until the stresses and the strains of the day were gone.

Perhaps he was about to discover a new way to relieve the stresses and strains of the day. One that was intimately more pleasurable than rolling in a mountain stream and then shaking the water droplets off all over Luke.

When Joanna curled her hand around the shaft of his hard length, he knew that to be true.

Marcus gasped and closed his eyes as she stroked him in a firm rhythm. Up and down, she nearly brought him to his knees with every movement. And he wanted to give her the same pleasure.

Regaining his senses, although he had no idea how, since it was difficult to focus on anything other than the friction between them, Marcus tugged at the buttons of Joanna’s shirt. He ignored the fact that at least two of the small buttons flew off into the undergrowth. Sometimes you had to suffer for pleasure, and if she asked him to he would hunt around for them later. But right now all his focus was on his woman and the need for her to be naked before him.

He moved with speed, unbuttoning her pants and sliding them down over her curvy thighs. She stepped out of them and as she did so, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her toward the back of the rocky ledge and laid her down on a bed of soft, springy mountain grass. The leaves tickled the backs of his hands as he placed her carefully down on the ground, taking a moment to look at her beautiful body before he leaned forward and kissed her lips.

Joanna slipped her hands around his neck and pulled him toward her. Marcus lay down by her side, his arms encircling her protectively. She was his and no one, man nor beast, would come between them.

Sliding his hands upward, he unclasped her bra before cupping her breast in his palm and lowering his head to suck her nipple into his mouth. She sighed in contentment as he rolled his tongue around the taut bud and flicked his tongue back and forth. He listened to her breath, learning what she liked from the build-up of tension in her body.

“Make love to me,” she whispered in his ear before she nipped his neck and raked her fingers down his back.

Joanna awoke the primal beast in Marcus. It was a deep-seated need to claim her that was as old as the mating bond itself. He needed to be inside her, to feel her climax around him.

Pushing her onto her back, he slipped his body between her thighs. Joanna parted her legs to accommodate him, her fingertips pressing into his skin, urging him on. There was no doubt that she wanted him. Was her own need as strong as his?

He pushed her panties aside and guided himself into her. She tensed as he entered her. Marcus flexed his hips and thrust deeper. Her body sheathed him, her inner muscles gripping him tightly with each deep thrust.

Marcus closed his eyes, inhaling her scent as he lunged forward, before pulling back out. His steady rhythm increased in momentum as she urged him harder, faster. Joanna wrapped her legs around him, holding him close as her fingers explored his flesh. They moved as one, their destination the same.

As the night darkened around them and the stars came out one by one over their heads, they made love. Long, lingering kisses where they lay unmoving as the cool breeze tickled the hairs on their skin gave way to heated moments of ecstasy as they explored each other intimately.

The mountain cocooned them, a bear and his mate making love surrounded by nature.

Marcus pulled out of Joanna and then thrust forward, impaling her fully. She whimpered as he repeated the motion over and over again, taking them to new heights. Joanna kissed his neck, nipping his sensitive skin, while she stroked his arms and back with her hands.

She excited him. He’d made love before, countless times, but never like this, never with such a deep connection. They were joined together, never to part and if he had his way, they would be joined together in their lovemaking forever, too.

Okay, not totally practical, but this was so right, so incredible he never wanted it to end.

But end it did with an earth-shattering orgasm that rocked him to his core.

Marcus exploded inside his mate, the tension in his body stretched to the breaking point as he neared his release. He groaned and jerked into her, his essence filling her as she reached her own climax. Together they shared a moment of complete ecstasy, two people who were destined to be together soaring above the mountain and into the night sky.

Bliss. There was no other word for the sensation that covered them. Total bliss.

“Are you okay?” Marcus asked as he finally pulled out of her.

“Yes. Absolutely, perfectly okay.” They held each other close, neither speaking as their flesh cooled. She sighed. “However, as much as I would like to stay here with you, I have to get back to the children.” She sat up and then turned to add, “Not that I don’t trust Luke and the rest of your family to look after them.”

“I get it.” He ran his hand down her back, and she shivered before turning to him and lowering her head to kiss his lips.

“I have to learn to let them go. But since I am the one solely responsible for them I feel doubly responsible.” She frowned. “If that makes sense.”

“It does. You’re a good mom.” Marcus got up and began retrieving their clothes that were scattered along the ledge.

“I try.” She pulled her shirt on and then half turned to him. “When Julian first left me for his new lover, I was scared he might try to take custody of the children.”

“But you are their mom and he’s the one who left,” Marcus reminded her.

“I know, but he could offer the perfect family unit and I was a single parent trying to cope.” Joanna looked down at her missing buttons. “I don’t suppose anyone will notice.”

“I could scour the grass for them.”

“Would you do that for me?” Joanna asked as she fastened her pants.

“If you asked me to.” Marcus dragged his T-shirt over his head and ran a hand through his hair. “I’d do anything for you,” he added coyly.

“That is a lot of power to give another person.” Joanna cocked her head to one side. “But you mean it, don’t you?”

“I do.” He walked toward her and lifted his hand to stroke her cheek. “You and the children. Whatever you need, I’m there for you all.”

A small sob erupted from her throat. “I can’t believe how lucky I am. I keep thinking I need to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.” She shrugged. “It’s difficult to put your trust in someone once you’ve been let down so completely.”

“I won’t ever let you down. I’m yours.” He lowered his head and captured her lips in a brief kiss. “And you are mine.”

“I also belong to Reece and Winnie,” she reminded him.

“I know. But they are mine, too, now. In a good way,” he reassured her.

“Do you mean that?”

“Yes, even when we have children of our own they will be as much a part of my family as our children.” Marcus watched as her face clouded with uncertainty.

“There is something I should tell you.” Her voice shook as she spoke.

“Hey, whatever it is, it makes no difference to me. We are mates. There is nothing that can change that.” Marcus pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “Nothing.”

“What if we can’t ever have children of our own?” she asked, her voice jagged around the edges.

He didn’t hesitate when he answered, “Then we’ll enjoy the children we have. Or maybe adopt more.”

“Your family has been here at Chance Heights for generations.” She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his chest.

“Sage is about to give birth, so the Chance family will still be here.” He tilted her chin up so he could look in her face. “It’s okay. Truly.”

She gave a sad smile. “A shifter doesn’t lie to his mate.”

“You got it.” He took her hand and led her back down the mountain.

Of course, he’d always imagined having a child of his own. But if it didn’t happen, there were plenty of children out there who needed a home and family. Family wasn’t about what blood ran through your veins, it went deeper than that. Much deeper.

Hadn’t Nana proved that to them time and time again?


Chapter Fifteen – Joanna

“Luke was not kidding about the bear races, was he?” Joanna asked as they reached a clearing about half a mile away from Chance Heights. Marcus has brought her here instead of going back to the campsite.

Now she knew why. The scene before her was not one you saw every day.

“Reece and Winnie look like they are having fun,” Marcus commented as they reached a small group of people made up of the Chance family and the Caulfield family.

“Where’s Tabitha?” Joanna asked Kylie.

“Over there.” Kylie pointed toward a low, scrubby bush to their left. “She’s been practicing shifting for an hour. She’s exhausted but she’s determined to get the hang of it.”

“She will,” Marcus assured an anxious Kylie. “It takes time to get confident in both skin and fur.”

“That is a weird concept to get my head around,” Chuck admitted.

“You’re doing great,” Sage complimented. “This has been an incredible shock for you all. Including Tabitha. You’ve all coped incredibly well.”

“We sure are glad it happened here and not back home,” Kylie admitted. “At least you were there to explain it to us. Otherwise, I don’t know what we would have done.”

“Which is why we have decided to move here.” Chuck looked happy with the decision.

“We’ll give you all the support you need,” Patrick assured them. “So will everyone else. And it would be good for Tabitha to be surrounded by other kids who know what she’s going through.”

“Reece and Winnie want to move here, too,” Stu told Joanna.

“I bet they do.” The idea had already been floating around in Joanna’s head. She could move here in a heartbeat if she wanted to. Her work was flexible, and relocation would not be a problem since most of the time she worked from a home office.

“It would be one way to keep in touch,” Kylie agreed enthusiastically.

Joanna leaned back against Marcus. “I suppose it’s something we should talk over.”

“It should be your decision.” Marcus slipped his arm around her shoulders.

“That’s not fair,” Joanna protested.

“It is. I’ll go wherever you want me to go.” He was trying not to pressure her and she appreciated it. She knew without asking Marcus wanted to live here on the mountain for the rest of his life and raise their kids here where he grew up. Well, she might not be able to give him kids…

That thought cut her in two. She and Julian had tried for kids for years, and never conceived. Concerned he was firing blanks, Julian had taken it upon himself to get some tests done, which had proved he was a virile male capable of making babies.

His words, not hers.

The saddest part of the whole affair was that after a barrage of tests, the doctors could not figure out why she couldn’t conceive. Which was why they had adopted.

“I’d like to move here. If it’s okay with the kids and social workers.” Joanna nodded as the sound of her children laughing filled the air.

Two bears ran toward them at full speed, their strides perfectly matched as they covered the uneven ground. Of a similar size and color, the only thing that marked them as different were the silvertips on the ends of the fur of the bear nearest them.

“That’s George,” Marcus pointed to the silvertip bear. “The silver hair appears when we get older.”

“George is winning,” Joanna commented.

“Not for much longer,” Kylie said excitedly as the darker of the bears lengthened his stride and closed the space between them.

The bears were very close to the makeshift finishing line, which was no more than a line of twigs in the dirt when a white blur of fur ran alongside them.

“Wow, look at her go,” Jude said in awe as Tabitha, in the form of her snow leopard, caught up with them and then raced across the twigs.

“She is just amazing,” Stu said in awe.

“You are all amazing, never forget that.” Kylie hugged her sons and then released them as they ran to meet Tabitha.

“Happy?” Joanna asked Kylie while the children all gathered around the shifters. They were arguing that the race had been a draw between the bears, but Tabitha had run the fastest out of all of them.

“I am.” She threaded her hand into Chuck’s. “We all are.”

“This trip certainly surpassed our expectations.” Kylie wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “Happy tears.”

“I like happy tears.” Chuck kissed Kylie on the lips and they gazed adoringly into each other’s eyes.

“I hope you only ever cry happy tears from now on.” Joanna took Marcus’s hand. “Come on, I need to get these bear jockeys into bed. It’s way past their bedtime.”

“I’ll walk you.” Marcus and Joanna went over to the bears and the children.

“Hey, you two, thank Luke and George for the races, we need to get back to the tent.” Joanna took a moment to thread her fingers through Tabitha’s soft fur. “You were so fast, Tabitha.”

The snow leopard turned and looked at her with unblinking eyes. For a moment Joanna thought she’d offended Tabitha by stroking her as if she were a pet cat, but then she wound herself around Joanna’s legs and rubbed her face on her leg.

“She likes you,” Winnie informed her mom. “That’s what she does when she likes someone.”

“When she doesn’t like you, she uses her claws and meows.” Reece petted his friend on the head. “Luckily she likes everyone here.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Joanna said jokingly.

“Bye, Luke, bye, George.” Winnie hugged both the bears and kissed them solemnly on their large foreheads. The bears seemed to like the attention, but then according to Marcus, all shifters loved children. Or cubs as they saw all youngsters.

Joanna and Marcus waved goodbye to the others and headed back to the campsite. Even in the dark, Marcus knew the way.

“If we live here, will we be able to learn to see in the dark?” Winnie asked. “Or is it because you are a bear shifter?”

“You’ll get better at it,” Marcus assured her. “You’ll learn all the trails. You’ll learn the landmarks that can guide you and you’ll also learn to navigate using the stars.”

He pointed above their heads as they reached the gate leading into the camping field.

“Like sailors used to use the stars to navigate.” Reece tilted his head back and walked without looking where he was going across the open field. “That would be amazing.”

“Can you teach us about tracking, too?” Winnie asked. “I want to know the difference between bears and wolves and cats.”

“I can teach you all that.” Marcus glanced sideways at Joanna and winked.

He really was willing to take on her children as if they were his own. Warm gratitude filled her. Before they came here she’d been focused on raising the children alone and not letting anyone into her life. Now, the most incredible man wanted to share her life with her. Her family life.

In so many ways, Julian had let her down. Yet here was a man, one with unique abilities, who would be there for her forever.

Joanna laced her fingers with his as they approached the tent. She would love to invite him in and spend the night with him in her small sleeping bag, but that was not going to happen.

“Thank you for a wonderful day.” She leaned across and kissed his cheek.

“No, thank you for a wonderful day.” He grinned and kissed her on the cheek.

“Are you going to stand there all night and thank each other?” Reece asked. Joanna could feel his eye roll even though she could not see it in the dark.

“We could.” Joanna reluctantly let go of Marcus’s hand. “Goodnight, Marcus.”

“Goodnight. Sleep tight, all of you.” He watched as she unzipped the tent and the kids ducked inside. Then he winked at her and began walking away.

Joanna went to him one last time. However, before she could touch her lips to his, a voice called her name.

“Joanna. There you are.”

“Julian?” Her disbelief was palpable, so too was Marcus’s anger as he turned to face his mate’s estranged husband. “What are you doing here?”

“He came with me,” Karen said brightly. “We thought we would surprise you.”

Julian sauntered over to Joanna and pulled her possessively into his arms. “I missed you. I missed the kids.”

“Julian.” Joanna put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him away. “You can’t just turn up like this and expect everything to be as it was.”

“Why not?” Julian actually sounded surprised Joanna wasn’t happy to see him. “You were the one who begged me to stay.”

“I did.” She nodded her head and then held her hands out. “But you left anyway.”

“And now I’m back. It took me a while, but I figured out what I really wanted.” He opened his arms and stepped forward to embrace her once more.

“It was my idea to surprise you,” Karen said apologetically. “When Julian called to see if I knew where you were, I told him I was coming to join the event and offered to drive him.”

“We thought that a meeting on neutral ground might be the best idea.” Julian grinned at Joanna, who wished the ground would open up and swallow him whole.

“It was a nice idea,” Joanna began.

“Great, then I’ll go get my things and we can sort out the sleeping arrangements.” Julian turned around to walk back to the car. “It’s been a long day and even though I’d prefer to take you to a hotel, I guess I’ll have to sleep in the tent.”

“No,” Joanna spoke firmly.

“What do you mean, no?” Julian asked.

“I mean you can’t just walk back into our lives and expect to pick up where you left off.” Joanna felt Marcus at her shoulder, his body tense like a coiled spring.

“Dad?” Reece’s head popped out of the tent followed by Winnie’s.

“Hey there, Reece. How are you doing?” Julian exaggerated his enthusiasm.

“Good. We’re having a great time.” Winnie and Reece left the tent and came over to meet him, although none of them hugged.

“Ah, a happy family.” Karen smiled benevolently. “I’m sure Joanna just needs a moment to get over the shock. You know, to adjust to the situation.”

Joanna raised an eyebrow and was about to tell Karen having Julian back in her life was not something she would ever adjust to when Julian invited himself into the tent. “Why don’t you show me where you guys are sleeping?”

Karen’s smile grew wider. “You see.” Before Joanna could answer, Karen had turned her attention to Marcus. “Karen Sayer. I don’t think we’ve met.”

“Marcus Chance. I think you met with my sister, Sage, when we were making arrangements for the event.”

“I did. And your brother, Luke.” Karen cast an appraising eye over Marcus. “I don’t know if it’s your family genes, or if there is something in the water, but you and your brother are quite something.”

Was Karen flirting with Marcus? A wave of jealousy hit Joanna. She wanted to tell Karen to keep her hands, and her eyes, off her man. “Maybe you and Julian could share a tent?”

Marcus glanced sideways at Joanna and smothered a smile. “I could help you and Julian pitch a tent.”

“Oh…” Karen looked longingly at the house. “I wondered, since I was the coordinator, whether there was room for me inside.”

Marcus chuckled. “Sorry, the house is full, and all coordinators normally like to experience everything we have to offer.”

“Hard ground and bugs.” Karen wrinkled her nose.

“You’ll get used to it,” Joanna told Karen, feeling like a bitch, but the thought of Karen being under the same roof as Marcus was not one she wanted to entertain.

“Okay, I suppose we’d better get pitching.” Karen shivered and hugged herself as she looked around the camping field.

“I’ll get Julian for you.” Joanna ducked her head inside the tent. “Julian, you have to go and help Karen pitch a tent.”

“Can’t someone else do it?” Julian asked, lounging across Joanna’s bed.

“You have to pitch your own tent, Dad,” Reece told Julian. From the moment Julian and Joanna had adopted Reece and Winnie they had insisted on calling them mom and dad. It broke Joanna’s heart to hear Reece still call him dad even though Julian had left them “Come on, we’ll help.”

“Don’t you want me to stay here with you?” Julian asked, not moving.

“This is our tent,” Winnie told him bluntly. “There isn’t any room for you.” Reece and Winnie scooted past Joanna and left the tent.

“I thought we could make a go of being a family again,” Julian spoke before Joanna had a chance to leave.

“As usual, you thought about what you wanted before asking us.” Joanna’s firm tone caught Julian’s attention.

“Us? Or you?” he asked. “Because I remember when you were begging me to stay that you kept telling me how I wasn’t considering the children’s feelings in all this.”

Joanna closed her eyes for a second. “I still believe families should fight to stay together. But you left, and we adjusted to that.”

“And what now? Do you expect my children to adjust to having that Ranger Rick in your life?” His words were meant to hurt, but they didn’t. There was nothing he could say, or do, anymore that could inflict pain on Joanna in the way he had before.

“What business is it of yours?” Joanna asked. “You left. Our marriage is over.”

“It’s my business when you’re walking around half naked.” He smirked. “I wonder what Karen will think about your suitability as a parent when she notices half your buttons are missing. What was it, a quickie  behind the tent?”

“What if it was? I’m a free woman. You are the one who left, remember?” Joanna felt anger surge inside her, but then it stalled. This was what she wanted. In the months after Julian left, she’d fantasized about him leaving his new partner and coming back to her.

Now here he was, as if her dream had come true and fate really had stepped in and given her exactly what she wanted.

Or thought she wanted.


Chapter Sixteen – Marcus

“Okay, today’s activity is all about trusting your partner.” Those words sounded ironic in his head as he watched Julian laughing and messing around with his children. Joanna hadn’t arrived yet, he’d seen her talking with Karen after breakfast, but his shifter hearing hadn’t stretched far enough to hear what was being said.

“Where’s Joanna?” Kylie asked before Marcus had a chance to explain what the aim of the activity was.

“She said she had some chores to take care of,” Julian explained, his gaze flicking toward Marcus. “She’ll join us later.”

Marcus nodded at this new information and turned away to gesture toward the wide-open area in front of them. “You’ll be taking turns wearing a blindfold while your partner guides you. Start at a walk, then if you feel confident you can jog or run.”

“Sounds fun,” Tabitha said.

Marcus smiled despite his heavy heart. He’d seen people change during their time here at Chance Heights, but he’d never seen anyone change so completely in such a short space of time. It was a miracle.

Let’s hope we get our own miracle, too, his bear said morosely.

Do you think we’re going to give up on Joanna so easily? Marcus asked.

Yes. If that’s what she wants. Her happiness is the most important thing. She’s our mate and we have to do what is right for her.

Being with us is right, Marcus replied. He was convinced that they belonged together. Fate didn’t make a mistake. Not of such epic proportions.

There’s always a first time, his bear replied.

“Okay, so let’s find our partners.” Marcus waited for everyone to pair up. With Joanna absent, there was an even number of people. He couldn’t help smiling when neither Reece nor Winnie wanted to go with their father, who eventually ended up paired with Chuck.

Had he seriously lowered himself to such pettiness?

Too right, his bear replied.

Marcus gave each of the pairs a blindfold and went over the safety precautions. Then he let the pairs loose on the open area. This part of the week always amused him, it also gave him great pleasure to watch how trust slowly built between the partners.

Reece was paired with Winnie, as if he wouldn’t trust anyone else to look after his sister when she was so vulnerable. The same was true of Stu and Jude, who seemed to communicate without words as they raced around at full speed.

The pair that interested him the most was Kylie and Tabitha who had gone from a place of uncertainty with each other, to one where they were open and expressive, helping each other with words and gentle touches.

“Okay, now that you’ve gotten more confident with each other, we’ll move on to the next task.” Marcus led them all toward a fenced off wooded area and opened the gate. “There are two hundred trees in this area. Your task is to take your buddy to a tree and help them explore it. This can be through touch, or words, or sounds. Listen to the sounds of the forest around you, what the wind through the leaves of your tree sounds like. Run your hands over the bark, and don’t forget to talk about colors or the shape of the leaves.”

“You want us to hug trees?” Julian said dispassionately. Perhaps his day wasn’t turning out quite how he had expected.

“Yes, I want you to hug a tree. Then you lead your partner back here and we remove the blindfolds.” Marcus gave a devilish smile. “The person who was blindfolded then has to go and find their tree. With no help from their partner.”

“That’s impossible,” Julian said, giving Marcus a look that said—and you get paid for this stuff.

“It’s not impossible if you work closely together. This is all about giving to another person and helping them when they are vulnerable. Only if you help them, can they find their way back.” Marcus noted Chuck’s expression and wished Joanna would magically appear in place of Julian, so everyone would be happy.

As if he’d conjured her from his imagination, he sensed his mate approaching. He half turned and watched as she entered the open area where the group had been leading each other around.

“Morning,” she said brightly.

“Good morning.” He studied her face, she looked tired, as if she hadn’t slept. “Are you okay?”

She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I am.”

“Good.” He nodded, and his heart hammered in his chest, while his tongue seemed to swell to twice its normal size and stick to the roof of his mouth.

Good? That’s the best you can do? his bear asked.

Right now it was. His head was filled with foggy thoughts that he could not penetrate, and his mouth refused to work. He was struck dumb by the enormity of the situation. If Joanna wanted to be with Julian, who was the legal father of her children, then he would not stand in her way.

He could not stand in her way. Even if he wanted to. Joanna’s happiness was all that mattered.

“How are you?” Joanna asked, but as she did, Karen came up behind them and Joanna stepped away from Marcus.

“I thought I’d come and check out the activities,” Karen said, rubbing her back. “I think I slept on a tree root.”

“I can get you another foam mattress to sleep on,” Marcus offered, dragging his gaze away from Joanna. He didn’t want to cause a problem for his mate. If Karen wasn’t aware of his relationship with Joanna, then he was not going to be the one to tell her.

“Thanks.” Karen gave him a bright smile. “I still wouldn’t say no to that bed in the house.”

“Sorry,” Marcus said and then stepped toward the wooded area where his group was weaving between the trees as they located the perfect huggable tree. “I should go and help my group.”

“What are they doing?” Karen asked with interest as she watched Reece and Winnie stroking a tree not too far away from the gate.

“One person is blindfolded and the other has to guide them to a tree. Together they have to explore the tree and describe it, so the blindfolded person can find it again,” Marcus explained.

“That sounds fun,” Joanna said enthusiastically.

“Perhaps you and Karen could pair up,” Marcus suggested, not wanting Julian to dump Chuck for Joanna as soon as he saw his ex-wife enter the area.

“Oh, not me. I’m here to spectate. You should let Marcus guide you.” Karen cast an appraising look over Marcus. “It would be good for the team to see their guide accomplish the task.”

“That would be great.” Joanna threw him an uneasy smile. His heartache increased. Yesterday they had been so easy in each other’s company. Today it was as if they were strangers, and he hated it.

“This way.” He led her through the gate, his body tense and his mind filled with all the things he’d like to do to Julian to make him leave.

We could bite his head off. That would be a permanent fix, his bear suggested.

I don’t want to spend my life in prison for murder, Marcus told his bear. But thanks for the idea.

You are welcome, his bear said solemnly.

“I’m sorry,” Joanna murmured as they entered the forested area and Marcus reached into his backpack and pulled out a spare blindfold.

“For what?” Marcus asked.

“For Julian. I had no idea he was coming. And I had no idea of his intentions.” Joanna closed her eyes as he fitted the blindfold over her head.

“Is that tight enough?” he asked.

“Yes, I can’t peek if that’s what you mean.” She tried to make her voice light but failed.

“Okay, take my hand and I’ll lead you to a tree.” He knew just the one, it was a large, old oak tree with a gnarled trunk and a split down the center from a lightning strike. It reminded him of himself at this moment in time.

“Hey, Mom.” Reece’s voice called out and Joanna lifted her hand and waved it in the direction of his voice.

“Hi there, are you both okay?” Joanna called back.

“We are.” Winnie lifted her hand off the trunk of her tree and waved.

“They sound happy,” Joanna said as her foot caught in a tree root and she nearly tripped. Marcus reached out and caught her with his large, strong hands. “I thought you were supposed to be guiding me?”

Her fingers curled around his lower arms and she didn’t seem to be in any rush to let him go. “I was distracted for a moment.”

Joanna stepped closer toward him, her body so close to his that he could smell her scent and hear the beat of her heart. “I don’t want you to ever let me go.”

“I don’t want to ever let you go,” Marcus told her. “But I would. If it was what you wanted, I’d let you walk away.”

“Without a fight?” she asked.

“Do you want me to fight for you?” Marcus asked, the need to wrap his arms around her and keep her close was almost too much. Yet this was not the time or the place.

“No.” She shook her head and the fight went out of him. Joanna had made her decision and as he led her to the tree and she placed her hands on it, he looked up at the split trunk that resembled his heart.

He had to find the strength to let her go, even if it killed him. If Joanna wanted her family back together, he would respect her decision.

As he talked to her about the oak tree and described its gnarly trunk that was rough around the edges from all the years it had stood there like a sentinel watching over the younger trees, Marcus knew that joy was slipping out of his life. Just as surely as Joanna was slipping through his fingers.


Chapter Seventeen – Joanna

Marcus held her hands and placed them on the rough bark of the tree. Her fingers dug into the deep grooves as he told her the tree was old and gnarled, like something from a time gone by. It had stood here for decades after decades, growing in the sheltered arms of the mountain while the world around it changed.

Steadfast and true, it had coped with the changes life threw at it, even surviving when lightning had attempted to cleave it in two.

“Is it a deciduous tree?” Joanna asked as she listened to the rustle of the breeze through its leaves, the same breeze that ruffled her hair and caressed her cheek like the gentlest of lovers.

She longed to pull the blindfold off her eyes and gaze into the eyes of her lover. But now was not the time and here was not the place. She had to speak to the children first, and then to Julian.

“It is. When fall arrives, its leaves will float to the ground and lie on the floor until they decay.” His voice seemed strained.

“But it’s not fall. It’s the beginning of summer and it should be vibrant and green, full of hope, full of promise.” She moved her thumb and stroked the back of his hand. “Does it bear nuts or fruit?”

“It does.”

“And is it the mightiest of trees in the forest?” Just as the man standing behind her was the mightiest man of the forest.

“Most people would agree it is,” Marcus confirmed. “It’s time we made our way back to the starting point and let everyone see if they can find their tree.”

Joanna nodded and allowed him to lead her back toward the starting point. He held her hand so tightly she thought he might cut off the circulation. It was as if he were afraid to let her go. Did he think she might drift away like a leaf on the breeze if he didn’t hold onto her?

“Okay, now everyone remove your blindfolds and let’s see if you can find your tree.” Marcus watched as Winnie, Tabitha, Jude and Chuck all made their way back out into the forested area.

“Shall I go, too?” Joanna asked.

Marcus nodded, although his expression told her he didn’t want her to leave his side. “Yes, see if you can find the tree.”

Joanna closed her eyes for a moment to center her senses and block out all the other activities around her. She also wanted to block out Julian who was staring at her intently.

When she was ready, she recalled the touch of Marcus’s hands on her arms and the way he guided her to the left. Opening her eyes once more, she walked forward a few paces. A few feet further to her left she could see the tree stump she’d tripped over.

“I found mine,” Tabitha said excitedly. “I could smell it.”

Kylie shot her daughter a warning look. Tabitha had forgotten there were two strangers amongst them. Julian had no idea shifters even existed and no one had told Karen about Tabitha.

With renewed concentration, Winnie and Jude turned back to their task. So did Joanna. She was determined to find the tree Marcus had described to her. Not for herself, but for him. He was the group leader and she wanted him to succeed. She also wanted to prove to Julian what a good team they made.

Before she joined the group this morning, Joanna broke the news to Karen that she was Marcus’s mate. Since Karen knew about shifters, she now understood how awkward it was to have Julian here.

Luckily, she was also very supportive of her relationship with Marcus. Karen was more than happy Reece and Winnie would have a father figure who would never let them down or desert them.

Joanna stepped over the tree root that had snagged her foot earlier. Then she stood still, getting her bearings, listening to the wind through the branches and looking for the old gnarled trunk that had been split by lightning.

There. She could see it ahead, around fifty paces further on. Confident she had it right, she strode forward, aiming directly for the tree which was an old oak. “This one.” Her voice rang out clear.

“You got it,” Marcus replied.

A small swell of happiness bubbled up inside her as she looked up at the old oak tree. Then she turned around and leaned her back against it, trying to absorb some of its wisdom as she watched the others.

Jude found his tree next. That left Winnie and Chuck, the latter seemed to have no clue, while Winnie was wandering around talking about spiky round things. She must be looking for a large horse chestnut.

“There.” She suddenly rushed forward, her hand outstretched as she spotted the tree.

“You did it!” Reece called out.

That left only Chuck. As the others all made their way back to the starting area, Julian was muttering something about a big pine tree. Joanna was also certain he said the word idiot under his breath. A stern look from Tabitha confirmed she’d heard correctly.

“You did great, Tabitha,” Joanna complimented.

“Thanks. It’s like it’s a whole new me,” she confessed with a bright smile.

Kylie placed her hand protectively on her daughter’s shoulder. “We’re so proud of you and the way you’ve handled the last couple of days.”

“You all appear to have gotten a lot out of this trip,” Karen stated as she approached the group.

“We have, it’s brought us closer together as a family,” Kylie confirmed.

“Would you recommend Chance Heights Activity Center to other parents?” Karen asked, taking out a notebook and scribbling something down.

“Definitely. I have been speaking to a lot of the moms and dads here and they all say what an amazing time they are having.” Kylie turned around to look at her husband and then caught Joanna’s eye. “We’ve met some really great people. People we will be keeping in touch with after we go home.”

“Especially since we’re all going to move to Bear Creek,” Tabitha told Karen.

“You’re what?” Julian asked, his eyes darting to Marcus.

“We’ve decided a fresh start here in Bear Creek would suit us all,” Joanna told Julian.

“Without consulting me?” Julian asked.

“Julian, you haven’t had much to do with the kids since you left,” Joanna reminded him.

Julian opened his mouth in reply, “We agreed we were going to spend time together as a family. To see if we can work things out.”

Before Joanna could reply, Marcus approached. “We should all head back to the barn for lunch. This afternoon we’ll swap roles.” He glanced at Julian and then at Joanna before he walked off toward the barn.

Damn it! If he’d heard the last words Julian had spoken, Marcus would think she was about to try again with her estranged husband.

But she couldn’t make some big announcement to contradict Julian. Not here in front of everyone, that wouldn’t be fair. Anyway, she needed to talk to Reece and Winnie first. Joanna was about to make a massive decision and she wanted to speak to her children in private and make sure they were happy.

“Joanna.” Julian hooked his hand under her arm and slowed down so that the others walked ahead. “I’d like a chance to speak to you alone. In private.”

“Julian, I don’t think I’m ready for that.” Joanna yanked her arm out of his grip, she wanted to set him straight on his ideas about their future. However, she wanted to give Reece and Winnie a chance to air their opinions first.

“Come on, I know you want to punish me for what I did. That is perfectly understandable. But we owe it to the children to make our marriage work.” He stopped walking as his eyes bored into her. “That is what you said. Remember.”

“Of course I remember,” she hissed as other families walked past them on their way to lunch. “But that was then. That was when we had something worth saving.”

“So what’s changed?” He sighed in a resigned way and shook his head. “Joanna, please don’t throw away the second chance I’m offering you because of a fling with the hired help.”

Joanna took a step back, her mouth open as she looked at Julian. It was as if she were seeing him for the first time. When they had been together, she’d been grateful for his love. That gratitude had meant she’d let the mean things he said slide.

“First, this is not a summer romance. Second, Marcus part owns Chance Heights so he’s not the hired help. But even if he was, that would still make him twice the man you are.” Joanna turned on her heel to walk away but Julian reached out and grabbed hold of her arm.

“I won’t let you do this.” His face was a cloud of anger when she turned to face him.

“It’s not up to you.” She didn’t want to have this conversation here and now. But Julian was forcing the issue. “You left.” Joanna kept her voice low but made her meaning loud and clear. “You got what you wanted, and you moved on.”

“Things have changed. I told you I had a change of heart.” Julian tried for the puppy dog eyes look but looked more like a sad bloodhound.

“You’re right, things have changed. The kids and I picked ourselves up and made our own lives. Lives you chose not to be part of. You don’t get to simply say you’ve changed your mind and expect us all to jump to your new tune.” Joanna softened her approach. “I am sorry things didn’t work out for you. I truly am. But you need to let us live our lives how we want.”

“I’ll block you from moving.”

“Damn it, Julian. Listen to yourself. Stop being so damn selfish. This is not just about you.” Joanna shook her head and then turned her back on him and walked away.

“I’ll speak to Karen. I’ll complain about the inappropriate relationship between you and that camp leader,” Julian’s raised voice drew interested looks, but Joanna just kept on walking.

“Try it, I’m not scared of you, Julian.”

Only when she was out of sight of Julian did she allow her pent-up emotions to spill out in the form of tears.

“Mom, are you okay?” Winnie asked with concern.

“I’m fine.” Joanna quickly wiped her tears away. She had expected the group to go straight into the barn for lunch, however, they were waiting for her outside.

“Joanna, are you sure you’re okay?” Karen placed her hand on Joanna’s arm. “I would never have brought Julian with me if I thought it was going to cause an issue.”

“It’s not your fault, Karen. You couldn’t have known things had changed so radically.”

“I really thought you would be pleased. Last time we spoke it sounded as if you were still in love with him and wanted him back.” Karen pulled a tissue out of her pocket and handed it to Joanna. “But a future with a shifter, I can’t argue against that. Not under the circumstances.”

“You couldn’t have known. And in some ways, I’m glad you brought Julian. His coming here has only highlighted the differences between us.” Joanna sniffed loudly, aware of the people passing by as they headed for the barn.

“So you don’t want to get back together with him?” Kylie asked, exchanging a look with Chuck.

“No.” Joanna shook her head and then reached out her hands for Reece and Winnie. “As long as it’s all right with you guys.”

“We just want you to be happy,” Reece said, in his best grown-up voice.

“And you have been happy here.” Winnie gave Joanna a ghost of a smile.

“I have.” Joanna nodded.

“Because of a certain man?” Kylie asked with a wink.

“Yes.” Joanna stifled a sob.

“Sometimes it’s only when you get what you really want that you understand what was lacking in your life and your previous relationships.” Karen kissed Joanna on the cheek. “The thing you were missing…he went that way.”

Joanna frowned. She’d figured Marcus would have gone inside the barn to eat, but Karen was pointing toward the trail into the mountains.

“I’ll watch Reece and Winnie while you go find him,” Karen offered.

“Are you sure?” Joanna asked, but she was already walking backward toward the trail.

“Go. I think it’s clear it’s what you want. What you all want.” Karen shooed Joanna away.

“I’ll be back soon,” Joanna reassured Reece and Winnie. Then she turned and ran toward the trail, hoping she would be fast enough to catch her bear in a honey trap.


Chapter Eighteen – Marcus

He had to get out of there, so he’d made an excuse and taken off toward the mountains. It was wrong to leave, but he fully intended to be back with his group before they had finished lunch.

After all, he had a duty. Not just to his group but to his family and the business they ran. He could not allow his personal feelings to get in the way. No matter how sharp and jagged they were.

It was as if his heart had been ripped out and broken into a million pieces before being shoved back in his chest. The sharp fragments dug into his flesh and made it impossible to breathe.

Marcus hoped that if he ran across the familiar territory of his mountain, he would clear his head and return to the center able to function, and hopefully unable to feel.

As soon as he was out of sight of the house he shifted and let his bear take over. Four massive paws carried them away. Distance, that was what he needed. A mile or two should be sufficient to weaken the bond.

He was wrong. He knew it. His bear knew it. But his bear ran on all the same.

Higher, he kept climbing, heading for the ledge where he’d made love to his mate for the first—and the last—time.

As he climbed he thought he sensed her, but his mind must be playing tricks on him. She was down there at the house with her children and that asshole of an estranged husband.

He didn’t blame Joanna for wanting to give it another try. She didn’t feel the mating bond in the same way he did. She couldn’t know how much she meant to him. And she’d told him how heartbroken she’d been when her marriage broke down.

If anything he should be proud that his mate was willing to put her loyalty to her family first. A family he’d gotten used to the idea of taking over. Reece and Winnie were such great kids, he would love to be there for them and watch them grow up.

There. Her presence brushed against his mind as he reached the top of the ledge and looked down on the world below. The sun had risen to its pinnacle in the sky and was about to begin its long, slow descent toward the east.

His bear stared out across the valley below. Was he imagining the whole thing? Damn it, he was delusional. Perhaps he should take the afternoon off to recover. Surely by tomorrow, he would start to feel better. He knew that wasn’t true. The love he had for Joanna would never diminish, he was doomed, all his future held was a half-life without his true love.

The sound of small stones trickling down the path below came to him. She was here, he wasn’t imagining it. Turning around, he padded over to the edge of the trail and looked down. There she was, moving as fast as she could over the rough terrain. She was coming for him.

Why? To tell him she was going back to her husband? He didn’t need to hear it from her.

But he stayed put all the same. If this was the final time they were going to be alone he could at least tell her one last time how he felt. With a sigh, he shifted back into his human form.

“There you are,” Joanna puffed as she reached the top of the ledge.

“Here I am.” He wanted to grab hold of her and kiss her until she said she was his. He also wanted her to be happy.

“Why did you take off like that?” she asked, joining him on the ledge.

“I needed some space, some time to think.” He examined her face, wanting to commit every crease, every freckle, to memory.

“Think about what?” she asked nervously. Doubt spread across her face and he allowed himself a glimmer of hope.

“About life. Our life together,” he ventured.

“Isn’t that a two-way thing?” She waved her finger between them both. “Or possibly four-way since Reece and Winnie are as much a part of this family… Oh, is that what you wanted to think over?” Her face clouded over in anguish. “You think that now that Julian is back on the scene, he’ll take the kids… Because that is not…”

He closed the space between them and wrapped his arms around her. “I thought you were going back to him.”

Joanna jerked her head back. “You what?”

“I heard you two talking and Julian kept saying how he wanted to try again…” Marcus shrugged.

“That’s where all that stuff about all you want is for me to be happy came from. You were willing to let me go if that meant I was happy.” Joanna shook her head. “What about you?”

“What about me?” Marcus tightened his grip on his mate. Now that she was here, he couldn’t bear the thought of living without her.

“Don’t your feelings come into this?” Her brows furrowed and then her expression relaxed as she reached out and stroked his cheek. “You’ve spent your life making sure everyone else was okay. But you are as entitled to happiness as anyone else.”

He shook his head. “Not at your expense.”

“You know, there’s this thing called compromise.” A smile played across her lips. “It’s where people get together and say what they want and then they come up with a way of making it work.”

He chuckled. “I know what compromise is.” He took a long, shuddering breath. “But where you are concerned there is no compromise. I can’t share you. Not with Julian.”

Joanna burst out laughing. “Good, because that is not ever going to happen. Julian is my past. If meeting you and being with you has taught me anything, it was how I didn’t understand compromise either. I let him walk all over me because I was grateful to be loved.”

Joanna pressed her body closer and buried her face in his chest. Her breath shuddered through her body and Marcus tilted her chin up, so she had to look into his eyes. “You are the most lovable person I’ve ever met. You shouldn’t have to be grateful.”

“I know that now. But growing up without love meant I had no experience of expectations. My parents were so emotionally detached from me that I never learned what to expect and how to behave. I overcompensated. I see that now.” Her weak smile revealed just how vulnerable she was where love was concerned.

“Okay, so what do you want?” Marcus asked.

“From our relationship?”

“Yes. And for your future and that of Reece and Winnie.” Marcus led her away from the edge of the cliff and they sat down under the shelter of a rocky overhang.

“I want us to be happy. And I think being with you and living in Bear Creek will bring us that happiness.” She gazed into the distance for a moment and then added, “But I also have to agree to Julian being part of their lives. He is their adoptive father.”

“How do we compromise when I agree with all of that?” Marcus asked.

“There will be other things we have to compromise on,” she told him and then stood up. “As much as I want to stay here with you, we need to get back to the others. They’ll be disappointed if they don’t get to swap around who wears the blindfold.”

Marcus stood up. “One kiss.”

“One kiss.” She slipped her arms around his neck and stood on tiptoes. “Or maybe two.”

His mouth turned up at the corners before he lowered his head and captured her lips with his. Sliding his tongue along her lower lip, he savored the taste of her. Their kiss deepened, and she pressed her body against his. It would be so easy to make love to her and forget all about the people waiting for them back at Chance Heights. But they both had a responsibility to others who were important to them.

He also couldn’t wait to see the look on Julian’s face when he found out he was not going to get his second chance with Joanna.

Did that make him a bad person?

Hell no! his bear told him in reply.


Chapter Nineteen – Joanna

If she spread her arms out and let her feet leave the ground, Joanna would float down from the mountain. That’s how light she felt now that she’d told Marcus her decision to stay with him.

The only thing tethering her to the ground was the thought of having to break the news to Julian. She didn’t want to hurt him, despite all the pain he’d caused her and the kids. But neither did she plan to be with him. As for the kids, what kind of relationship he chose to rebuild with them was something he had to figure out. Joanna would support and encourage Julian and the children in any way she could.

“There you are.” Karen was waiting outside the barn with a cup of coffee in her hands. “We thought you’d run off into the mountains for the day.” She lowered her voice. “Did you work it out?”

“We did.” Joanna couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “Are Reece and Winnie inside?”

“They are,” Karen confirmed. “Luke is teaching them bad habits. I had no idea the man liked dessert so much.” Karen laughed. “I also had no idea he was such a funny guy.” She sighed and looked over her shoulder. “Pity he’s not mine.”

“And you’re sure he’s not?” Joanna would love to see Karen settled down and as happy as she was now she’s found Marcus.

“Yes. You know, there’s no chemistry.” Karen leaned forward. “Unlike you two. The chemistry is hot. Poor Julian.”

“I should go and talk to him and clear the air.” Joanna slipped past Karen who sipped her coffee and eyed up Marcus.

“There is definitely something in the Bear Creek water that makes you men so scrummy.” Karen sighed and turned around to enter the barn. Marcus followed, his face a mixture of emotions as he watched Joanna walk toward her estranged husband.

“Hey there.” Joanna cast a look around the table filled with happy faces. All except one. Julian looked cross. Like a child who hadn’t gotten his own way.

“You took your time. The rest of us have nearly finished.” His eyes bored into her before he exchanged his expression for a glare that he aimed at Marcus. It glanced off her mate like water off a smooth rock. Her mind conjured up an image of Marcus that night by the side of the stream where he’d kissed her for the first time. That moment would always be precious to her, it was as if his kiss had breathed new life and new hope into her.

“I can grab something to go.” Joanna glossed over Julian’s remarks. Before he left, when she desperately wanted to keep her family glued together, his barbed comments would have wounded her. Now, he held no power over her.

Julian stood up abruptly. “I want to talk to you. In private.”

Without waiting for her reply, he stalked out of the barn. Joanna kissed Reece and Winnie on the tops of their heads. “I’ll just be a moment.”

As she left the table, Kylie grabbed hold of her hand. “Do what makes you happy.”

“I will, Kylie. Thanks.” She flashed her new friend a bright smile and then walked to the exit with her head high.

“What exactly is going on?” Julian rounded on her as soon as she stepped outside.

“Not that it is any of your business, but I’m dating Marcus.” She couldn’t say they were going to spend the rest of their lives together, that would make her sound like a romantic fool.

“Dating Marcus. You’re willing to throw away a second chance with me, the man you were married to for years, all for the chance of happiness with a man you’ve just met. Worse, you are willing to throw away your children’s happiness, too.”

“Since when did you become an expert on what makes me or the children happy?” Joanna asked.

“Joanna, don’t be so defensive.” Julian’s attempt to soothe her just made her more determined to make him see that she would never be happy as Mrs. Bletcher again.

“Listen, Julian. When we were together, I wasn’t the same person I am now. You leaving, us coming here…I’ve changed. We adapted to you not being in our lives.” Joanna shook her head, she wasn’t good at explaining her feelings.

“You’re telling me you are all better off without me?” Julian asked incredulously.

“No. That is not what I’m saying.” She approached him, wanting to make her position clear but also open to compromise. “You have your life. We have ours. We have to figure out how those two separate things intersect.”

“You make this sound like a business meeting.” Julian reached out to touch her, but Joanna took a step back.

“In a way it is, Julian. We are no longer in a relationship. I just want to make this work for us all.” She sighed heavily.

“I made a mistake, what can I say to make you see that we were good together? You and me, we were meant to be.” Julian’s tone was whiny, like a child who wanted another child’s toy.

Julian didn’t know how wrong he was. Joanna belonged to Marcus, their connection ran like the deepest ocean, whereas her marriage to Julian had been like a babbling brook. Fun until they adopted the children and it got harder.

“You said you came back because you wanted to be part of this family. I thought you meant Reece and Winnie. Not just me.” Joanna was trying to understand exactly what Julian did want.

“Do you remember all the years we spent dreaming about having kids?” Julian asked.

“Of course I do,” Joanna could remember the days when they would sit for hours talking about how great it would be to have a child of their own. “But we have children. I might not have given birth to them, but I love them as if I had.”

She suddenly suspected that it wasn’t the same for Julian. Was that why he’d left?

“It wasn’t so easy for me,” Julian admitted. “I suppose if we’d had a child of our own it would have been a gradual thing. Instead, it was so sudden, like bam! We adopted two children. It was like going from zero to sixty in two seconds.”

“And that freaked you out.” She nodded, trying to understand what he was trying to say.

“I wanted the old us back,” Julian admitted. “I wanted the quiet evenings alone, the intimate dinners for two.”

“Then why adopt? Why insist you wanted children?” Joanna asked.

“You know the answer to that.” He frowned, his brows knitted together as he spoke.

“No, I don’t.” She shook her head to emphasize her answer.

“Because all my parents ever talked about was my brother’s kids. I felt like a failure.”

“I had no idea.” The more she learned about Julian, the more she questioned their marriage together and whether they ever really knew each other at all.

“Come on, you know how they used to talk about Colby and Samantha. How at least Colby had provided a son and heir. It made me feel less of a man.” Julian turned away from her. “That’s why I wanted a child.”

Joanna closed her eyes. She’d thought Julian became broody when Colby and Samantha had their first child. However, that wasn’t the whole truth. Julian’s sudden desire to have children had been spurred on by the competitiveness his parents had encouraged between the two brothers.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t give you the child you wanted, Julian.” Joanna could recall only too well their first visit to Julian’s parents after they adopted Reece and Winnie. It was plain the children would never be treated as true grandchildren. “Is that why you left? So you could have the chance of a child with another woman?”

Julian’s eyes darted away from hers and he gazed into the distance. “Partly.”

Joanna rested her hand on Julian’s forearm. “You still have a chance to go and find the woman of your dreams who can provide you with the child you want.”

“How long could that take?” Julian asked petulantly. “I hate being on my own.”

Ah, so there it was. “You came back to me, to us, because you didn’t want to be alone?” She had to give him credit for his honesty, and for being the biggest jerk ever. “And then what? When another woman took your fancy you’d have left us again?”

“No…” He stalled. “It’s not like that. I love you.”

“You love the old us. The old me. Except the part where I can’t conceive a child.”

Julian shook his head and kept his eyes on the ground as he said, “I can’t conceive a child.”

Her heart hammered in her chest. “It was you?”

“I thought that if I was with another woman it would be different. But it’s not.” Julian looked to Joanna for sympathy. He got none.

“Wait, let’s go back a little. You told me you were okay. You told me the tests showed you were normal. But instead, you were firing blanks.”

“Don’t make it sound so…” He shrugged away from her. “It’s not my fault.”

“No, it’s not. But you were only too happy to blame me.” She shook her head. “All the comments your parents made about me not being fertile, when all the time it was you.”

“Which is why I let you adopt the children.”

“Enough.” Joanna held up her hand to silence him. “I can’t believe you would lie to me about something like this. And then go off with another woman and what? Did you expect her to cure you?”

“No. I just thought…”

“No, Julian, you didn’t think.” Joanna was so mad she expected steam to come out of her ears. “You need to figure out what your intentions are toward the children. Then we can talk. But right now I think you need to give us some space.” Before she walked away she added, “For once in your life, think of someone else other than yourself. You made a promise to Reece and Winnie when you agreed to be their dad. Why not try being that person? You never know, it might make you happy.”

Then she walked away, back to the group, back to her kids and back to the man who made her happy.

“Everything all right?” Kylie asked as Joanna approached the group, who were waiting outside the barn.

“Yes. Are we ready to go?” Joanna asked, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She dared not look at Marcus or tell him what Julian had done. Not yet, not until she’d had time to process it all.

Although she couldn’t wait to tell him his dream of being a father could now come true.

“Wait for me.” Julian ran up behind her. “If you don’t mind, I’d still like to tag along.”

His eyes locked on Joanna’s as if he were asking for her permission.

“I’m sure Reece and Winnie would like you to stay.” Joanna tried to be as diplomatic as she could, considering the circumstances and Julian’s revelations.

“Yes, come on, Dad. Let’s see if you can find a tree.” Reece took Julian by one hand and Winnie took the other.

“Thanks, kids.” Julian looked down at them both. “I’ve missed you. I didn’t realize how much until now.”

“We missed you, too, Dad. Will you still take us to the museum like you promised before you left?” Winnie asked.

“Sure, I’d like that.” Julian cast one last look over his shoulder at Joanna before he turned his full attention on his adoptive children.

“There’s a museum in Bear Creek, maybe we could go there?” Winnie suggested.

“Maybe we could. And if it’s all right with your mom, perhaps we could eat out. I’m sure she’d like an evening off.” Julian and the children walked toward the area where they would finish up their blindfold task.

“Is everything okay?” Marcus asked. He walked up behind her but didn’t touch her.

She turned around to face him. “Yes, yes, it is.”

“Why don’t you two have a minute alone, we’ll meet you at the starting area.” Kylie led her family away, leaving Marcus and Joanna alone.

“Do you have any idea how hard it was not to come after you?” Marcus asked, stroking her cheek with the back of his hand.

“But you didn’t, and that means a lot. We had to talk it out together.” She cocked her head to one side. “And you didn’t hear what we said, even with your enhanced hearing?”

He looked kind of sheepish but shook his head. “I chose not to.”

“You switched off your hearing?”

He chuckled and slipped his hand around to the nape of her neck and tickled her skin. The hairs on her neck stood on end and she shivered, her body primed and ready for him to kiss and stroke and… She cleared her throat and tried to focus on the words coming from his mouth rather than how much she wanted to kiss his lips.

“I can’t switch it off, but I can move out of range. Your conversation was private.” His eyes fixed on her lips. He wanted to kiss her just as much as she wanted to kiss him.

“Then you didn’t hear his admission?” Joanna hoped she could trust Marcus not to act on the information she was about to relay to him.

“His admission about what?” Marcus’s chest rose and fell as he inhaled deeply, trying to keep calm.

Joanna placed a hand on his chest. “Nothing bad.” Her brows furrowed. “Well, it was bad. But I’m willing to let it go and I want you to let it go as well. In fact, I’m only going to tell you after you promise me you won’t do anything rash and hurt Julian.”

Marcus shook his head and huffed. “This is going to be hard. I already want to hurt him.” He balled his fists and then gave her a lopsided grin. “Only joking, I’m a lover, not a fighter. Unless someone tried to hurt you physically.”

“In that case…” She gave him a nervous smile. “That was a promise, wasn’t it?”

“As close as, but if it makes it easier, I promise not to hurt Julian.” He gave her a solemn look.

“He told me that he lied about me being the one who can’t conceive.”

Marcus sucked in a large amount of air, as if he was a drowning man who had finally stuck his head above water. “He did what?”

“When we were married and couldn’t conceive, he told me I was the one with the problem. But I wasn’t.” She cupped his face in her hands. “As far as I know, I can have your children.” Or anybody’s children, not that she would want anyone else’s. Marcus had shown her what true love really was. In the short time she’d known him, she’d learned enough to make a decision that would affect the rest of her life.

A decision she would not take lightly considering it involved her children, too.

“He lied to you about the tests?” Marcus asked incredulously.

“He did. He didn’t want his parents to think he was a failure.” Joanna placed her hands on Marcus’s chest. “And in some way, I can understand why he did it. His parents are similar to mine, perhaps that’s why we were drawn to each other.”

“But you are not anything like Julian.”

“No, I’m not. But he has a brother to contend with. A brother who produced a beautiful son. Julian figured he needed to do the same. When we didn’t conceive he couldn’t tell them the true reason, so he blamed me.” Joanna needed Marcus to understand what it was like to feel the pressure from a parent.

“That doesn’t make it right.” Marcus took a step away from her. “I should talk to him.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s done and now it’s undone.”

“Just like that?”

“No. Not just like that…” She dragged her hand through her windswept hair. It was a good thing Marcus loved her whatever she looked like since right now she needed a good hot shower, or at the very least to drag a comb through her hair. “I’m glad I didn’t have a child with him. A biological child.”

Marcus looked at her face for a second and then nodded. “Me, too. Although I would have raised it as my own if you did.”

Joanna sidled up against him. “If I had given birth to his child I doubt we would ever have adopted two children and we would not have come to Chance Heights.”

“Ah, you have a way with words.” He lowered his head and kissed her lips. At last!

“If I had never come here I would not have been ready to take a chance on love.”

“And this is love, Joanna,” Marcus murmured into her ear.

“I thought it was just the mating bond.” She stared at his chest as she spoke.

“The mating bond is just the beginning.” He stroked her chin with his fingertips and then raised her head so she had to meet his eyes. “But the rest…that’s you and me. And what I feel for you is real. More real than anything else in the world.”

Joanna nodded. “You took the words out of my mouth.” She gave him a shy smile. “I love you, Marcus.” The breath shuddered through her body as she inhaled. “I thought I’d known love before, with Julian, and I loved my parents for who they were. I never blamed them for not loving me like a parent should love a child. But what I feel in my heart…it makes me feel as if I could conquer the world.”

Marcus looked into the distance. “Together, we can conquer anything.”

“Shall we start with conquering the blindfold?” she asked. “If you trust me.”

“I trust you. And I love you. And I want to marry you.”

“Marriage?”

“Of course.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I want every man to know you belong to me.”

If any other person had said those words she’d have turned around and walked away as fast as possible. But she wanted to belong to Marcus, just as he belonged to her. For eternity.


Epilogue

“How long do we have?” Marcus asked, trailing his fingertips across her skin.

“Long enough.” Joanna tilted her head and kissed his lips.

She sighed in contentment as she felt him harden against her thigh. He wanted her. She smiled briefly. He always wanted her. Just as she always wanted him. They fit together perfectly, in every way and since moving here to Chance Heights, their love had deepened.

“In that case.” He pulled her close, his strong arms wrapping around her while above their heads the canvas of the tent rippled in the breeze. They were supposed to be checking the old camping gear for leaks and musty smells, but a bedroll spread across the ground had given them another idea.

These stolen moments were precious to the newly married couple. And technically they were on their honeymoon, even if Marcus’s work commitments meant they couldn’t have a nice vacation. Although, if they had a choice of any destination in the world, the mountains surrounding Bear Creek would be their choice. Joanna didn’t care if she never left Chance Heights again, she was the happiest she had ever been.

Ever. Her whole life. Because being with Marcus was her whole life.

“Eyes on me.” He caressed the curve of her cheek before he slid his fingers under her chin and tilted her head. She gazed into his soft brown eyes. Where, if she looked long enough and let her eyes slip out of focus, she could swear she saw a bear lurking beneath the surface. A bear she loved as much as the man. A bear who would lay down his life for Joanna and her family.

“Only my eyes?” Joanna asked innocently as she raked her fingers across his abdomen. His muscles rippled as he inhaled a deep shuddering breath.

“You set me on fire,” Marcus admitted, his breath hot on her neck as he inhaled her scent.

“That’s the idea.” Joanna pushed him away so that he landed on his back. Like a sultry lioness on the prowl she crawled toward him. “Why don’t you conserve your energy and let me do the work?”

“What did you have in mind?” He watched her with a hunger that made her shiver with anticipation.

“You’ll see.” Joanna unzipped his jeans and threaded her hand inside the opening. Pushing his shorts to one side she curled her hand around Marcus’s hardened length and stroked him leisurely.

“Or feel,” he ground out.

“Oh, I can make you feel.” She leaned forward and captured his lips with hers. As she kissed him she straddled his thighs, while a deep-seated ache, that only her mate could ease, spread outward from her core.

As if sensing her need, Marcus slid his hand between her thighs and rubbed his fingers back and forth. She groaned and bit her lip. She needed more, so much more.

“I think you need to slip out of these.” His fingers worked with expert precision to flick open the buttons of her jeans. Marcus lifted Joanna off his lap. With some wriggling, which was unsexy, she was soon free of her jeans. Leaving Marcus free to caress her naked thighs, inching higher as he worked his way toward the center of her need.

Trying to focus on her mate’s arousal, she curled her hand around his hardness once more and stroked him up and down. Marcus matched her stroke for stroke, at first pinching and rubbing his fingers over her clit, before he slipped his finger inside her. She clutched at his clothing with her free hand, as he hooked his finger to stimulate her inner walls. He was a master of her pleasure and took his role very seriously. Her satisfaction was his responsibility.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered in his ear as her orgasm raced toward her like the clouds over the mountain on a stormy day.

“You know I’ll always try to give you exactly what you want.” He chuckled as he lifted her and guided her onto his cock.

“You are my hero,” she sighed as he slid inside her. She pressed down, allowing him to fill her completely in one fluid movement.

“I want to be more than that…” Marcus thrust upwards as she rolled her hips. “I want to be everything to you.”

Joanna rode him, their rhythm and pace perfectly matched. Since the first time they made love it was as if their bodies were synced. She threaded her fingers into her hair and lowered her head to kiss his lips. Marcus groaned against her as she tightened her inner walls, increasing the friction between them.

Together, they raced toward their climax, two people wrapped together in ecstasy as Marcus pumped his essence deep inside her. Not that it mattered. His seed would not fertilize her eggs. Not this time.

A small smile crept across her lips despite the intensity of the moment.

However, when Marcus lowered his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth, her smile was lost. Instead, she bit down on her lower lip, trying to contain her cries of ecstasy as wave after wave of pleasure swept over her.

When their climax had passed they held each other close, with Joanna still sitting in Marcus’s lap. Neither of them wanted to break the connection, although time was running out.

“We should finish our chores,” Marcus reluctantly voiced her thoughts.

She sighed and tightened her arms around him. “I know…but there’s something I want to tell you first.”

He pulled back from her and stroked her hair back from her face. “Is everything okay? Or are you worried I still might chew Julian’s head off when he brings the kids back?” Julian had made an effort to forge a new relationship with Reece and Winnie. They were all committed to making it work.

“Nothing like that.” She took hold of his hand and placed it on her soft belly. “This is about us and what we’ve created.”

Marcus took a sharp intake of breath. “You mean…”

Joanna nodded. “I certainly do.”

“A child.” He looked at her in earnest as if wanting to make sure he’d gotten it right.

“A child. Our child.”

“A brother or sister for Reece and Winnie.” A smile spread across his face. “That’s just…” His eyes misted with tears. “Damn it.” He blinked them away furiously.

“Don’t. I like that no matter how strong you are, however protective you are, you are still very human.”

“And bear.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “It must have been the bear side of me that was crying.”

She laughed. “I’ll check with him later.”

“Much later.” Marcus cradled her against his body and then lay her down on the ground. “Maybe we can be a little late ourselves.”

“I thought we were going to finish our chores.” Joanna lifted her head off the ground and kissed his chest, trailing her tongue along his skin and savoring the taste.

“I think we can allow ourselves a little more time. Since this is a special occasion.” He closed his eyes as she grazed her teeth on his nipple, then he slipped his hand under her knee and spread her thighs wider. Joanna guided him inside her, ready for him again.

“I love you so much.” It was Joanna’s turn to blink back her tears. Marcus had given her and the children everything they could ever wish for. Love, a safe and stable home and family. A family that would increase by one more in a few months. Just as it had increased by one more when Sage had her child.

“I love you.” He peppered her face with kisses while his made love to her slowly. “You have made my life complete.”

As they made love inside the small tent, the world outside passed them by. It was as if they were frozen in time. Joanna had taken a chance on a bear shifter and she’d gained more than she ever imagined possible. Since being with Marcus, the word family had taken on a whole new meaning, and that would never change.

Perhaps fate was behind this whole mating bond thing after all. Or maybe it was just down to chance.
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