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Bad Boy Bear

Return to Bear Creek

(Book Nine)

 

 

 I’ve found my mate.

 

Those are the words rattling around in Louise’s head when her car breaks down on the side of the road. Stranded, she accepts help from a motorbike riding guy in tight leather pants. Not that she is interested in tight leather pants and the kind of men who wear them—oh no, she’s been there, done that, and got the baby to prove it.

 

It doesn’t matter that he is the perfect man for her. It’s obvious she’s not his mate, and there is no way she’s going to fall in unrequited love again—she’s been there, done that, and got the broken heart to prove it.

 

Zak has been around the world, trying to figure out who he is, and escape the man he almost was. He’s a bad boy turned good. But when he meets Louise, he wants to be all kind of bad, in bed at least. Yet there’s something about her that makes him hold back. Something that stops Zak from telling Louise that she is his true mate, the one who will love and protect her for the rest of her life.

 

However, they have more in common than either of them could guess. And when Louise’s past threatens her future happiness, Zak will do whatever it takes to keep her safe. Even if it means becoming a bad boy once more.

 

 

 

 


Chapter One – Louise

I’ve found my mate. Louise stared ahead as she sipped her coffee, the words Ollie had told her hammering in her head over and over again. How was she supposed to feel? What was she supposed to say?

In the end, she had mumbled something about being pleased for Ollie, and fixed a smile on her face that she hoped he believed was genuine. Because it was genuine: Louise wanted him to be happy, she truly did with all of her heart. But that didn’t temper her own disappointment.

How could it? Ollie was her childhood friend, the man whom she always hoped would one day wake up and see Louise as his mate. That dream was dead. Gone.

“Are you ready to go?” Dean asked, walking into the kitchen with Storm in his arms.

“Yes,” Louise answered, hiding her face from the man who had given Louise and her baby, Storm, a home. Louise crossed the kitchen to the sink, buying herself some time to compose her expression by running the tap to wash up her cup.

“Leave it, I can do that,” Dean insisted. He shifted Storm onto his hip and walked toward her.

“You do enough for me already,” Louise answered, her voice strained with the emotions she was trying to keep hidden deep inside. 

Louise tried to keep telling herself how lucky she was. Things could have turned out so much worse. When she broke the news to her parents that she was pregnant, they had kicked her out of the house, forcing her to live rough. Not the easiest of lifestyles when you are heavily pregnant. After giving birth, Louise wanted to be the mother she had never had, but quickly realized she was never going to be the kind of mother her baby needed. Years of being told she was worthless by her parents had taken away all of her self-confidence.

So she had made a decision. Her best friend, Ollie, had told her about Bear Creek, after he moved here to get a job at the local brewery. Due to a stupid falling-out, they had lost contact, but in the long, lonely days of homelessness, Louise had dreamed of what it would be like to live in a nice town with good people. So her plan had formed: take her newborn child to the nearby hospital in Bear Bluff, and give her child the chance of a good life. A life Louise felt she could not give her baby. A life she did not deserve herself.

Within hours of carrying out her plan, the loss of leaving her child had propelled Louise into action, and she had begun the journey to go back and get her baby, only for the cold to nearly kill her.

“That’s what I’m here for,” Dean said. Louise was glad he hadn’t said that’s my job. If she didn’t think about it too much, she often let herself believe that Dean had given her a home because he cared about her, not because he was paid by Social Services.

“Can I have one last cuddle before I leave?” Louise held her arms out for her daughter, who was now a beautiful, big baby of six months. “Bye, Storm. Remember, I love you.”

“She will never forget, you tell her at least twenty times a day,” Dean joked as he washed Louise’s cup and set it on the drainer.

“I can’t help it. I grew up never hearing those words. And never feeling love. I want Storm to be surrounded by love all of her life.” Louise handed her baby back to Dean, hating to leave her daughter behind, but also knowing that if she was going to give her baby a good life, then she had to work. “And if I don’t tell her, who is going to? I’m the only parent she has.”

“I think you have enough love in your heart for two parents,” Dean told Louise. “But don’t believe you will never find the right man to love you both.”

“I’m done with men,” Louise said. I’ve found my mate. Ollie’s words filled her head and the pain of knowing a miracle was never going to happen, and he was never going to love her as his mate, came crashing down on Louise once again. “I don’t need one.”

“Take it from one who knows, needing and wanting are two different things,” Dean said.

Louise smiled sadly at Dean. “You deserve a woman in your life more than anyone I know.”

“We don’t always get what we deserve,” Dean said. “Which is why I’m going to say to you again, don’t put a barrier up around your heart. If love comes your way, let it in.”

“If love, true love, comes my way, I promise you, I will let it in.” Louise grabbed her purse and headed to the door. “But for now, I just want to be a good mom.”

“You are.” Dean shook his head at Louise. “Don’t think you have to pay for your past, either. Every person on this planet makes mistakes.”

“Some bigger than others,” Louise replied, opening the front door. “I’m just glad I realized mine before it was too late.”

“Welcome to the second chance saloon,” Dean said, and lifted Storm’s small hand and waved it at Louise. “Say bye-bye to Mommy.”

Louise lifted her hand and blew a kiss to Storm. “Bye, Storm, bye, Dean. I’ll see you later.”

“Dinner is at five thirty,” Dean called.

“I’ll be here,” Louise promised, leaving the house and shutting the door behind her. She stood for a moment catching her breath. This was only the third time she had left Storm with Dean all day. He said he didn’t mind, and Louise knew he meant it, but that did not make it easier.

Guilt swept over her. She was leaving Storm again. As ridiculous as it sounded, every time she walked out of the door without Storm, she had visions of leaving her alone at the hospital, of walking away and not looking back. But she had looked back. And then gone back.

“You will be back in time for dinner,” Louise reminded herself. She took one step, then another, walking along the driveway to the car Dean had helped her fix up. It had been cheap; she wouldn’t allow Dean to buy her anything more expensive, despite his insistence. Her plan was to pay him back, and that meant the car had to be cheap. Eventually, he had agreed, and they had spent hours working on it, Dean fixing the mechanical side, while she cleaned and polished the paintwork and interior until it looked like new.

A sense of pride washed over her. She was taking the first steps toward standing on her own two feet. Yet a pang of sorrow hit her in the heart. She was going to hate leaving Dean, but leave she must. There was no way she could stay with him indefinitely. 

She had turned eighteen a couple of months ago. Certain she and Storm would have to leave, the relief when Dean told her Suzie, her Social Worker, had managed to negotiate a support package for them, meaning they could stay, had been immense. But Social Services would not pick up her tab forever. There were other troubled teens who needed Dean’s help more.

“I have to stand on my own two feet,” Louise stated, as she started the engine and drove down the driveway and onto the road. Yet Dean’s words of wisdom contradicted her own. In his view, people didn’t have to stand on their own two feet; sometimes they stood on the shoulders of others, and sometimes they had to be carried in someone else’s arms, and there was no shame in that. In his view, all that was ever expected was that in any way you could, you paid the generosity of others forward. Someone helps you, you help someone else in return.

Louise felt a surge of love sweep through her and tears pricked her eyes. She loved Dean like a father, although she had never told him so. Words like love were foreign to her, except where Storm was concerned.

The spring sun was weak, but it shone brightly, reflecting off the wet road. Louise couldn’t wait to see Bear Creek come alive with the changing of the seasons. She had arrived in Bear Creek in a snowstorm at the beginning of winter, when the leaves were bare and the days short and cold. The trees were just coming back to life, their green leaves unfurling, the birds beginning to sing for their mates.

New beginnings, Louise thought happily. 

I’ve found my mate.

Refusing to let her mood slip into melancholy, Louise switched on the radio, and sang along to her favorite songs. A love of eighties pop music was all she had in common with her estranged mother. 

Taking the back roads along the edge of the foothills that surrounded the mountain range between Bear Creek and Bear Bluff, she shook back her hair and let go of all her worries. The animal shelter where she volunteered reminded her of how lucky she was, and left her with a sense of purpose. 

Dean had got her the job, telling Louise that it might be unpaid, but would look good on her CV. And since she had no qualifications, the experience was going to be her only selling point with a potential employer. What had surprised Louise more than anything was how much she enjoyed working at the shelter. Helping those less fortunate than herself made her happy. So what if they were animals, not people; in Louise’s eyes, they deserved a second chance at finding a home.

After being homeless, she figured she had a unique understanding of what it was like not to be wanted.

Turning right, she was five miles from the shelter when a noise under the hood of her car made her sit up and pay attention. Turning off the radio, she listened as what started off as an innocent rattle grew louder. 

“Damn it.” Louise pulled over to the side of the road. She didn’t want to be late for work, but she didn’t want to do irreparable damage to her car either.

Switching off the engine, Louise sat for a moment, fighting back tears. Everything was going so well until yesterday! But Ollie’s news about his mate seemed to have set off a chain reaction of bad luck.

“You are not going to overreact,” Louise told herself. Taking a deep breath, she focused on what Dean had taught her: stay calm, don’t panic. Whatever happened, it was not the end of the world; there was little that could not be fixed.

Except her battered and broken heart. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought the urge to cry. She needed to let Ollie go, he wasn’t hers, he belonged to another. He had found the woman who was bonded to him, and Louise had to accept it and move on.

Which meant she couldn’t call him and ask for help.

So who did she call? It would have to be Dean. There was no one else. It meant he’d have to come out to her with Storm. Which also meant Louise was going to be very late for work. 

Getting out of the car, she grabbed her purse and then searched for her cell phone. Thankfully she had a signal, which meant she would be able to let Ronni at the sanctuary know she was going to be late. Hopefully, this wasn’t going to affect the references the shelter would provide when she applied for a job. Late for work would just about sink any small chance she had of finding a job that actually paid money.

She scrolled through her phone. Whom should she call first? Dean or Ronni? While she pressed dial, the sound of an engine coming along the road made it hard to hear Dean’s phone ringing. There was no way Dean would be able to hear her above the noise. Frustrated, she ended the call before it had even begun. 

Turning to look behind her, she watched a motorbike coming her way, all chrome and steel. Great, another reminder of her old life and past mistakes. Boys on bikes had got her into this mess in the first place. 

Storm’s dad, Ajax, was a biker, a bad boy, who lived by his own rules. He’d tempted her into his life, offered her a place where she belonged, and then kicked her out when she told him she was pregnant. Looking back on her relationship with Ajax, she knew he’d used her. Not that he had singled Louise out, Ajax used everyone, but she missed the sense of belonging he had given her before ripping it away.

Slipping back into the driver’s seat, she pulled the door closed and waited for the bike to go past. Only it didn’t. Instead, the engine slowed and then stopped. Glancing in her rearview mirror, she watched the bike’s rider switch off the engine and remove his helmet. He shook his shoulder-length hair and raked a hand through it before putting his helmet on his handlebars.

Then he slipped his leg behind him as he dismounted his motorbike, and she got a good look at his leather-clad, toned thighs. Her mouth went dry. 

“Temptation in leather.” She chastised herself for being so easily drawn to a man she didn’t know. “They are no good.”

The stranger sauntered around the side of the car. His step faltered and he reached out a hand and placed it on the roof of her car.

Great, I bet he’s on drugs, Louise thought. Could her luck get any worse?

Louise watched the stranger as he straightened himself up and made his way, on legs that were not his own, to the passenger window. Tapping on the glass, he smiled, and her heart hammered in her chest. His dark looks spelled trouble, but his soft brown eyes spelled love.

She was such a stupid dreamer. Rolling down the passenger window, she swore to herself she was not going to be swept off her feet by anything that came out of his mouth.


Chapter Two – Zak

“Hi there, do you need some help?” Zak fixed a smile on his face, even though he was fighting the urge to drag the door of this old wreck open and do unmentionable things to the occupant within.

Unmentionable to a woman he had just met, at least. But to his mate? Well, he would like to do a lot more than mention the ideas in his head. He wanted to kiss her lips, and then take her hand and pull her to her feet before leading her around to the front of the car. There he would lift her to sit her on the hood; then he would take his time to make sure she knew just what kind of a man he was. The kind who catered to his woman’s every need.

“I’m OK.” Louise took out her phone. “I called my dad, he’s on his way.”

“If you pop the hood, I’ll take a quick look. Cars are my specialty.” He smiled, trying to look like a good boy, but the expression on her face said she knew he was bad. 

“No thanks. Like I said, my dad is on his way.” She smiled and went to roll the window back up. 

“Zak.” He stuck his hand right through the window. If she put it up now, it would chop his arm off, and she did not look like the kind of woman who would permanently wound a man.

She looked at his hand, her tongue snaking out of her mouth to wet her lips. He’d read her wrong. He’d thought she was disgusted by him, which was why she’d thrown the daddy card at him, twice, but truthfully, she was a little scared of him, and more than a little attracted.

“It’s kind of you.” She ignored his hand.

“Come on, I don’t bite.” He retrieved his hand and straightened up, stretching his back. Her eyes followed his every move. This might not be as difficult as he thought. Wait, of course, it was difficult, he’d found his mate. Did she know about shifters? Hell, if he had any sense, and any compassion for this woman, he should probably keep on moving and leave her for her daddy to rescue. His need for her was almost too strong to control, and he didn’t want to hurt her. 

His mate looked at him and then looked at the road ahead. “Do you think you can fix it?”

Zak nodded, gaining control of his swirling emotions. “I grew up putting my old man’s cars back on the road. Let me hear it running, and I’ll let you know.”

She nodded and turned the key in the ignition, and the engine fired up. “It sounds OK, but before I stopped there was a rattling noise that got louder.”

Zak opened the car door and jumped into the passenger seat. An intense wave of need for her swept over him. Maybe this was a mistake? But he couldn’t get out now, without it appearing as if something was wrong. And this was in no way wrong, it was oh-so-right. “Drive it for me, let me hear it.”

She swallowed nervously, her face flushing red at the proximity of his leather-clad body. “OK.”

Putting the car in drive, she released the brake and they drove forward; the rattle under the hood started immediately. “I hear it. Stop right here and I’ll take a look.”

Zak got out of the car, and his mate let out a breath. He liked the effect he had on her. He liked it a lot. Going around to the front of the car, he heard the clunk as she pulled the hood release, then he lifted the hood up and took a good look at the engine.

Someone had spent some time and a good deal of money on getting the car on the road. As he checked everything over, he heard the car door open and close, and then her footsteps as she came around to stand next to him.

He glanced up, seeing her with her arms folded over her chest as if she could keep him at bay. Damn, she intrigued him. Everything about her assaulted his senses, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she wanted him too…but she also didn’t want him, all at the same time. What was she, some high school virgin?

“Do you know what’s wrong?” she asked, looking at her watch.

“Do you have somewhere you need to be?” Zak asked.

“The animal sanctuary.” She pointed up the road. “I’m going to be late.”

Zak straightened up and looked at her. “I could give you a ride.”

“A ride?” she asked.

“My bike.” He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “It’s fast.”

“I don’t have a helmet.”

“I have a spare.”

“Of course you do.” She looked longingly at the road before her.

“I’ll take it slow.” His voice came out as a purr that all the ladies liked.

She shook her head, her arms tightening around her. “If you can’t fix it, I’ll wait for my dad.”

“I’m sorry.” He held his hands up. “Let me introduce myself properly.” He held out his hand. “Zak Pellow.”

She looked at his hand, but, once again, didn’t take it. “Louise.”

“Good to meet you, Louise.” He cocked his head and smiled at her. “I will give you a lift, you will be safe with me, and then I’ll come back and fix your car.”

She shook her head again. “I don’t want you to.”

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Because you’ll want something in return.”

“I am not asking for anything in return. Can’t one person help another without wanting something?” Zak was lying to his mate. Not a good feeling. Of course, he wanted something in return, he wanted her unending love and devotion, but he sure as hell wasn’t expecting to earn that just by fixing her car.

“No one does anything for nothing,” Louise replied and turned on her heel to walk away. Zak could not help it: he lowered his gaze and drank in her curvy bottom, and the sway of her hips.

“Yes, they do.” He followed her around to the driver’s side. “Someone once taught me to pay it forward.”

Her head jerked up. “Pay it forward?”

“It’s where…”

“I know what it means,” she answered quickly.

“So that is what I’m trying to achieve here. I help you, and one day you help someone else.” He held out his hand again, desperate to feel her touch. “What do you say?”

This time she slipped her hand into his, and he closed his fingers, holding her firmly, never wanting to let go. However, when she tugged her hand back toward herself, he didn’t hold onto it. Creeping her out was not on his agenda, and appearing like a leery biker boy might just do that.

“OK. The sanctuary is five miles that way. I’ll grab my purse and then we can go.” She ducked inside the car, and Zak turned away to look across the fields by the side of the road. If he hadn’t look away, he would have simply stared at her. Creepy biker boy, his bear agreed.

Thanks for the vote of confidence, Zak replied.

His bear sniffed the air. Are you going to tell her?

About her being our mate? Zak asked.

No, about the sky being blue, his bear said sarcastically.

Funny, Zak answered. Nope, not yet. She isn’t a shifter.

I got that, the absence of needing to hang on to the car to stop her knees giving way was kind of a clue.

Funny, always the funny one.

One of us has to have a sense of humor, his bear replied dryly.

“I’m ready.” Louise held up her keys, and Zak held out his hand, palm facing upwards. “Here.”

She let them drop. She trusted him. For some reason, that made him feel good. Real good.

“I’ll get the spare helmet.” Zak closed his hand around the keys, treasuring the warmth transmitted from his mate’s skin. “Have you been on a bike before?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Good, so I don’t need to tell you the emergency exits.” He straddled his bike and then held up his hands as if he was a stewardess on a plane.

“No, I already know.” She accepted the helmet he held out to her, fitted it on her head, tightening the strap, and then stood by the side of the bike.

“Need a hand?” Zak asked.

“No, I can manage.” Trying not to touch him, she slipped her leg across the back of his bike, and then slid to a sitting position.

“You will need to hold on to me,” Zak instructed.

Without replying, Louise slipped her hands around his waist. He was certain she had stopped breathing. Smiling to himself, he turned the key in the ignition, and the engine burst into life, the bike vibrating beneath them.

“Hold on tight,” Zak said, kicking off.

Louise’s arms tightened around his waist. “I thought you said you were going to go slow.”

“This is slow,” he yelled as they drove forward, taking the corner a little too fast. 

She didn’t speak, but at least she was breathing again. He slowed the bike, wanting the journey to last as long as possible. Behind him, he could feel her every movement, the way her thighs tightened around his when they took a corner, the way her heart thumped in her chest as they raced along the road, the wind whipping at her clothes.

Zak didn’t want to ever stop. Or at least not until they were away from anyone else. A bear and his mate, riding off into the sunset, chasing their happy ever after.

But all too soon, Louise tapped him on the left shoulder, and he reluctantly had to turn off along a driveway that was signposted Bear Bluff Animal Shelter. 

She can shelter me anytime, his bear said.

It’s a good thing I am the one who does the talking, Zak replied.

All he had to do was figure out how he was going to sweet-talk Louise into his life. All thoughts of doing the right thing and leaving her alone were gone. She was his, and he was going to prove it to her.


Chapter Three – Louise

Once-familiar thrills swept through her body as she clung on to Zak. The bike thrummed beneath her, and her heart raced. Memories of riding on the back of Ajax’s bike flooded back. This was what life was about, the thrill and excitement of racing along roads, where nothing else mattered other than staying in the saddle.

All too soon the sign for Bear Bluff Animal Sanctuary appeared to their left, and she tapped Zak on the left shoulder and pointed. He slowed, the two of them balanced perfectly together on the bike as he crawled up to the gates.

And that was where the thrill stopped. Because that was where it had to stop. She was a mother, and she would never leave Storm again. Not ever.

Sliding off the bike, she had to reach out and rest her hand on Zak’s arm to keep her balance; her legs were still vibrating in time with the engine. 

“That was great!” Zak said, giving voice to her words.

“Not really my thing,” Louise lied.

“I don’t know, the way you were hanging on to me, I thought you were having the time of your life.” Zak took his helmet off and shook out his hair. Louise longed to run her fingers through it, but resisted, just as she planned to resist everything else about this biker. He might have saved her from being late, but she could not let one good deed influence her judgment.

OK, two good deeds, since he was going to fix her car.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Louise said, taking her helmet off and handing it back to him.

“I don’t think you could ever disappoint me,” Zak said.

“It’s a little early in the morning for flattery,” Louise remarked, hoping to dampen the hungry look in his eyes. 

“I can see I am going to have to work harder on my compliments,” Zak said.

“No, you don’t. They are wasted on me,” Louise said firmly.

“Are you giving me the brush-off?” he asked.

“I most certainly am,” Louise agreed. “I don’t want to string you along, but I am not looking for a boyfriend.”

“I wasn’t offering to be your boyfriend,” Zak said, humor dancing in his eyes.

“Then what were you offering, a one-night stand?” Louise shook her head. “I am not that kind of girl.”

“I wasn’t after a one-night stand either,” Zak said.

“Then what are you after?” Louise asked, her hands on her hips.

“Come to dinner with me, and I’ll tell you.”

“Smooth.” Louise shook her head.

“Your mouth keeps saying no, but your eyes say yes,” Zak told her.

He was not wrong. Zak was just about everything she liked in a man and more. He was like an upgraded version of Ajax, with the humor and kindness of Ollie. A perfect package, but one she had to leave on the shelf.

Louise held out her hand. “You should give me my keys back.”

“Why?” Zak asked, with surprise.

“Because I really am not interested. So maybe it’s best if I put you out of your misery.”

“A bullet through the brain?” Zak asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I was thinking out of sight, out of mind.” 

Zak reached out for her hand and took it in his, raising it to his lips. Before she could pull away he planted a soft kiss on the back of her hand. A warm glow spread through her body. “I am never going to forget you.”

Louise snatched her hand back from him. “Keys.” 

“I’ll return them when I have fixed your car.” With that he put his helmet on his head, started his engine, and turned the bike around, speeding away from her and taking her heart with him.

“And your keys,” she reminded herself harshly.

Stomping her foot, sure she had been played and would never see either her keys or her car again, she turned on her heel and walked down the path to the sanctuary. Checking her watch, she was relieved to see she was on time. She was going to pretend this was a normal day, and later on this afternoon, she would call Dean and ask him for a ride home.

Once inside Dean’s car, she would explain her stupidity. Until then there was no reason to worry him.

Walking to the office, she admitted the other reason why she wasn’t willing to call Dean yet. Secretly, she hoped Zak would keep his word and return her keys. She was wise enough to know dreams did not come true, but she had to hold on to something, and since she wasn’t going to allow herself to hang onto a real man, she would have to make do with an imaginary knight in shining armor, riding a bike made of metal and chrome, who smelled of leather and the open road.

“Well, what has happened to you?” Ronni asked as Louise walked into the office to get her list of duties for the day.

“My car broke down.” Louise turned her face away so that Ronni didn’t see the flush of color across her cheeks.

“I have never looked that good when my car has broken down,” Ophelia said, who also volunteered at the sanctuary. 

“No, when your car breaks down and you end up at a veterinarian clinic with a broken arm. Or paw, whichever way you want to look at it,” Ronni said.

“I am not complaining. It might not be the best way to meet your mate, but it’s one way,” Ophelia said with a grin. Then she lifted her left hand and stared at the engagement ring that adorned her finger. “I cannot wait to be Mrs. Gillings. And raise lots of baby Gillings.”

She looked at Louise under her lashes. “Sorry.”

“Why?” Louise asked.

“I don’t know, I don’t want to feel as if I am bragging,” Ophelia said.

“Why would you feel like that when you are flashing your ring and your happy ever after to two single women?” Ronni teased.

“I’m pleased for you. Honestly. If I could meet a man who is as dedicated to my happiness as Tom is to yours, then I would be flaunting a ring too.” Louise hid her own sorrow. I’ve found my mate.

Ophelia sighed. “I am lucky, I do know it. He’s so good with Lenny too.”

Lenny was Ophelia’s younger brother who had learning difficulties. Tom Gillings was the kind of dreamy guy who had taken it all in his stride and was happy for his marriage to Ophelia to mean he was taking on her brother too. Of course, it helped he was a shifter, just like Ophelia. She could have asked him for the moon, and he would have tried to get it for her.

“You are very lucky.” Ronni handed her a list of duties. “Which is why I have given you the job of cleaning out the pens.”

“Yuck,” Ophelia said, wrinkling her nose playfully.

“I’d hate for you to live under the false impression life was all rainbows and unicorns,” Ronni said lightly.

“Oh, I have enough experience of life to know that is not true.” Ophelia headed for the office door.

“You know I didn’t do it on purpose, it just happens to be your turn on the roster,” Ronni said as Ophelia opened the door.

“Yep.” Ophelia waved to Ronni and Louise, making sure she flashed her ring at them. “See you two ladies at eleven, for coffee and gossip.”

Ronni smiled and shook her head. “If I could have one day on her happy cloud…”

“You will,” Louise said honestly. She liked Ronni a lot; she was patient and kind, both with the animals and with Louise, who had needed a lot of training when she first started. Her parents had never let her have as much as a goldfish as a pet. The nearest thing she had to a pet growing up was spending time with Ollie when he was a bear shifter. Somehow, that did not count.


Chapter Four – Zak

Zak drove back to Louise’s car, parked his bike by the side of it, and got off, placing his helmet on the handlebars. He was going to give the car a quick check-over, see if he could pinpoint the issue, and then head into town. He needed tools if he wanted to get her car back on the road.

“Let’s take a look at you,” Zak said to the car, running his hand over the old paintwork, which had been meticulously polished. He grinned. “Someone sure poured some love into you.”

As he started the engine and went around to lift the hood, he was caught up in the conundrum of the car. As he guessed, the engine had received equally as much love, the new parts that had been fitted were worth more than the whole car put together.

Checking the engine systematically, he had to admit it was running well, until he pulled the throttle and the rattle sounded. With the flat of his hand, he moved it over the engine, searching for an air leak, until he found the culprit. A hose had come loose; all he needed was the correct-size wrench, and he would have the engine fixed.

And what happens then? his bear asked.

Louise gets to drive her car home, Zak replied.

That’s it? 

I told her she didn’t owe me anything, Zak reminded his bear. I meant it. We’re going to have to try some other way of getting her to like us.

Maybe you could sing to her, his bear suggested.

Funny, real funny, Zak replied, and slammed the hood shut. Then he switched off the engine, pocketed the keys, and mounted his bike. His beloved bike. 

Zak ran his hand over the chrome tank, and then glanced back to Louise’s car. Polished and cherished. They had something in common. But how would she feel about all the stuff they did not have in common? She looked like the kind of girl who was straight and true. Would she even consider going out with a bad boy?

Zak got on his bike and turned it toward Bear Creek. Yes, Bear Bluff was closer, but if he rode to Bear Creek, he knew exactly where he could find the tools he needed.

With the engine vibrating between his thighs, he took the back roads he knew so well. It was good to be back in the place he had spent the latter part of his teen years. He owed a lot to the man who had taken him in, and taught him that he didn’t have to follow in his father’s footsteps.

As he meandered through Bear Creek, he was reminded of the fun he’d had, of the trouble he’d caused, but most of all, of the man he’d grown to love.

“Sunnyside, you have not changed a bit.” Zak rode his bike up the driveway to the house he’d come to know as home. 

As he came to a stop, the door was pulled open, and Dean stood in the doorway, mouth open and a baby in his arms.

“You never said you were coming,” Dean accused. “I would have made your favorite brownies.”

“I thought I’d surprise you.” Zak got off his bike, hooked his helmet over the handlebars and strode up to the house. He hesitated, standing a few feet away from Dean, and looking at the small child in his arms. “You take in babies now?”

“Sort of. This one belongs to a young lady who needed a home. They came as a package.” Dean jiggled the baby, who gave him a toothless giggle. “Best thing I ever did.”

“Thanks,” Zak said, but he wasn’t offended.

“I always knew you would turn out OK. You knew how to look after yourself. Which was more of the problem. But this young lady, well, they have had it rough. And I wanted to make it smooth for them.”

“You always were a sucker for a sob story,” Zak said, and closed the space between them and hugged Dean awkwardly, trying not to crush the baby.

“Yeah, and you certainly knew how to spin those sob stories,” Dean said. “You were an education in itself, Zak. Boy, am I glad to see you.”

“I’m glad to see you too, Dean. Really glad.”

“The wanderlust got a little boring?” Dean asked, stepping back and leading Zak into the house. 

“I wouldn’t say boring. But sometimes I just need to remember who I am. And I am what you made me.” Zak followed Dean into the house. 

“Coffee?” Dean asked, setting the baby down in a high chair, where she proceeded to kick her legs and squeal excitedly.

“Yes, please. Although I have to go back out, I came to borrow a wrench.”

Dean turned and looked at him, a quizzical expression on his face. “What do you need a wrench for? That bike of yours sounded as if was running perfectly.”

“It is. I met a damsel in distress on the road, and I said I’d fix her car,” Zak told Dean, deciding to keep the fact that they were mates to himself for now.

“A damsel in distress?” Dean made a fresh pot of coffee. “I hope you remember what I taught you about being respectful.”

“Always,” Zak said. “I am a knight in shining armor. And that will never change.”

“Good man,” Dean nodded.

“And what about you? No damsels in distress?” Zak asked.

“Nope, except for Storm’s mom.” Dean shrugged. “I still have not found her, and am beginning to doubt I ever will.”

“Never say never,” Zak said. If there was one wish he wanted to be fulfilled, it was for Dean to find his own true mate. “Thanks.” He took the steaming mug of coffee from Dean, and smelled it. “You still make the best coffee. I’ve been all over the world, and I’ve never found anything finer.”

“You do have a silver tongue,” Dean said.

“It’s good to be home,” Zak said.

“How long are you staying?” Dean asked.

“As long as you’ll have me,” Zak replied.

Dean set his coffee down on the countertop. “Are you running from something?”

Zak smiled sadly. “Sometimes I think I’ve been running my whole life. And I want to stop.”

“Are you OK?” Dean asked. Zak hated the pain in his voice.

“I’m not in trouble if that is what you mean. I wouldn’t do that to you.” Dean was the reason Zak had kept out of trouble. His love and respect for the guy who had taken him in knew no end.

“I know, son. But if there is anything… You are never too big to need a shoulder to cry on.” Dean’s face was as honest as it had ever been. 

“I just need some time away from my life.” Zak finished his coffee. “I’ve done what I set out to do. I shook off who I was. But now I need to find out who I really am.”

“So the wanderlust has gotten boring?” Dean asked, not pressing for more information than Zak was willing to give freely. 

“Yeah. I would not mind settling down.” His thoughts turned to his mate. He would not mind one bit.

“You sound like an old man,” Dean said with a chuckle.

“I might be young, but I feel old. You know I didn’t have it easy.” Zak shook his head, feeling like a sap. “When I came to live with you here, it was the first time I felt as if I had a home.”

“So that’s what this is?” Dean asked. “You’re coming home.”

“Yeah. And I plan to stay. If you’ll have me.” Zak went to the sink and washed up his cup. “Now, if I can borrow that wrench, I have a car to fix.”

“Come on, let’s got to my workshop and get what you need. Don’t ever let it be said that Dean Capel got in the way of a man like Zak Pellow.”

“You made me what I am,” Zak said, as Dean picked up the baby and carried her outside.

“Spring is coming. A sign of new beginnings. You picked the right time to come back,” Dean told Zak as he opened up his workshop and went inside.

“Just as I remember it.” Zak nodded, and walked along the orderly rows of tools, selecting the correct-size wrench. “I promise to bring it back.”

“I know you will.” Dean smiled. “It is good to see you, Zak.”

“Good to see you too, old man,” Zak said cheekily.

“Now, get going. I’ll make up your old room and get it aired out.” Dean shooed Zak out of the door.

“And if you have time to make those brownies, I will not complain. One thing I have missed is home cooking. Life on the road is all hotel rooms and take-out food.” Zak got on his bike and, with a final wave, left Dean on the drive, watching him until the motorbike turned left and disappeared from view.

It sure was good to be home. And as the sun shone down, and the mountains rose high above him, he knew this had been the right decision. And not just because he had found his mate.


Chapter Five – Louise

“There’s someone to see you,” Ronni said, coming into the building where the stray cats were housed. This was Louise’s favorite place. She’d learned early on she was a cat person rather than a dog person, and spent as much time in here as she could making a fuss over her new furry friends.

“To see me?” Louise’s expression changed from surprised to worried. “What do they want? Is there a problem with Storm?”

A world of fear hit her. What if there had been an accident? What if Storm had gotten sick?

“Hey, relax. It’s a guy, dressed in leathers. Tight leathers,” Ronni said, her voice full of appreciation. “He said it’s something about fixing your car.”

“Oh,” Louise said, her fears slipping away, to be replaced by anticipation. Zak had actually come back! She had to admit she was surprised; Louise had figured she’d seen the last of him and her car.

“Oh? Is that all you can say?” Ronnie asked. From her expression Ronni was obviously going through a whole lot of speculation on what a man like Zak was doing with her car.

“Well, he fixed my car.” Louise stated the obvious, hoping Ronni would let it slide.

“He does not look like any mechanic I’ve ever seen. I don’t deny he’s got the physique, but since when do mechanics wear tight leather pants?”

“I have no idea what mechanics wear,” Louise answered feebly.

“OK, keep your secrets,” Ronni said. Luckily, her supervisor had not taken offense at not being told the gossip. If there was gossip. In reality, Louise was telling the truth. Zak was her mechanic, even if he had found her on the side of the road.

Louise took off her gloves and set them down next to the pen she’d been cleaning out. Then she followed Ronni out of the building and across to the reception area. She resisted the urge to comb her fingers through her hair and make herself look more presentable, because that would mean she cared what she looked like. And she didn’t. It did not matter to her one bit what Zak thought of her looks. She was not interested in taking this relationship any further. Not one iota.

Liar, she told herself when Ronni opened the door leading to the reception area and Louise caught sight of Zak. Ronni was right, those leather pants should be illegal.

“Hi,” Zak said, his eyes caressing her body as she entered the building.

“Hello.” Louise kept her tone friendly, but not too friendly. She only wished she had the same kind of control over her heart, which was hammering in her chest so loud she was sure both Zak and Ronni would be able to hear it.

“I fixed your car.” He held up her keys.

“Thank you,” Louise said, taking a couple of steps forward and reaching for them. Damn, she hoped he wasn’t going to play that game where he backed away and made her reach for them. If he did anything that looked as if he was playing with her, Ronni would get ideas about their relationship. 

“It’s parked outside.” He handed her the keys, and she took them gratefully.

“You drove it here?” she asked, surprised but also relieved she wouldn’t have to walk to fetch it. Working at the animal sanctuary was physically demanding, and she was often tired when she finished, and longing for a hot bath.

“I did.” He paused, and then added, “I had to make sure it was fixed. I didn’t want you to get stranded on your way home to…”

Louise knew what he was doing, he was fishing for information. Did she want him to know where she lived?

“Bear Creek,” Ronni said from behind her.

Louise turned and gave her a stern look, but she had her eyes down, looking at some paperwork.

“Bear Creek,” Louise repeated, knowing there was little point in keeping it to herself now.

“Great. I’m staying in Bear Creek,” Zak replied. She was about to remind him that he promised to fix her car and not expect anything in return, when he turned away from her and reached for the door. “I might see you around.”

“We might. And thank you again,” Louise held up the keys. She really should say more, but she was frozen to the spot and didn’t know what she was supposed to do. She didn’t want a relationship with any man, not now that Ollie was taken, and certainly not one who looked like trouble on two wheels. She had a baby to think of. There was no way she was going to do anything to jeopardize her life.

“No problem.” He flashed her a smile that was like the sun coming out on a cloudy day.

“You aren’t going to offer to drive him back to wherever it is he left his bike?” Ronni hissed.

“It’s not time for my break,” Louise said, in way of an explanation.

“It is now,” Ronni said. “Go on.”

Louise looked at Zak’s back as it retreated. OK, so she was more like looking at his butt, which was encased in those tight leather pants, making her feel hot and flustered. “I can’t.”

Ronni got up from her desk. “Why not?” She cocked her head at Louise. “He fixed your car, you never paid him, and he walked away with only a thank you in his ear. The guy is a keeper.”

“I don’t want a keeper,” Louise said, wanting to escape back to the cats.

“Listen, Louise, I know you’ve had it rough.” Ronni put her hand up to stop Louise from talking. “Don’t worry, I do not know the details, but I do know that when you started working here, you were scared. And now you have blossomed.”

“I can’t risk getting hurt. I have a baby…”

“I completely understand, but that guy is into you. Really into you.” Ronni opened her eyes wide as if trying to convey a hidden meaning.

“I’m not ready. I can’t let myself get into a situation where I’m going to get let down.” Louise was insistent; she did not want to be coerced into anything that opened her up to more hurt. Zak might be a nice guy, but the bike and the leathers were a reminder of Ajax. A reminder she did not need.

“That is why this is perfect,” Ronni said encouragingly.

Louise frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“He’s a shifter.” Ronni pronounced each word slowly.

“How do you know?” Louise asked, whirling around to look at Zak, but he’d gone out of sight.

“Takes one to know one,” Ronni replied lightly.

“I’ve already fallen for a shifter, and got my heart ripped out. I can’t be with one when I’m not his mate, no matter how good he looks in tight pants,” Louise told Ronni firmly.

“How do you know you are not his mate?” Ronni asked, as always the voice of reason.

“He would have said,” Louise answered.

“Not necessarily. How does he know that you know?” Ronnie emphasized her meaning.

“About shifters?” Louise asked.

“Yes, he can’t exactly come out and say, hey, you’re mine, let’s get it on,” Ronni said in a deep voice.

“I… He never gave any indication,” Louise said.

“And stopping and helping you out, without expecting anything in return, is not an indication?” Ronni asked.

“I can’t go after him. It’s too late.” Louise said, her decision made.

“Don’t let love scare you,” Ronni said. “If there is any chance he might be your mate, you should go and give him a ride.”

“And then what?” Louise asked.

“See if you can get him to admit it. Then you’ll know.” Ronni went back to her desk. “Or don’t. The choice is yours.”

Louise pulled the door open and went outside, walking quickly down the driveway that led to the road. When she couldn’t see Zak, she broke into a jog. Now that she had made a decision, she wanted to get it over with. 

“Damn it.” She reached the road, but he wasn’t there.

Swinging around, she ran back to her car, which was parked just outside the security gates of the sanctuary. Placing her hand on the door, she stopped, reconsidering her actions. Was she simply chasing Zak because she was on the rebound from Ollie?

OK, so technically, she was not rebounding, since they had never been together. Friends, yes, boyfriend and girlfriend, no. That did not change the amount of hurt and disappointment she had felt when he broke the news he had met his mate. 

Was going after Zak her way of overcompensating? But what if he really was her mate?

He wouldn’t have walked out of her life. Not without at least giving her some indication he wanted her.

Louise’s shoulders sagged forward. If Zak was a shifter, and she was his mate, there was no way he would have simply walked away. Ollie had told her about the gut-wrenching need to be with his mate from the moment he’d met her.

Something akin to relief swept over Louise. The moment had passed; Zak and his leather-clad body had walked out of her life. And she was happy about that.

Liar.


Chapter Six – Zak

Zak shifted into his bear as soon as he was out of sight. It was easier to deal with leaving their mate behind if they ran blindly into the mountains until they were exhausted. Standing on the ledge of a cliff, his bear had looked down over Bear Bluff and let out a long, mournful roar. Then he’d made his way back down the steep paths, with aching legs to match his aching heart.

Arriving at the place where he’d left his bike, he climbed on and started the engine, turning it with some determination toward home. Toward Bear Creek. At least he knew that was where Louise lived, and if he had to wander the streets for the rest of his life, he would find her.

We shouldn’t have left her in the first place, his bear told him.

We couldn’t force ourselves on her, Zak said in return.

We could have left a phone number.

We promised no strings attached, Zak ended the conversation, not wanting to think about it anymore. Although he soon found that impossible, Louise would haunt his dreams, day and night, until he made her his.

Arriving at Sunnyside, Zak parked his bike on the driveway, took his one solitary pack, which contained all of his worldly possessions, off his bike, and went inside.

“There you are,” Dean said. “I was expecting you hours ago. Did you get the car fixed?”

“I did. Then I went for a run. I’ve missed the mountains.” Zak was not ready to talk about his mate. Maybe tomorrow, he would tell Dean all about it, but not now.

“Yeah, I get out as much as I can, but my babysitting duties keep me here.” Dean was feeding Storm and looking like a proud grandpa.

“It agrees with you,” Zak said, helping himself to a cold bottle of water. 

“Yeah, I enjoy it.” He looked at Storm and said, in a baby voice, “We have great fun, don’t we? We go to the park and the store. How many times a day do you get told you are beautiful?”

Storm kicked her legs excitedly at the sound of Dean’s voice, and Zak had to laugh. “Just by you, or other people?”

“Oh, I tell her twenty times a day at least,” Dean admitted. “And then your mommy tells you another thirty, and all the ladies in town must add up to a hundred.”

“I can believe it.” Zak studied Storm; she was beautiful, but then all babies were beautiful to a man who wanted his own family.

“Just like your mommy,” Dean said. “Only she doesn’t see it. Does she?”

“Do you mind if I take a shower?” Zak asked, shouldering his pack. “Then I’ll help you with dinner.”

“Sure, go ahead. I made your room up.” Dean looked at the clock. “Storm’s mommy should be home in an hour, I like to have dinner ready for her.”

“OK, I’ll be quick.” Zak headed to his old room. He called it his room, even though after he’d left he knew that other kids had stayed in there. Opening the door, he breathed in the scent of the fabric softener that Dean used. The same brand and same scent he’d used for years. 

Zak walked to the window and looked out over the well-tended back garden, which was now littered with children’s toys. A small swing and a rocking horse, plus a play mat. The old man really had gone soft on this baby. He hoped Storm’s mom appreciated it.

Stripping off his leather pants, he headed for the shower, and washed off the dirt he’d accumulated from his journey. When he got out, he felt more like the young man who belonged here, and less like the creation he’d invented when he left, which Zak had worn like body armor.

He had no intention of going back. That part of his life had been fun while it lasted, but now he intended to live a quiet life here in Bear Creek. The bad boy was well and truly dead.

Drying his hair, he pulled on his well-worn jeans and a T-shirt, then padded back to the kitchen with bare feet.

“That looks better,” Dean remarked. “Those leather pants were enough to cut off your circulation.”

Zak laughed. “You always did know how to bring me back down to earth.”

“I have a knack for it,” Dean said. “It’s why you love me.”

“It is, old man.” Zak took an ice-cold beer from the fridge, where Dean always kept them in case someone dropped by. “Do you want one?” 

“Sure.” Dean took the bottle from Zak, and then asked, “So you drink now?”

“Occasionally,” Zak replied. “I’ve learned that one won’t hurt me, and you taught me I was never going to turn into my old man. So I’ve made peace with the demon drink.”

“You’ve grown,” Dean observed. “And I don’t just mean in the muscle department.”

Zak lifted his arm and made a fist. “I work out a lot. It’s one way to wrinkle out life’s frustrations. Plus, I find it helps me work.”

“Over dinner, you can tell me all about it.” Dean thrust some steaks at him. “I thought we’d have a BBQ since it’s such a glorious evening. You go ahead and light it. You do remember how, right?”

“I do.” Zak took the steaks and some rolls outside. The BBQ had been upgraded since he was here last, but he soon had it lit. Dean was right; it was going to be a glorious spring evening.

The sound of an engine made him turn. He recognized the sound. How the hell had she found him, and more importantly, why?

Zak headed around the side of the house, just as she opened the car door and got out. She stopped dead in her tracks, the car door still in her hand. Her expression was unreadable at first, and then it changed, she looked mad.

Slamming the car door shut, she took two long strides toward him, before she stopped.

“Hi there, Mommy,” Dean’s voice said from the front porch, where he was standing with Storm in his arms, waving her little hand at Louise.

“Hi.” Louise’s body language softened, and she waved back at Storm. “How are you doing?”

“We have had an exciting day. One of my old kids came back to town.” Dean passed Storm over to Louise, and then called, “Zak, come say hello to Louise.”

Zak took a calming breath, shaking off his dazed expression. This was going to be awkward. “I’m here. Hi, Louise.”

“Hi, Zak.” They looked at each other, a little hostility in the air.

Dean, being Dean, picked up on it. “Do you two know each other?”

“We met earlier today,” Louise said, kissing Storm’s cheek.

“You did?” Dean asked warily. “You didn’t get into a fight?”

“No, Zak fixed my car,” Louise said.

“You let a stranger fix your car?” Dean asked, sounding like a protective father.

“Louise was on the side of the road. She said she had called for help, but I offered.” Zak shrugged. “I took her to work and then came here for the wrench.”

“You got onto the back of a bike with a stranger?” Dean asked. This was not going well, Louise’s face paled, and she looked close to tears.

“I’m sorry. I was going to call you, but I didn’t want to be late. You know how difficult it’s going to be for me to get a job, without having my CV say tardy.” Louise’s voice was high, and she looked close to tears.

Dean noticed, and his voice softened. “I’m sorry, honey, I just worry about you.”

“I’m a grown woman,” Louise tried to counter, but she was visibly shaken.

“Hey, I shouldn’t have yelled.” Dean pulled Louise into his arms. “I’m sorry. Come on, Storm has had her dinner, and we are going to have a BBQ in honor of Zak coming home. We might have to wrap up against the chilly air, but it will be worth it.”

“I’m the wayward son Dean never had,” Zak said, winking at her, and then he punched Dean lightly on the arm. It was hard for Zak to resist the temptation to take Louise in his own arms and tell her it was OK. He also had to fight the temptation to punch the old man in the nose for upsetting his mate. But Zak figured that news should wait until a better time. “And anyway, you know girls can’t resist this face.”

“I think it was more likely the pants,” Louise owned up. “Ronni has been talking about your butt all afternoon.”

Dean burst out laughing. “You’ve only been back in Bear Creek for a couple of hours and you already have the girls running around after you. Some things never change.”

“Thanks,” Zak said, not wanting to give Louise the wrong impression of him. “Those days, and those pants, are behind me.”

“Oh, they were behind you, all right,” Dean said with a guffaw which made Louise giggle, and Storm shriek.

“Wow, that is ear-splitting,” Zak said, putting his hand to his ear.

“Sorry, she is learning to make a variety of sounds, but Mommy does not seem to be one of them,” Louise said, her tone tinged with sadness.

“She’ll say it when she’s ready,” Dean said gently. “Don’t worry.”

“OK, the BBQ is ready, let’s get some food on.” Zak walked back around the house.

“You two go ahead, I’ll bring the rest of the food out,” Dean said, shooing them away.

“Are you sure? I can help you,” Louise insisted.

“No, you go and sit down, you look exhausted, and let us men wait on you.” Dean disappeared into the house, leaving Zak and Louise almost alone.

“She’s a cute kid,” Zak said, not knowing what else to say. “Dean dotes on her.”

“He’s been really good to us,” Louise admitted. “More than I deserve.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Dean is a good judge of character, he must think you are deserving if he took you in.”

“So you are you one of his kids?” Louise asked, pointing the conversation in a different direction.

“I am. I have my photo on the wall.” 

“Oh, the rogues’ gallery.” She tilted her head and looked at him closely. “I don’t remember seeing you.”

“My hair was longer, I was attempting to grow a beard.”

She snort-laughed, then blushed. “Sorry.”

“I see you recall the picture.” He laughed. “I was into ZZ Top, and wanted one of those long beards.” He pretended to stroke an imaginary beard, but then shook his head. “You’ve probably never heard of them.”

“I have. I know exactly what you mean. But I’m sorry to say, it looked like peach fuzz.”

“Thanks.” He rolled his eyes and then laughed. “You are probably right. I soon shaved off the beard.”

“And is that when the ladies started to chase after you?” Louise asked.

“That and the leather pants. I started experimenting at a young age. What can I say, everyone wants to tame a bad boy.” He held out his hands and walked around in a circle, until he realized he looked like a strutting peacock. “But that is the old me.”

“I see. The female half of the population of Bear Creek have been saved from themselves.” Louise laughed. “Hear that, Storm? The ladies won’t be fighting over Zak.”

“Yeah. I’m not that kind of a guy anymore.” He clapped his hands together, which made Storm jump, her big blue eyes nearly popping out of her head. “Sorry.”

“It’s OK, isn’t it, Storm? We like clapping our hands.” Louise switched Storm around so that she was supported in the crook of her arm and then Louise began to clap. Storm looked at her mommy’s hands with total absorption, and then tried to clap her own hands, but didn’t have the coordination.

“I’m going to get some food on this BBQ,” Zak said, turning away from Louise. It had suddenly hit him that he was going to go from being single to having a family. He hadn’t just found his mate today, he had also found his first child. A child he was going to learn to love as if she were his own.

As Zak put the food on to cook, and Dean came out with salad and potatoes, Zak wondered where Storm’s father was. Had he died? Or simply left her and the baby? Of course, it also explained why Louise had tried to push him away when they first met.

If he read her right, she wasn’t looking for a man, because she was learning to be a mother. Zak knew he was going to have to play this very carefully. His urge to open up and tell her of his undying love would be enough to frighten her away. He could not risk that, not when she was so happy here. 

At least he could talk to Dean about this. The man always gave the best advice. Zak only hoped that Dean would not be disappointed when he found out Zak was Louise’s true mate. 


Chapter Seven – Louise

No matter how hard she tried to keep her eyes off Zak, she could not stop herself from watching him as he cooked the steaks. He looked so at ease, so comfortable in his own skin, and that was what she found fascinating. At least that was what she tried to tell herself she found fascinating.

But she could not deny he was one of the sexiest men alive.

“How is your steak?” Dean asked, sitting next to her on a lawn chair.

“Good. Really good,” Louise turned her attention onto Dean. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

“How did you let me down?” Dean asked, taking a mouthful of food.

“You know, with my car.” Louise bounced Storm on her knee. She was growing into one of the wiggliest babies Louise had ever known.

Dean sighed. “I’m sorry I got mad. You are old enough to make your own decisions.”

“No, you were right, I should not have taken the risk.” She kissed Storm’s head and earned herself a squeal, which drew Zak’s attention. Inwardly, she acknowledged she was not the only one doing the staring. Zak watched her as much as she watched him. 

This set off a nervous flutter in her chest. Was he really interested in her, or was he jealous she monopolized so much of Dean’s time? Zak would not have expected to come home and find a woman and baby in Dean’s house.

“I told you, sometimes you have to take risks. I was just concerned. I promise not to get mad again.” Dean looked up as Zak came and sat with them. “Good food, son.”

“Thanks, steaks are my specialty.” Zak stuck his fork into a piece of steak and ate it. “Oh, god, that is good.”

“Modest,” Dean accused.

“I try,” Zak said, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Anyway, it’s a reflection on you, since you taught me to use a BBQ.”

“True.” Dean took a bite of his steak, and said, “You are right, it’s real good.”

They all laughed, and Louise found herself sitting back in her chair, Storm in her arms, and dreaming that this was her perfect life. What she wouldn’t give to have a dad like Dean and a man like Zak in her life forever. 

Her mood slipped, and her lip trembled. Now that Zak was back, what if Dean decided he had done his duty by Louise and Storm? She didn’t feel ready to move on.

“So is Louise’s car OK, or do I need to check it over?” Dean asked.

“Nope, it’s good, just a loose hose.” Zak speared a tomato. “So what is the story with the car, anyway? Is it a family heirloom?”

“No, it was the cheapest car we could buy that still ran,” Louise said. “I plan to pay Dean back as soon as I have a job that earns me money.”

“We got lucky,” Dean said. “It runs like a dream.” He gave Zak a look that she could not interpret.

“What am I missing?” Louise asked, not wanting there to be secrets between them. Not when it concerned her.

“Nothing,” Dean said quickly, and concentrated on his food.

“My dad used to have cars like that,” Zak began. “All beat up. I used to have to fix them up for him. Then he’d sell them for cash, so he could buy booze.”

“That doesn’t sound like a happy childhood,” Louise stated. She didn’t want to pry into Zak’s life, but obviously something had gone wrong at home, or he would not have been in Dean’s care when he was growing up.

“It wasn’t. But then I got lucky—he beat the crap out of me, and I ended up here.” Zak shrugged it off.

“Parents do not behave as they are supposed to,” Dean said. “If they did, I would be out of a job, and I would not have been fortunate enough to have met you two fine young people.”

“Feeling is mutual,” Zak said, finishing his food.

“So are you going to tell me about your adventures, Zak?” Dean asked. “You’ve been gone for nearly two years.”

“That is not fair, I’ve never missed a birthday and I have Skyped whenever I could,” Zak protested.

“It is not the same as having you here,” Dean said, sitting back in his chair. “Now, spill.”

“Well, I traveled some, bummed around mainly. Then, when I was in Australia, I got together with a band and wrote some songs.”

“Wow, that is amazing,” Louise said, feeling boring in comparison. Zak was like a star shining bright, whereas she felt as dull as ditchwater.

“It was.” Zak nodded.

“You were in a band?” Dean asked incredulously. “They heard you sing, right?”

“No, they did not.” Zak grinned as he speared a potato with his fork.

“Good, because from what I remember you can’t hold a tune,” Dean said amiably.

“Still can’t, at least not with my voice. But I can play the guitar, and that was all I needed to do. I played them a couple of my songs and they were sold.” Zak shrugged. “I made some decent money, and traveled with them on tour. After six months on the road, I decided it was time to come back here. I was homesick.”

“I’m glad you are home, but incredibly proud of you,” Dean said.

“Yeah. I’m proud too, I went out there to prove myself, and I did.” Zak tilted his head up and looked at the inky blue sky. “I missed this place.”

A quiet settled around them, and they each watched as the first stars came out. Then Louise sat up. “I should get Storm into bed. Give you two a chance to catch up.” She got up wearily. “Leave the dishes, Dean, I’ll come down and clean up when Storm is asleep.

“No, you won’t. You go and take a bath, you look all done in,” Dean said.

Louise ran her hand through her hair; she probably did look a frightful sight. “No, it’s my turn to do the dishes.”

“We can manage,” Zak said, getting up and beginning to clear away the plates. “Really. I have missed all this.”

“What he means is, he needs to remember he is a kid from a small town,” Dean said. “We don’t want all these rock-star dreams to go to his head.”

“OK, if you are sure,” Louise said. “Say goodnight, Storm.”

Dean held out his arms and her daughter went to him for a good night cuddle, leaving Zak and Louise standing side by side, not knowing what to say. There was an awkwardness between them. Or was that her imagination too?

“I’m going to take a bath and go straight to bed,” Louise said. “So I’ll say good night.”

“Night, sweetheart,” Dean said, kissing her cheek. “You are not working tomorrow, are you?”

“No. The day after. If that’s OK with you?” Louise didn’t know what she would do if Dean could not babysit. Until she had a paying job, she would be lost without him.

“Sure, anytime, you know that,” Dean said honestly.

“Good night, Louise, night, Storm,” Zak said, a dim silhouette in the twilight.

“Night, Zak, it was good to meet you.” Louise meant it, she was pleased to meet him; she simply hoped life would not change too quickly. The stability she had found living with Dean was comforting in a way she could never have believed. 

“You too,” Zak replied, his expression making her heart melt. 

Trying to act normally, she walked away from the two men and entered the house, her emotions all mixed up. She was drawn to Zak, but that was all wishful thinking? The guy had so much experience of the world, while Louise was just a single mother who had never gotten further than Bear Creek, even when she ran away. Not that she didn’t love the town, and the people in it.

Anyway, if he was a shifter, and she had learned from Suzie that Dean usually fostered shifter kids, then it was obvious she was not his mate. There was no way she was putting herself through that kind of emotional trauma again.

I’ve found my mate.

She really was a piece of work, she was simply on the rebound from Ollie, in some perverse way, and she had latched onto the first man to make her heart beat faster. She had to get a grip on herself, there was no way she was going to spoil what she and Storm had here with Dean. No way. 

Yet as she got Storm ready for bed, and then took a bath, she was sure of one thing. Zak’s arrival had changed her life. Maybe only indirectly, because of his relationship with Dean. But it had changed nonetheless. And she wasn’t ready for the repercussions.

She was not ready at all.


Chapter Eight – Zak

“Australia?” Dean asked.

Zak chuckled. “It was as far as I could run without getting my balls frozen off. Even in the summer, the North Pole is freezing.”

“Is that what you were doing? Running away was never your style.” Dean stacked the lawn chairs while Zak made sure the BBQ was out. Then they carried everything back inside.

“I don’t know. I left here thinking I had to prove myself. I kept on going until I realized I had nothing to prove to anyone other than myself.” He stacked the dishes on the counter, while Dean ran the water into the sink.

“I could have told you that,” Dean replied.

“You did. Many times, if I remember correctly. But it was a lesson I had to learn for myself. And I did.” Zak picked up the dish towel and dried the dishes after Dean washed them.

“So where does that leave you now?” Dean asked. “Do you need money?”

“No. I have a nice big nest egg.” Zak placed the dry dishes on the counter.

“Are you going to need a job?” Dean asked. “I could put in a good word for you at the local brewery.”

“Bear Creek has a brewery?” Zak asked. “Things have changed since I went away.”

“We do. It’s run by an ex-movie star.” Dean looked sideways at Zak. “You could do worse.”

“I could, and I appreciate it. But I’m OK. The band never really needed me on guitar, but they did need my songs. So I’m going to continue writing for them and try to write for some mainstream artists too.” 

“Are you telling me you really did make big?” Dean asked, his voice choked with emotion.

“You sound surprised.” Zak grinned. “You always told me I would. Now I find you never believed in me.”

“I believed in you. But to be honest, I would be happy with anything that doesn’t involve drink and a life of dealing.”

“I deal in good vibes,” Zak told Dean. “Life is a high in itself.”

“You really did do good, son.” Dean beamed a huge smile. “Makes my life worthwhile.”

“Hey, it’s not just me that has made you proud. That picture gallery of yours is filled with before and after pictures of kids that came good.” Zak took a breath and then continued, not sure where he wanted the conversation to go. “I’m sure Louise will come good too.”

Dean hesitated and looked out of the window for a moment before saying, “I hope so. She’s got it harder than most, having a baby and all.”

“Maybe she’s met the right man who will help her,” Zak said.

Dean chuckled. “Is that your way of giving me a compliment?” Dean remarked.

“No. Well, yes. But that isn’t what I meant.” 

Dean rinsed the last of the dishes and turned to face Zak, wiping his hands on a towel as he studied him. “Is there something I need to know?”

“Damn, this is harder than I thought.” Zak set the last plate down on the pile. “Don’t get mad. Because you know I can’t help it…”

“She’s your mate?” Dean reached out and took hold of the counter. “Well, I’ll be...”

“How did you guess?” Zak asked.

“You have been acting a little strange. Just little things, and I didn’t think it was from living upside down for a year or more.” Dean recovered himself and stood looking at Zak, his expression hard to read. But at least he didn’t look as if he was about to warn Zak off.

“You aren’t mad?” Zak asked.

“Confused, but not mad.” Dean frowned. “Why would I be mad at you?”

“Well, I’m not exactly good boyfriend material,” Zak replied, a crooked smile on his face. “You know all about my past.”

“Which is why I can’t think of a better man for Louise. She needs someone who can relate to her. Who realizes life throws you lemons, and it’s damn hard to squeeze the juice out of them to make lemonade.” Dean approached Zak, his face serious. “And most of all, I know you won’t ever run out on her. If I could get my hands on the guy that cut her heart up so bad, I swear I’d rip his throat out.”

“Yeah, I am with you there.” Zak raked his hand through his hair. “Although that leaves me with a conundrum.”

“It does?” Dean asked.

“If Storm’s father hadn’t left her, she would never have come here, and I would never have met her.” Zak shrugged at Dean. “Does it make me a bad person, that part of me is glad that happened?”

“Zak, son, we can’t help the way we feel.” Dean patted him on the shoulder. “Does it help that I feel the same? Having those two ladies in my house has brought me such joy. They’ve both grown. Storm in the way babies are supposed to, and Louise in confidence. I’d be sorry to lose them to anyone but you.”

“You aren’t going to lose them,” Zak insisted.

“You are going to want a place of your own, you are not going to want an old man like me spoiling your fun.” Dean walked away from Zak. “I am going to bed. Help yourself to whatever you need.”

“Dean, I mean it when I say, I’ll always want you to be a big part of my life,” Zak said.

Dean came back and stood before Zak. “I want you to promise me one thing.”

“Anything.”

“You don’t hold back on what you two, or three, want to do. Not for me. Go live your lives to the fullest. But Storm is another thing…so make that two promises. You also treat that little girl as if she were your own. I know you can do it.”

“I promise.” Zak smiled sadly. Dean was right, they would want their own space. But not right away, there was no rush to make a decision about where they lived.

Zak chuckled as he caught his train of thought. He hadn’t even told Louise they were mates yet. And he had no idea she would accept him. He might have to work at it before she fell madly in love with him. Something he was more than willing to do. 

As long as she didn’t tell him to get on his bike. Literally. Because there was no way he was leaving. No way.

They finished the dishes together, and then Dean said, “I’m going to turn in early too. Good night, Zak. It’s good to have you home.”

“It’s good to be home,” Zak replied truthfully. “Good night.”

Zak listened to the sound of Dean’s footsteps on the stairs. He remembered his first night here at Sunnyside. Was he really that same kid who wore a mask for the world to see that said he was tough, and he didn’t give a damn about anyone else? The same mask Dean had gently stripped away. But not before Zak had been in more scrapes than a young man should.

Zak realized it was only because of Dean that he hadn’t wound up with a criminal record. One of the many things he owed Dean for. And he wanted to find some way of paying it back.

A chuckle escaped him as Dean’s words rattled around in his head. I don’t need you to pay it back. I need you to pay it forward.

That’s what he would do. Here in Bear Creek he would find a way to pay it forward.

His bear stirred. Their mate was approaching.

Zak felt her presence before he heard her light footsteps on the stairs. He stood for a moment, wondering if she knew he was here. Had she come downstairs, thinking everyone was asleep? He didn’t want her to think he was lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce.

Clearing his throat loudly, he went to the sink and filled a glass with cold water. He made enough noise that even a non-shifter would easily hear. Zak heard her pause on the stairs, a moment’s hesitation, before she continued on her way to the kitchen.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Louise said. She had an empty bottle in her hand, and her hair was still damp from her bath.

“I don’t mind. I like the company,” Zak said.

She smiled shyly. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I mean it,” Zak said, the words you are my mate longing to burst out of his mouth. But once it was out there, he would never be able to take them back. Perhaps it would be better if she got to know him first?

“I don’t expect you figured you would come back here and find a single mother and a baby.” She ran the bottle under the tap to wash it out and then placed it in a sterilizer.

“Babies have never been Dean’s thing. He usually prefers older kids, who are on their last chance. He likes to turn them around.” Great, good job selling yourself, he thought to himself.

“Well, maybe that part hasn’t changed,” Louise said, her voice far away, before she yanked it back. “I know how lucky I am.”

“I know how lucky I am too,” Zak agreed. He frowned, did that come out the way he meant it to? It must have, because Louise was smiling back at him.

“We both were blessed to have Dean enter our lives.” Louise dried her hands, and turned to face him. “Although I have other people I am indebted to as well.”

“I’m sure they are happy to see the success you are making of your life,” Zak replied.

She gave a short laugh. “Working at the animal shelter is not exactly making a success of my life, is it?”

“You are juggling it with motherhood. And since you had a rough start there too, I think you need to give yourself a break,” Zak said firmly. He hated hearing Louise put herself down.

“It’s difficult. I see the same old me when I look in the mirror. Does that ever change?”

Zak grinned. “You are asking the turnaround kid.” He held out his arms. “Look at me, the kid who escaped his past.”

“Do I hear a hint of sarcasm?” Louise asked.

“More than a hint.” His face sobered. “Honestly, I get it. Even now, I see the kid who should have ended up a drug dealer, addicted to alcohol, and with no prospects. But when I do see that person in the mirror, I give him a hug and tell him it gets better.” 

“That is so sweet,” Louise replied, her eyes misting up with tears.

“The one piece of advice I can give you, is that you have to be your own best friend. You are the one who has to carry yourself through thick and thin, good times and bad. Sure, there are people who are there for you, who pick you up, and dust you off and push you back in the ring. But the one constant in life is you.”

Louise nodded, her brow wrinkled as she thought over what he’d said. “I get it.”

“You do? Great!” He smiled widely. “Dean would be so proud.”

“He does like to play those mind tricks on you, doesn’t he? You know, he spouts his mumbo jumbo and before you know it, you are growing as a person.” Louise stifled a yawn. “I should go to bed. Thanks for the chat.”

She moved toward him, and he had to swallow down his desire. He could smell her scent on the air, and as she brushed past him, his body nearly exploded. His hands itched to reach out and touch her, to lift a lock of her hair to his nose and inhale deeply.

“Are you OK?” Louise asked.

Zak jumped at her words. “Yeah, why?” His voice was thick with emotion. Clearing his throat, he tried again, “Yes, why?”

“You were growling.”

“I was growling.” He nodded. Was he? 

Yes, his bear replied. Or at least I was growling. With annoyance, you are about to let her walk away.

His bear was right. “Louise.”

“Yes?” She looked suspicious as she searched his face.

“You know I’m a shifter?” 

“I do,” she answered, still looking suspicious.

“And you know about fated mates.” He was talking slowly as if she were a two-year-old.

“I do.”

“What if I told you I had found mine? My fated mate.”

Her expression faltered, and his heartbeat did the same. Then she forced a smile onto her face, which confused him even more. “So that is why you came back?”

“Yes. No.” He shook his head. “I met her today.”

“Oh. I figured you had come back to tell Dean you had found your mate.” Louise nodded, her smile sliding off her face, before she picked it up and put it back on again.

“No.”

“You work fast.” Was that disappointment in her voice? 

“I met her on the road this morning. I stopped to fix her car.”

Louise’s brain was working, processing the information. He knew the exact minute where she understood what he meant. Her face paled, and she shook her head. Not exactly the response he expected. He was going to need to talk fast to stop her from running out of the kitchen.


Chapter Nine – Louise

“Is it that terrible?” Zak asked.

Louise put her hand to her mouth, and backed away from him. “Is this funny to you? Some kind of a joke?”

“No joke, and definitely not funny. This is about as serious as it gets to me.” Zak tried not to reach out to her, but she was not going to fall into Zak’s clutches.

“Did Ollie put you up to this?” Louise asked, feeling betrayed.

“Oh, you think Storm’s dad is setting you up?” Why was he playing her like this?

“Ollie is not Storm’s father. Did he tell you he was?” She could not believe Ollie would do such a thing, but there was no other explanation. If Zak really was her mate, why hadn’t he spent the day falling over himself to tell her?

OK, so he had fixed her car. But then he’d walked away. No strings attached.

“OK.” He took a deep breath and held his hands out to her, trying to calm her down. “I should have come clean earlier.”

“But you didn’t because you are disappointed in me, because I have a baby?” Louise tried to keep her voice calm. 

“No.” He shook his head. “Damn, it’s hard to think straight when you are so close.”

“Then let me fix that for you.” She went to storm past him but he caught her in his arms and held her close, even when she fought against him. 

“Please. Let me explain.” He sounded as if he was in agony.

“Let me go,” she hissed, and pushed at his arms. 

“If I let you go, will you allow me to explain? Please. And if you still feel the same way, I promise I will walk away. I’ll get on my bike and leave here forever.” His voice showed the strain of his words, but she was not going to feel sorry for him.

“You have five minutes.” She bolted to the other side of the kitchen as soon as he released her. “I will scream the house down if you touch me again.”

“I’m sorry.” He raked his hand through his hair, his breath shuddering through his body as he fought for control.

Unless he was some kind of maniac, she was beginning to believe he might be telling her the truth. But she needed to be convinced because she was not going to be fooled by any man again.

“When I saw you this morning, I knew,” Zak began. “But I didn’t know you. I didn’t know if you knew about shifters, and the quickest way to frighten a person off is to tell them you have the natural ability to turn into a bear.”

“True.” She couldn’t argue with him. It had taken Ollie months to work up the courage to share his ability to shift with her.

Zak visibly relaxed. “Added to that, you seemed flighty.”

“Flighty?” Louise snorted.

“Yes. The way you shied away from shaking my hand.” He arched his eyebrow and nodded. “Anyway, I thought that maybe you were….”

“What?” Louise asked.

“An innocent daddy’s girl.”

This time Louise snorted with laughter. “Wow, you could not have gotten that more wrong.”

He smiled. “I don’t know. You are not like a lot of the girls I have met on my travels. And Dean is like a dad to you.”

Her eyes dropped to the floor, as she went over their first encounter. She could understand how he had read the situation. “Are you disappointed?”

“Disappointed…” He took two steps toward her and then stopped. She liked his self-control. “No. Not at all.”

“Then why not tell me when you saw me again?” Zak had had ample opportunity since she had come home.

“Because I wanted to know Dean was all right with it,” Zak said.

“You mean he might not approve of his golden child’s choice of mate?” Louise asked.

Zak nodded. “Something like that.”

“You bastard!” Louise spat.

“What?”

“That is not how fated mates are supposed to be. Aren’t you supposed to be so in love with me, that you wouldn’t care if Dean approved of me or not?” Her voice shook with anger.

“Wait, no. I was worried Dean would think I was a bad choice for you.”

She huffed as she tried to comprehend what Zak was saying. “But you and Dean…”

“And you and Dean…” Zak pushed back at her. “He loves you and Storm. I can see how proud he is of you.”

“He’s just doing his job,” Louise said.

“And that is why he spent a fortune on your car?” Zak asked.

“It was a fixer-upper,” Louise insisted.

Zak nodded, and she knew she had missed something again, but she wasn’t going to try to figure it out now. One problem at a time. “He wants the best for you. And I can see why. You’ve had it rough. So I had to be sure me telling you was the right thing. If Dean had told me to get the hell out of town, then I would know I was the wrong guy for you.”

“So you would have left?” She could not understand how a shifter, who was supposed to give his undying love to his mate, could simply walk away on the say-so of another man.

“If it was the best thing for you and Storm.”

“So it isn’t this mad, unbreakable love?” Louise felt cheated. Ollie had always told her they could not be together because when he found his mate, he would love her above anyone and anything else.

“It is.” Zak placed his hand over his heart. “But part of that love, is always putting my mate first. And I wanted to know that is what I would be doing.”

He stood before her, humbled by her presence. There was no way to deny that he was suffering; it was as if someone had ripped his heart out and thrown it away. 

“I can’t fall in love with a dream,” Louise said softly. “If this is true, tell me, if it isn’t, have the decency to turn around and walk away.”

Zak took a step toward her, faltering in case she was going to tell him to stay back. “I promise you, this is real. Unexpected. But real. It’s like having a child, the bond doesn’t have a handbook. It hit me out of the blue, and I didn’t know how to handle it.”

Louise wiped her hand over her face, feeling the salty wetness of tears she didn’t know she had shed. “I can’t be let down again. I just can’t.”

“I know that.” He held out his hand and cupped her cheek in his palm, his thumb brushing her tears away. “It breaks me inside to see you crying because of me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, they aren’t all for you.” She smiled weakly. “I have a lot of baggage.”

Zak shrugged. “We could compare.”

“Sometime. But not now.” She frowned and nodded.

“Whenever you are ready,” he said gently. “You set the pace, I am not going anywhere. I’m here to stay. Forever. If you want me.”

Louise squeezed her eyes together tightly. She had longed to hear those words. First from Ollie, and then from Ajax. Two men she knew, two men she had once loved. It was weird to hear a stranger say them. A man she neither knew nor loved.

“I’m going to need time to get my head around it,” Louise told Zak.

“As long you tell me you’ll think about it, that is good enough for me.” Zak let out a long breath. “That was more nerve-wracking than the first time I went on stage.”

“I’m sorry if I gave you a hard time,” Louise said, feeling guilty.

“No, really, I should have handled it better.” He shrugged. “But we’re good?”

“We’re good.” They stood there like a couple of kids on a first date, not knowing what they were supposed to do. Should they kiss, they were, after all, bonded mates? But she didn’t want to kiss Zak. Not because she didn’t like him, or wasn’t attracted to him, but because she didn’t want to rush their relationship and risk spoiling it. He’d said they had forever, and she wanted to take some of that forever and enjoy it.

“OK. Good night then.” He stepped out of her way, although he kept his eyes fixed on her, as if he was drinking her in.

“Good night,” Louise replied. “We can talk in the morning.”

“I like the sound of that,” Zak said. “That’s if I can sleep. It’s not every day a man meets his mate.”

Louise walked past him, grateful when he didn’t reach out and grab her again. She understood how hard it was for him. Before she left the kitchen, she paused, and said, “I want this to work, Zak. For both of us. But there is one other person we have to think about.”

“Storm. I know.” He swung around to face her. “She is more important than you, or me, in all of this. I understand that completely. But I want to be her father, as much as I want to be your husband.”

“Husband,” Louise repeated. “I wasn’t sure I was ever going to have one of those. I’m not even sure I want one.”

“It might be the one thing I insist on,” Zak said with a goofy grin on his handsome face. Gone was Mr. Cool. “I want to put a ring on your finger, Louise, I want the world to know you are mine.”

“Good night, Zak.” She wasn’t ready for a marriage proposal.

“Good night, Louise.” 

Louise left Zak in the kitchen, looking as if a bomb had just detonated under him. Climbing the stairs, she had to keep reminding herself this was real and she hadn’t dreamt it. But knowing it was real did not make any of it easier to comprehend. She was the mate of a bear shifter.

Not so long ago, that news would have made her so happy. But Zak was not the bear shifter she had dreamed of spending the rest of her life with. That man was Ollie. But he was not hers.

Wearily, she undressed and put on her pajamas before checking on Storm. Her sweet baby lay sleeping peacefully in her crib, unaware that their futures had just changed forever. If Louise allowed it.

There still was the option of telling Zak to walk away. Hadn’t she sworn to give up men forever after Ollie told her his news?

But Zak was her chance at happiness. Happiness that would last. She might not feel the same way he did. Not yet, but his promise to never leave: that was something she could get used to.

That was something worth taking a chance on.


Chapter Ten – Zak

“So how are you kids this morning?” Dean asked when he entered the kitchen. He’d picked up on the strained atmosphere at once. Zak would not have expected anything less.

“We are good,” Zak said, in a noncommittal way. He had not had chance to ask Louise what her thoughts were this morning. She did not appear to be in the mood to talk, and he was not going to push her.

“We’re OK.” Louise nodded. 

Dean looked from one of them to the other. “Do you want me to babysit while you two kids go and do something together?”

“No,” Louise said quickly, then she glanced at Zak apologetically. “It’s just that I wanted to spend the day with Storm, since I was working yesterday and will be tomorrow.”

“You don’t have to change your plans for me,” Zak said. “I can tag along if you want me to. Or I can make myself scarce. Your choice.”

Dean smiled to himself and shook his head. “You two should spend some time getting to know each other. This is the greatest gift of your lives, don’t pussyfoot around.”

“We aren’t,” Zak insisted.

“So what was last night about?” Dean asked. “You were asking my permission, as if Louise was mine to give away, not yours to take.” He glanced at Louise. “No offense. But bears in my day took control.” He reached out his hands as if grasping onto something.

Zak chuckled. “You have just undone all the things you have taught me, Dean. I thought you were all about listening to the other person, walking in their shoes…”

Dean nodded in agreement. “I know, but you are mates. That is enormous. It is a gift, and the sooner you embrace that gift, the better.” He reached for a piece of paper stuck to the refrigerator. “And part of being a couple is learning to shop together. Here is a list of groceries we need from the store. I am going to spend the day in the garden and this evening I’m meeting up with the guys.”

“Slick,” Zak said. “Very slick.” Although Zak did wonder how quickly Dean had made arrangements to be busy, forcing Zak and Louise to spend some alone time together.

Louise smiled and put Storm in her high chair. “I don’t mind. I like grocery shopping.”

“You do?” Zak asked.

“Yes.” She looked at him sideways as she did battle with Storm’s feet, which did not want to go where they were supposed to in her high chair. “Don’t you?”

Zak pressed his lips together. “It’s not something I’m used to.”

“Did you have your own personal shopper in Australia?” Dean asked, half joking.

“Something like that.” Zak poured a cup of coffee for Louise and handed it to her.

But Dean had picked up a bone and wanted to gnaw at it. “Are you serious?”

Zak looked sheepish. “The band I was in is famous down under. If fans saw me in a grocery store, I would not get out without my tight leather pants being ripped off.”

Louise nearly sprayed her coffee over Storm, who found it hilarious, and began to copy her mom’s actions. 

“You are actually really famous?” Dean asked. “Now I am impressed.”

“More impressed than you were last night? I never took you for a groupie.” Zak leaned back against the counter, enjoying himself. “And I thought you were deeper than that, Dean. But no, it seems you are as capable of being star-struck as the next man.”

“You are talking to a man who was proud of you when you baked a cake at school,” Dean informed Zak. “I even enjoyed the burnt bits.”

Zak laughed. “It was the first time I put anything in an oven. I’d only ever used a microwave before. I certainly had no idea what an egg was.”

“Wow, that was my job at home, to cook the meals for the family,” Louise said. “It was a way of escaping.”

“There, you are a perfect match,” Dean said jokingly. “Since Zak never got the hang of cooking.”

“Room service has spoiled me even more, I hate to tell you,” Zak replied. “Last night’s BBQ is the height of my culinary skills.”

“You offered to help me make dinner,” Dean accused. “I thought that meant you had learned to look after yourself.”

“I’m willing to pitch in and learn.” Zak moved across to the countertop, took out two slices of bread, and held them up. “I can use a toaster.”

Dean rolled his eyes. “Come on, sit down, you two. I’ll rustle something up.”

Zak winked at Louise, who looked as if she was about to offer to make breakfast for them all. “I have not had a breakfast like Dean cooks for two years. He can spoil us this morning and then why don’t you let me help you in the kitchen and we can make dinner together tonight?”

“Sounds like we all have plans,” Dean said. “I’ve been meaning to make a vegetable garden in the left-hand corner.” He pointed out of the window. “I’m going to start on it.”

“Do you need help?” Zak asked. 

“No,” Dean said quickly. “I’d like the exercise.” 

Zak knew what Dean really meant, spend time with your woman. Still, Zak felt bad not helping Dean with such heavy work. Before he left, Zak had followed Dean around like a shadow whenever jobs needed doing. Although he scraped by at school, and graduated, Zak was more of a hands-on kind of a guy. He liked creating things.

“I know what I would like to buy in town. I really need a guitar,” Zak said.

“You don’t have one?” Dean asked. “I know it would be hard to carry one on your bike. But I figured you had stuff in storage.”

“Nope, honestly, I left most of my stuff in Australia. Not that there was much to leave, I’m used to traveling light,” Zak said.

“What about the bike, is it new?” Louise asked.

“No, I’ve had her for years. I bought her with the money I earned working for Will Frasier. Do you remember?” Zak asked Dean.

“I do.” Dean had the breakfast sizzling in a pan. “You used to go over to his place and mow the lawn, and tend that biker bar.”

“It wasn’t until I left that I realized he didn’t need me to do those jobs,” Zak said.

“He saw the potential in you,” Dean replied. 

“Are you sure it wasn’t your badgering that made him hire me?” Zak asked. Dean knew just how to persuade people to help his kids.

“Me? No.” Dean turned to Zak. “It was all you.”

“I should go over to his place and thank him,” Zak said. It didn’t matter if it was Dean behind it, or whether Will truly had seen his potential. It was all in the past, and Zak was grateful either way.

“Well, if you do, you might be able to repay him. Or pay it forward. He’s got a thing going where he employs young folk like you used to be. Those who have been in trouble, or need a fresh start. I bet he doesn’t have a bona fide rock star on his workforce.”

“No one over here has ever heard of me,” Zak insisted. 

“Zak, if you can help one single person fulfill their ambition, you will have paid your dues.” Dean fetched a couple of plates and set them on the table. “Are you OK, Louise? You are awfully quiet.”

“I’m fine. I like listening to you talk. It makes me feel as if I’m part of a family. My folks mostly yelled at each other, and me. It’s nice.” She smiled happily while Storm drank her bottle. 

“It is good to be home.” Zak caught Louise’s eye and heat crept to her cheeks. He could get used to seeing his mate on the other side of the breakfast table each morning. And their children, of course. Zak hoped that one day, they would have another baby, a brother or sister for Storm. He wanted the family he’d never had, one filled with love and laughter. Just like Dean had taught him families should be.

“Breakfast is served,” Dean announced, setting the pan down on the table. “Help yourself. Here, I’ll dish yours up, Louise, before Zak eats it all. I am guessing your appetite has not changed, Zak?”

“It sure has.” He smiled broadly. “It got bigger.” Then he took a long draw of air. “That is making my mouth water.”

“It’s good to have you home, Zak. I’ve missed you,” Dean said, and then he looked at Louise and Storm. “You too. You’ve given me something I never thought I’d be part of, a child’s life. I love watching your daughter grow each day.”

“I think we both owe you a great deal of thanks, Dean,” Louise said, reaching out and touching his hand with affection. 

“Can we eat already?” Zak asked, wanting to break the tension building. Both Dean and Louise looked as if they might burst into tears, and he wanted this morning to be filled with joy. It was a new beginning, for all of them.

“Dig in.” Dean sat down, and the conversation turned to his vegetable garden.

As they talked, Zak wondered if the rest of Bear Creek had remained unchanged, just like Dean. He hoped so, and if he could work with Will, he would be honored. All he had to do was persuade Will that he was no longer the bad boy of Bear Creek. Yeah, there was a time when that was exactly what he was known as.

“Let us at least do the dishes,” Louise insisted after they had eaten their fill, and drunk their coffee.

“I’ll do them while you go and get ready,” Zak offered.

“OK. Storm needs a diaper change before we go.” Louise went upstairs with Storm, without any further argument.

“Take care of them,” Dean told Zak. He was standing at the back door, his old worn gardening cap on his head. 

“We are only going into Bear Creek,” Zak replied. “What can go wrong?”

“I used to think that about you. Until you came back with the old sheriff holding your ear.” Dean sighed.

“I still have one ear longer than the other,” Zak complained.

“It was what you deserved for trying to hotwire a car. To this day I don’t know where you intended to go. I know for sure it wasn’t home.” Dean’s eyes narrowed. “Am I ever going to know?”

Zak left the water to run while he collected his thoughts. “I was running away. I thought you were too good for me. I thought I was going to break your heart and be the only kid in your gallery who didn’t turn their life around.”

“Why? You were brighter than most who passed through his house,” Dean said.

“I was a kid. What goes through a kid’s mind doesn’t always make sense.” Zak skirted around the truth.

“Do you know I was always the most scared out of everyone,” Dean said.

“You were larger than life, nothing scared you,” Zak replied, remembering how he looked up to Dean. He was the first good male role model Zak had ever met.

“Every time one of you kids comes through that door, I think this is it, this is the one that is going to make me into a failure.” Dean tugged at the peak of his cap. “And every time I tell myself that I cannot let that happen. I owe it to each and every one of you to make you see the opportunities life gives you.”

“And I thought you lived and breathed that positive crap you spout,” Zak teased.

“It’s not crap,” Dean insisted.

“I know, I know.” Zak put the dishes on the drainer. “I have paid that forward too.”

“What do you mean?” Dean asked.

“It means I taught the guys in the band what you taught me. If you ask any of them, they credit me with turning the band’s fortunes around.” He paused, remembering the wild days he spent in Australia, but not missing them; this was where he belonged. “Which means the credit belongs to you.”

“No, I might have put the ideas in your head, but the credit is all yours, Zak. It’s what you do with the knowledge that counts. OK, I will see you later. My backyard is calling.”

“See you later,” Zak said, turning to dry the dishes. He breathed in and let the air out slowly. Today was going to be a good day. That’s what he’d told himself every day for a long, long time, and most of the time, that was exactly how it worked out.

And today might just be the best day since he was going to spend it with Louise and Storm. 


Chapter Eleven – Louise

“There you go, Storm,” Louise said, sliding her baby’s arm into the sleeve of a pretty cardigan. “You look adorable.” She kissed Storm on the cheek, and then lifted her into her arms and grabbed her purse before making her way downstairs to where Zak was waiting.

“Two pretty girls, how lucky can one man get?” He grinned as Storm gurgled and smiled at him. “I am off to a good start, Storm likes me.”

“She likes a lot of stuff that is not necessarily good for her,” Louise warned.

“Ouch. Wounded.” Zak put his hand over his heart.

“Sorry, but you need to know how important this is to me. That we get this right.” Louise shrugged apologetically. “It’s putting a lot of pressure on us, I know. But I can’t just swallow the true mate thing and naively think we are going to live happily ever after.”

“I understand. But for today, let’s forget all about the future and concentrate on the present.” Zak opened the front door and Louise followed him outside. 

“We have to get the car seat for Storm, it’s in the back of Dean’s car,” Louise told him as he walked toward her vehicle.

“I’ll go grab it,” Zak said, wheeling around and going over to Dean’s old truck. Now, this was a family heirloom, it was the same truck Dean had driven since Zak came here.

“Really? You must have so many memories of this place.” Louise unlocked her car and placed her purse inside. When Zak came back with the car seat, she said, “Can you hold Storm for a moment, and I’ll get this securely fitted?”

“Sure.” He traded the car seat for Storm, and Louise was relieved when she saw he was a natural around babies. Despite all his words, and the excitement she felt about them being mates, if Zak and Storm did not get along, she would have been panicked. “We are going grocery shopping, Storm. Do you like shopping?” 

“She does.” Louise was half inside the car, clicking the seatbelt securely home. When she crawled out, a warm glow of affection for Zak erupted inside her. He was holding his hand up, palm facing Storm, who was trying to play pat-a-cake with him. “Here we go, Storm, let’s get you inside.”

Storm wriggled as Louise took her from Zak, and fit her into the confines of the car seat. With the baby harness secured around Storm, Louise stood up and shook back her hair. Zak breathed in deeply, and something deeper than affection stirred inside Louise. It was animalistic, as if his presence was waking a part of her up. A part of her she didn’t know existed.

He made her feel like a woman. A desirable woman. And despite her feelings for Ollie, and Ajax, she knew that neither of them had ever made her feel like this. She wasn’t a girl to Zak; she was a woman.

“Ready to go?” Zak asked.

“Yes, do you have the list?” Louise opened her car door and got in.

“I do.” Zak patted his chest pocket as he walked around to the passenger side of the car.

“I hope Dean enjoys his day in the garden,” Louise said, glancing over her shoulder. She could see Dean as he worked the patch where he intended to grow vegetables.

“He always did love his backyard.” Zak rolled down his window and rested his arm on the door. “Smell that Bear Creek air.”

“Does the air here smell so much different?” Louise asked. “Being a shifter, you have heightened senses, right?” She remembered growing up when Ollie used to hear things and smell things that she couldn’t.

“Yeah. It smells different. And our senses are heightened. Like I can sense you approaching before I see and hear you.”

Louise looked at Zak sharply. “Really. You can sense me?” Somehow that made her feel more special. 

“I sensed you on the road yesterday. I sensed you coming down the stairs last night. It’s as if you have a built-in homing beacon that calls to me.” He cupped one hand around his mouth and called, “Zak, Zak, I’m over here.”

Storm giggled and gurgled in the back seat, and Louise could not stop herself from bursting out laughing. “You have a serious problem if you have to live with that for the rest of your life.”

“I am told it gets easier. But right now, it’s impossible to resist. Like a siren’s call.” He slipped down in his seat, making himself comfortable.

“I can see why you are good at songwriting, you have a way with words.” Louise turned left and drove toward town. The roads were quiet; most people were at work, or hadn’t ventured out yet. “Have you always written songs?”

“I was never encouraged to express myself in words. Fists were the language I grew up learning. You hit the other guy harder. That’s how you express yourself.” Zak ran his fingers along his lower lip. “I wanted to impress my dad. So I’d get into fights.”

“Parents certainly know how to screw with their kids,” Louise said, glancing in the rearview mirror at Storm. “I hope I don’t screw up Storm.”

“You won’t,” Zak insisted. “You see where your parents went wrong and you learn not to repeat those same mistakes.” 

“I’m trying. But…” She glanced at him sideways, and then said, “There is something I have to tell you. Unless Dean already did.”

Zak sat up in his seat and looked at her intently. “Hey,” he reached for her hand. “Dean hasn’t said anything except good things about you. And if there is anything bad, then I won’t judge you, and if I can help, well, I’m here for you.”

“It’s pretty bad,” Louise admitted. She saw a parking space and backed into it. Turning off the ignition, she faced Zak. “When I told my parents I was pregnant, they kicked me out.”

“Oh, honey, I am sorry.” His expression conveyed how sorry Zak truly was. “That must have been rough.”

“It was.” She took a shuddering breath. “They warned me that the guy who fathered her was only after one thing, but I didn’t believe them. I thought they were wrong, that they were only saying so because they thought no one could love me.” She looked away, and then said in a quiet voice, “Because they didn’t love me.”

“It’s OK.” Zak slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, kissing the top of her head. “I’m here. It’s OK.”

Louise liked the sound of his voice, and the touch of his hands on her skin. He made her feel safe; he made her feel as if none of her past had ever really happened. “They were right. Once I told him I was pregnant, the guy did not want to know. He didn’t want commitment or responsibility.”

“I’m sorry. So sorry. It must have been scary.”

“It was, I lived rough, begged for money… When I had Storm, I realized they were all right and I would be a terrible mother and that she was better off without me,” Louise spilled the words out of her mouth in a torrent of self-loathing. Talking about it brought it all back, and made the feelings raw. But she had to tell Zak, before she let herself fall for him, before she let him in, he had a right to know who she was. And to Louise, her actions around Storm’s birth defined her.

“It must have been tough, all alone,” Zak said gently.

“I left the hospital where I gave birth. I knew I had to get away. But after a couple of days I knew I could not look after her. I had no home, no food, no money.” She scrubbed the tears from her eyes. “I managed to scrape together enough money for a bus ticket to Bear Bluff, and left Storm in the hospital there.”

Hot tears of shame flowed down her cheeks. She would understand if he decided she was not the kind of mother he wanted for his kids. 

“How did you get her back?” Zak asked tenderly. There was no judgment in his voice, only concern.

“My friend Ollie found me, and took me home. I told him what happened and he tracked my baby down. A doctor, Dr. Malvern, had taken her home. When I woke up I realized what a terrible mistake I’d made, and that I had to go and own up to what I’d done.”

“That is the bravest thing I’ve ever heard,” Zak said, his emotions raw as he spoke. “I’ve owned up to enough crap in my life to know it is not easy.”

Louise let out a shuddering breath. “I wanted you to know. Not so you would think I was brave, but because you have a right to know what kind of a person I am.”

“The kind of person who went back for her daughter and who is working hard to make amends.” He pulled her into his arms. “I am proud to have you as my mate, Louise.” He stroked her hair from her face. “I hope you feel the same about me. Especially when I tell you about all the things I’ve done that I am not proud of.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Louise said. “We both have a clean slate. With each other, at least.”

“Agreed.”

“OK, then.” She grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. “Let’s hit the grocery store.”

“Do you know how much I want to kiss you right now and make it all better?” Zak asked, and her heart stalled.

“I…” She didn’t know what to say in response.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to.” He grinned, teasing her. “But I wanted you to know all the same.”


Chapter Twelve – Zak

Louise’s revelations didn’t shock Zak. He’d seen enough of the world to understand people acted out of character when pushed into a corner. All he hoped was that she would find a way to forgive herself. The way she looked at Storm when she got her out of the car told him that hadn’t happened yet.

“OK, let’s go shopping,” Louise said to Storm as she balanced her on one hip. 

“I have not been into Bear Creek for so long, and yet it seems unchanged,” Zak said, glancing around him. So many memories came flooding back to him. The place where he’d had his first kiss. The spot where he’d had his last fight. And the grocery store he’d stolen a bottle of whiskey from, just to prove that he could.

“I like it here so much,” Louise told him. “I never want to leave.” She looked at him sideways. “Do you have plans to return to Australia?”

“Someday,” Zak replied. “But for a vacation, not to stay. Maybe we could go there for our honeymoon.”

Louise paused, her hand on the door of the grocery store. “Wow, that would be amazing. I’ve never been on a plane.” Her arm tightened around Storm.

“Don’t worry, our honeymoon will include Storm too. I feel as if I’m marrying you both… In a totally non-creepy kind of a way.” He looked away, rolling his eyes at himself. “You would never guess I was good with words.”

“I like the sentiment,” Louise assured him. “And I get what you mean.”

“Good.” He pulled Dean’s list from his pocket, and they went inside. Grabbing a shopping cart, Louise sat Storm in the seat and then leaned over his shoulder to see the first item.

“Zak Pellow, I thought I’d banned your ass four years ago,” a voice he remembered from his bad boy days boomed his way.

Zak cringed, and looked apologetically at Louise. “Sorry.” He turned around to see Mr. Neilson, the store owner, looking at him over his glasses. “How are you, Mr. Neilson? How is your family?”

“Wife left me for a younger man,” Mr. Neilson answered bluntly.

“I’m so sorry,” Zak answered.

“I’m not, she bled me dry,” Mr. Neilson admitted. “If she hadn’t spent my money so freely, I would not be still working at the store.”

“Daddy, are you bad-mouthing Mom?” a younger, female voice came his way.

“Beverly, I am only telling this young man the truth,” Mr. Neilson said. “Although I don’t know why, since he is about to leave the store.”

A young woman poked her head around the shelf where she had been stacking canned tomatoes. “Zak Zane!”

“Zak Zane?” Louise looked at Zak, eyes wide.

“Stage name,” Zak shrugged. Today was not going the way he expected. As in, he had not expected anyone in Bear Creek to recognize him from the band.

“It is Zak, isn’t it?” Beverly Neilson asked incredulously, her face red, her eyes bright with excitement.

“One and the same,” Zak said, spreading his arms out and taking a small bow.

“Oh my god! Can I get your autograph?” Beverly was approaching him as if in a daze.

“No, you can’t,” her father said. “This guy is banned from my store.”

“Are you kidding me?” Beverly asked her dad, her voice rising to a shriek that could not be ignored. “This is Zak Zane, guitarist with The Flame.”

“How did you even hear of me?” Zak asked.

“Mom took me on vacation to Australia.”

“With my money,” Mr. Neilson interjected with some vehemence.

“Dad, you are embarrassing me!” Beverly hissed loudly.

“Well…”

“Dad!” Beverly turned her wrath on her dad, and it was scary. 

“Mr. Neilson. I can only apologize for my behavior, I was young and naive. If there is any way I can make it up to you. I’d be more than happy to do whatever it takes for you to revoke my ban.” Zak spoke politely and sincerely. 

“An autograph and a picture. And you post it on Facebook too, and tag me,” Beverly said quickly, before her father could answer.

“I can do that,” Zak agreed.

“I thought I said a lifetime ban,” Mr. Neilson said.

“Dad, please,” Beverly turned to face her dad. “Will you do this for me, please? I promise not to ask for anything else.”

Mr. Neilson snorted, obviously not convinced of his daughter's words, but he sighed with the resignation of a man with a teenage daughter. Zak had seen this scene replayed hundreds of times as he toured with the band. “Go on, then. But Zak, whatever your name is. If you steal from me again, I will make sure this goes on my Facebook page.”

“Ignore him,” Beverly said, with a snort. “No one sees his posts anyway.”

“OK, let’s do this.” Zak got out his phone, and Beverly came to stand next to him. Sliding his arm around her shoulder, he put on his best smoldering Zak Zane expression and smiled. Next to him, Beverly pouted, in the way girls always did. “There we go.”

“Now one with my phone.” Beverly held up her phone and snapped three or four more pictures, before he pulled away.

“It was good to meet you, Beverly. Now, remember your promise to your dad. And I have one of my own to ask.” Zak gave her a conspiratorial wink.

“Oh, anything,” Beverly sighed.

“You keep my real identity secret.” 

“OMG, you are like Superman. I get it.” Beverly nodded fervently.

“You’ve got it.” He kissed her cheek, and added, “Great! I’ll drop in a T-shirt and other stuff for you.”

“I’m like your number one secret fan,” Beverly said.

“You are.” His waved at her and turned back to Louise, who had a bemused look on her face. “Ready to shop?”

“Are you?” Louise asked. She had already collected a couple of items off the list, and put them in the shopping cart.

“I think so,” Zak said.

“Are you sure you aren’t going to get arrested and escorted from the store?” She was hiding a smile. “You really were a bad boy.”

“Does that bother you?” he asked, as they wandered along the aisle, collecting the rest of the items Dean needed.

“No. Not as long as that is in your past.” Louise glanced sideways at him. “And it is in your past, right?”

“It is. Well and truly.” He picked up some herbs off the shelf and held the bottle up. “One of Dean’s secret ingredients.”

“We are learning all of his secrets,” Louise remarked and crossed tarragon off the list. “I want our lives together to start from when we first met.”

Dean stood still, his throat dry. “I want that too. I want everything we have ever done before to be in our pasts, and to concentrate on our future together.”

Louise looked up and smiled before turning away. “You might have more trouble than me living by that rule. Beverly is stalking you.” 

Zak looked behind them, and sure enough, there was Beverly, on the pretense of restocking shelves. “She’ll get over it. Or grow out of it. They always do.”

“Says the voice of experience.” Louise looked down at the list. “We only need a couple more things off the list. Then I need to grab a few things for Storm. Is there anything you need?”

“Not really, I have everything I need right here.”

“Cute,” Louise said but sounded unimpressed.

“Wait, I mean it. As long as we have food and each other, then we have everything.”

“And diapers,” Louise said with a straight face.

“And diapers,” Zak agreed.

When they had everything they needed, they headed for the checkout. “I’ll get this,” Zak said, producing his wallet.

“I should pay for my things,” Louise insisted. “Dean gives me a small allowance from what he receives from Social Services.”

“No, let me. Please,” Zak said, but Louise wasn’t happy. “I don’t mind, I have plenty of money.”

“I can pay my way,” Louise said, looking off into the distance.

“What’s mine is yours,” Zak said lightly.

“It’s not funny,” Louise told him frankly. “This relationship is so unequal.”

“How so?” Zak asked, as they packed up their groceries and left the store.

“You bring so much more than me to the relationship. I don’t want to end up being part of your baggage.”

Zak laughed. “Never going to happen.” They walked across to her car. “It makes me happy. Just as it made Dean happy to help you with the car.”

Louise strapped Storm back into her car seat. “You are trying to persuade me that letting you pay for everything makes you happy. But you don’t get that it makes me feel useless.”

“You aren’t useless,” Zak insisted. 

“I have next to no money and no job. Social Services are still paying toward my bills at Dean’s place, but once we are married…” She stood up straight, the wind catching her hair and blowing it across her face. “I’m going to feel like a kept woman.”

“Oh, I intend to keep you, all right,” Zak said, but her face told him his joke was not appreciated. “Listen, I can work from home. At any time in the day. Which means that I can look after Storm, if you really want to go out to work. Or Dean would look after her. I’m pretty sure he will insist on visitation rights when you move out anyway.”

“You would look after her for me?” Louise asked, gazing adoringly at her daughter. “I don’t know what makes me feel worse.”

“Look, Louise,” Zak said, pulling her into his arms, and wanting to kiss her face until the frown went away. “This is a chance at a new life, we already decided that. So why don’t you take your time? Nothing has to change right away, I can wait until you are ready.” 

“Thank you,” Louise replied.

“And when you are ready, you decide how we organize our lives. I am used to working when I can and fitting in with other people’s schedules. I can do the same here.” He stroked her cheek, feeling a warmth from her skin creep up his fingers. “But I don’t want you to feel as if you have to compete with me where money is concerned.”

“I don’t want to get a full-time job. I don’t want to miss out on Storm growing up.” Louise met his eyes, and he saw her fear and confusion there. Their relationship had blindsided her. Louise had been putting her life back together, working at the animal shelter, and looking after Storm, when suddenly he had dropped the mating bond on her like a bomb. It had blown her plans out of the water.

“OK. I’ll think about it,” Louise said.

“And if you want to carry on at the animal shelter, doing volunteer work, I’m OK with that too,” Zak said.

“I would love to. But I really want to provide for Storm myself.” A sadness crept into her eyes.

“Hey,” he leaned in and kissed her lips lightly. “If Storm was my child, I would provide everything she needs. I want you to let go of the fact she isn’t mine.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Louise admitted, resting her head on his shoulder. “How stupid is that?”

“It’s not stupid at all, you are a protective mother who doesn’t know the man holding you, the man offering you a future. You have every right to be wary.” He placed his hand on her neck, and stroked her soft skin, inhaling her scent. “And as I said already, there is no rush. Take all the time in the world. This is us now, this is our family.”

Although Zak had to admit the thought of having a child of his own with Louise, a brother or sister for Storm, was growing in intensity. And as he held her in his arms, he knew he wanted to take Louise to bed and consummate their relationship, to put his scent on her skin, to warn any other man that she belonged to him and they sure as hell had better keep their hands off her.

“Shall we go and grab a coffee?” Zak asked. “My treat.”

“Zak, I…” Louise pulled back from him and shook her head.

“I promise if we go and have coffee, I won’t ask you to dinner. Which would be more expensive…” He was going to have to get creative if he wanted to date Louise and not make her feel any worse about not having any money.

“OK, but on one condition,” Louise replied.

“Is it a condition I am going to like?” Zak asked.

“Tonight, when Dean goes out to meet up with his buddies. I am going to cook you dinner. I’ll buy the ingredients and make it all, to even things up.” Her face was set, and he knew better than to argue. Not that he would. It sounded like a great idea, the two…wait, three…of them alone.

“Deal.” He took her hand and helped her into the driver’s seat, for no other reason than he wanted to feel her skin next to his. “I will do whatever it takes to make this work.”

And to make Louise see that he truly meant it. Whatever he owned was hers. Including his heart.


Chapter Thirteen – Louise

They drove out of town to a small café overlooking the mountains that was used by tourists. Being so early in the season meant the place was fairly empty, so they sat by the big picture windows with the best view across the lower slopes.

Louise asked if they would warm Storm’s bottle, which they did, and then Zak ordered coffee and cake. “Thanks,” Zak said as he paid for the coffee and carried it over to the table, where Louise was bouncing a restless Storm on her lap.

“She’ll settle once she’s had her bottle,” Louise replied.

“It’s beautiful here,” Zak remarked, as he took in the view.

“Did you miss it?” Louise asked, turning Storm to look out over the green fields.

“I did. I loved the places I visited, and I especially loved Australia, but Bear Creek will always own my heart.” He glanced at Louise. “Well, technically, you own it, but you know what I mean.”

“That there is a room in a heart for more than one owner?” Louise asked. “Thank you.” She looked up as the waitress brought the bottle over.

“You are welcome.” The waitress waved at Storm. “She is adorable, you are so lucky.” 

“Thanks.” Louise kissed her daughter’s cheek. “And I agree, even though I am biased, she is beautiful.”

“You make a perfect family,” the waitress, who was in her mid-fifties, said, and then walked away before Louise could correct her. But what would she have said, and did it matter if everyone thought Zak was Storm’s dad?

“Over there.” Zak pointed to a high peak. “That is where I nearly fell off and broke my neck. And there is where a waterfall comes down out of the mountain to join the creek lower down. I remember seeing it frozen one winter, giant icicles hanging off the rocks. We climbed up to see if we could break them off.”

“And did you?” Louise asked, feeding Storm her milk.

“No. It was impossible, but we tried,” Zak said.

“Who is we?” Louise asked, liking to hear about Zak’s childhood. When he moved to Bear Creek, he might have gotten himself into scrapes, but he certainly didn’t hide away in the kitchen like she had.

“Me and a couple of friends from school.” Zak’s eyes danced as he recalled his friends. “When I first started school here, we kind of got off on the wrong foot, and had a fight with a guy called Gray. But Dean told me if I wanted to stay, I had to go and apologize. At that point, I did want to stay, so I did as I was told.”

“And then you became friends. That’s cool,” Louise said.

“Not quite that easy. I went over there and apologized, and Gray called me a jerk, among other things. We had another fight.” Zak shrugged at Louise’s look of horror. “Right there in his front yard.”

“And what did Dean say?” Louise asked.

“That I should go and apologize,” Zak said with a chuckle. “I swore he was trying to get me killed.”

“And you did it?” Louise asked.

“I did. And Gray called me more names, and I thought fuck it, if that’s what he wants to do, then I would call him a few names back.” He sipped his coffee. “We stood there throwing insults at each other, but there was no way I was going to fight him again, I had too much to lose, and it turned out that his dad had told him that if he threw the first punch, he would be grounded for a month.”

“And you insulted each other until you were friends?” Louise asked.

“Something like that. In the end, his dad came out and told us to take ourselves for a run over the mountain, and make friends because he wanted to watch football on TV.” He rocked back in his chair. “Gray hated sports, and so we went. That was when he dared me to jump off the peak.”

“He told you to jump and you did?” Louise asked. Did this man have any sense of danger?

“He told me to jump, and I slipped trying to look how far down it was. Gray saved me, I think because he figured that if I got injured, or killed, then everyone would automatically think he’d pushed me.” 

“And that is when you became friends?” Louise asked, wondering if there was any more to this story.

“Yeah, let’s go with that,” Zak grinned.

“What are you not telling me?” Louise asked.

“Nothing. Other than it took us about a month to actually become friends. Dean and Gray’s dad made it difficult for us to avoid each other, and so we slowly got worn down until we gave in.”

“Is that what you plan to do with me?” Louise asked. “Wear me down?”

“Into accepting my money? Or my love?” Zak asked.

“Either. Both.” Louise blushed and looked away. “I feel bad that any children we have will be shifters and Storm won’t be.” She looked down at her baby’s face. “It’s the one way she will know that she is different.”

Zak reached out his hand and touched hers. “If I had a way to change that, I would.”

She let him cover her hand with his, and allowed the warmth of his touch to excite her. He was not going to have to work hard to make her fall in lust with him, but love, that was going to take some time. Louise liked Zak a lot, but she was struggling to let herself go, to let herself open her heart to another man.

“You are a good man,” Louise said softly.

“I try. The bad boy was never real. He was simply a product of my upbringing. A mask I wore.” He drew his hand back from hers. “Can I show you the mountain sometime?”

“Sure. I’ve been longing to go and explore.” She tore her eyes away from him and looked over at the high peaks. “My friend Ollie, he used to tell me what it was like to be a shifter. I used to dream of being able to change into an animal, a bird…” She looked at him quickly and then turned away; his expression was so attentive, it hurt to breathe. “I used to want to fly away, high above the clouds.”

“But not anymore?” Zak asked.

Louise looked deep inside herself before she replied. “No, not anymore.” Those days were gone, she had nothing to run from, she liked her life, and the life Zak offered her. 

“Good,” Zak said.

“And you are right, compared to that life, I’m stupid to let my pride hold me back.” Louise had made a decision. “I’m not going to get hung up about money. All that truly matters is that we are all happy. It doesn’t matter who pays the bills.”

“That is music to my ears,” Zak said.

“Speaking of music,” Louise said. “Will you let me listen to some of yours?”

“Sure.” Zak drained his cup. “I was going to go and buy a guitar. If I pick one up today, I can play for you tonight.”

“Then why don’t you do that, while Storm and I go and buy the ingredients for tonight?” Louise wiped Storm’s face and sat her on her knee to burp her. “Shall we go and buy some more food?” 

Storm smiled her toothless smile, her eyes trained on Louise as she spoke. Then her eyes slipped past her mommy and she stared out over the green fields that rose up to meet the trees. One day she would run across this grass, with a bear shifter or two on her trail.

Did it matter if they were different? 

“Good idea,” Zak said. “You provide the food, and I can provide the entertainment, I can serenade my two ladies. Although I might have to tone down some of my songs for young ears.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” Louise admitted as they left the café and walked back to Louise’s car.

“There is nothing like building up anticipation.” Zak’s eyes caressed her body, and she wasn’t sure whether he was still talking about music, or another kind of anticipation. Whatever he meant, she was just happy he made her smile, and her heart beat faster, and her life somehow lighter. All her worries and fears were halved, knowing she was going to have him by her side.

I’ve found my mate. The words Ollie had said to her only two days ago, words that had made her life feel dark, and lonely, now belonged to her and Zak. 

“I like that you look happy,” Zak said, grabbing her hand after she had put Storm into her car seat.

“I like that I feel happy,” Louise admitted. She breathed in the mountain air. “I think I could float above the clouds right now. I don’t need wings.”

Zak took hold of her other hand and entwined his fingers with hers. “As long as you take me with you.”

“Zak, this feels so crazy.”

“I know. But crazy is good.” He kissed her lips, and she kissed him back, revealing a part of herself to him. He ran his tongue along her lower lip, and she sighed in contentment, leaning into him. Zak let her right hand go, and slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her close. Louise could feel the extent of his arousal. His need for her was intense.

And that scared her. She pulled back, not knowing why. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s OK, I promised not to rush things.” He searched her face for answers to the questions his eyes were asking.

“Every time I think of letting go, of allowing myself the hope of happiness with you, I keep thinking of Storm’s father and how he told me I was trash. And how I proved him right when I left Storm.”

Zak cupped her cheek in his hand and brushed his lips against her ear. “All in the past, my love, all in the past.”

“You’re my second, or maybe third, chance at happiness,” Louise admitted.

“Haven’t you ever heard the third time is the charmer?” He winked at her, making her laugh away her fears.

“Third time is the charm,” she corrected.

“I’m so pleased you can see it too.” She slapped him across the arm, and he clutched at it, feigning pain. “Ouch.”

“Get in the car, you charmer,” she said and slipped into the driver’s seat.

“I am going to have to sell my motorbike, aren’t I?” Zak asked as Louise put the car into drive and took them back into Bear Creek.

“Why?” Louise asked.

“Because I can’t exactly strap a car seat on the back.” He turned to her. “I aim to be a family man, so I need a car suitable for a family.”

“I thought you had owned that bike for years.”

“I have, but that does not mean I am going to own it forever. Things change, priorities change.” Zak glanced in the back seat, where Storm’s eyes were closing as she dozed off with the motion of the car.

“Keep it,” Louise said. “Please.”

“I don’t need it,” Zak insisted.

“It’s part of you.” She looked across to him. “Do you want to know why my home life was so bad?”

Zak looked surprised at this sudden offering up of information from Louise. “If you want to tell me.”

“I do.” She paused, looking out of the car window at the trees that grew tall and straight on the lower slope of the foothills. That’s what she needed, to put her thoughts straight. “They hadn’t been going out long before my mom got pregnant. They got married in a whirlwind romance, and had me.”

“Didn’t they love each other?” Zak asked.

“Yes, they did. They loved each other a lot. That mad, passionate early love. When it faded, they blamed my birth for ruining it. They argued a lot. About money, about the time they didn’t spend together. They resented me, and that never changed, even though they rekindled their love. Then they had my sister, a child they wanted, but they never forgave me.”

“I’m sorry,” Zak said.

“It’s OK. They can’t hurt me now.” She stopped the car on the side of the road, the emotions swirling around inside her mind making her head want to explode. “I don’t want you to change for us. I don’t want you to resent us.”

“Louise, I’m a shifter, that is not going to happen,” Zak insisted.

“We don’t know that. Not for sure,” Louise replied.

“If it makes you feel better, I’ll keep the bike.” He reached out for her. “As long as you come for a ride on the back every once in a while. I liked the way you wrapped your arms around me.”

“Only if you wear your leather pants,” Louise said. She could think of him in those pants all day, and maybe she should, because it was sure better than thinking of her parents and their resentment toward their firstborn daughter.

“Those leather pants are more famous than my face,” Zak said as she started the engine and drove on into Bear Creek.

Louise giggled. “Maybe you should wear them on our date tonight.”

“If you want me to.” Zak didn’t sound too convinced.

“We are going to have to cook him something extra special, Storm.” Storm was nearly asleep; Louise was going to feel guilty for having to wake her so they could get the ingredients they needed. But unless she came back to town later, there was no way around it.

The sound of a motorbike roaring toward them made Storm jump and wake up crying. “Shh, it’s OK, Storm.”

Louise pulled the car over outside of the bakery and got out, opening the door quickly to lean in and comfort Storm. Hugging her tightly, she held her daughter close and looked across the street to where the loud motorbike had stopped.

“OK, there is the music store.” Zak jumped out. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

“An hour,” Zak agreed. 

Then she watched in horror as the man with the motorbike took off his helmet and looked directly at her. “Oh, hell.” It was Storm’s dad. “What does he want in Bear Creek?”

Nothing good, Louise told herself. Yet it was hard to deny it was the scene she had played out a thousand times in her head, while she was carrying Storm. 

It seemed that fate was cruel, to bring Ajax back into her life just when she had met Zak.


Chapter Fourteen – Zak

“Are you all right?” Zak asked. Louise was stood with Storm in her arms, her face pale as she looked across the street.

She didn’t answer. Zak walked around the car and touched her on the arm, making her jump. When she looked at him, there was shock on her face. Something was wrong, something was very wrong.

“Louise?” he asked gently. “Has something happened, is Storm all right?”

“Yes. She’s fine.” Louise dragged her eyes away from him and stared across the street once more.

Slowly, with a sense of foreboding, Zak turned around and followed her gaze. What he saw made his stomach churn. There, standing staring back at them was a man all dressed in black, a bullet helmet under his arm. As he began to walk toward them, Zak could make out the symbol on his leather jacket. This guy was part of a biker gang.

“Lou, I found you at last,” the guy said.

“Who is he?” Zak asked Louise quietly, although by some sixth sense he was fairly sure he already knew. This man was Storm’s father. This was the man who had broken Louise’s heart, and turned her away when she needed him most.

This was the man whose head needed to be ripped from his shoulders, his bear announced, flexing his claws like a big cat.

Keep it together, he warned his bear. 

His bear growled, low and menacing, and Louise flicked a panicked look at him. She had heard it too.

“Ajax. His name is Ajax and he is Storm’s father.” She looked straight into his eyes as she said her next words, “I swear I didn’t know he was coming, I never told him where I was. He said he didn’t care, and I believed him.”

“It’s OK,” Zak assured her. “I’ll keep it under control. Unless he hurts you.”

“He won’t.” She shook her head, but her hand, clutching Storm tightly, said she wasn’t sure.

“Lou, haven’t you got a kiss for your old man?” Ajax drawled. He was ten feet away and closing and it was all Zak could do not to stand in front of him ready to punch him in the face. He might have warned his bear to keep himself under control, but as a human, he could protect what was his.

“What do you want?” Louise asked, fighting to keep her voice even.

Ajax smiled openly. “I came for you.”

“Why?” Louise’s voice was firmer.

“Because I heard you had the baby and suddenly got an urge to be a father,” Ajax said, his eyes fixed on Louise. It was as if Ajax could not even see Zak.

Zak flexed his hands, and got ready to fight. He would fight to the death; Zak would fight this Ajax for what he claimed was his, because it was a lie. Louise and Storm were Zak’s—his to protect and care for.

“A little late, don’t you think?” Louise asked acidly. 

Zak shifted his weight forward and pressed his arm against Louise, giving her his strength when he felt her body tremble. He understood she had to fight this battle for herself. Her decisions had to be her own, but Zak was going to make sure Louise knew he was there for her, right by her side.

“I’m a slow learner.” Ajax shrugged, and took off his helmet, swinging it in his hand as he scrubbed at his short hair. “So this is her?”

“Yes. This is my baby,” Louise told him.

“Our baby,” Ajax said his smile widening. “And I’ve come to take you home.”

Zak must have started to move forward, because suddenly, Louise put her hand down and grabbed hold of his and squeezed it hard in warning. Zak let out a breath and tried to control the testosterone that was swarming through his veins, making him want to fight. But that wasn’t what Louise wanted, and he had to respect her.

“I have a home,” Louise said firmly. “Sorry to have wasted your trip.”

“It’s not a waste.” Ajax looked around the town. “Seems like a nice place. I’ll stick around for a couple of days. I’d like to get to know my daughter.”

“Come on, Ajax, you never wanted a child. You made that clear.” Louise didn’t make it out to be an accusation.

“I was wrong, I’ve grown, matured. Now I see what a blessing a child is.” He took a couple of steps forward and looked down at Storm. “As beautiful as her mommy.”

“We are busy,” Louise told Ajax.

“Come on, Lou. I want to talk. That’s all.”

“I told you, we are busy,” Louise said firmly to Zak.

Ajax switched his attention to Zak, as if seeing him for the first time. “She got her claws in your wallet now, has she? Well, let me tell you, I have come here to take back what is mine, and no backward town boy is going to stop me.”

“Louise told you we are busy. So we’ll see you around,” Zak said, putting his arm around Louise and guiding her toward the grocery store. He could feel Louise trembling, but she put one foot in front of the other and walked into the store. 

Ajax followed. “Hey, you can’t walk away from me like that. The child is mine as much as yours.”

“No, she’s not.” Louise turned to face him. “Your name is not on the birth certificate.”

“I’ll take you to court to prove it,” Ajax said.

“Then do it!” Louise said to him, hiccuping as she tried to fight back her tears.

“Lou, come on, I don’t want to fight, I came here because I learned my mistake, I told you. At least hear me out.” Ajax was drawing attention to himself with his loud voice. But he was a man used to getting his own way and took no notice of the people staring at him. 

“Keep it down,” the store manager ordered.

“Gonna make me?” Ajax asked, spitting on the floor. 

“Yes, if I have to.” The store manager was huge, a shifter if Zak had it right, which stood to reason since this was a predominantly shifter town. He towered over Ajax, who shrunk away just a little. 

“I’m going.” As he back out of the store, he jabbed his finger at Louise and said, “Don’t think you’ve heard the last of this. I have rights, you know!”

“It’s OK,” Zak said, holding Louise tightly out of view down the bakery aisle. Storm was sandwiched between them. Damn, he wanted to protect them. He should have done something, said something…

“Thank you,” Louise said gruffly.

“I didn’t do anything,” Zak admitted.

“Exactly. If you had caused a scene, it would have been worse. That’s what Ajax wanted. I’ve seen him in action enough times.”

“He really is Storm’s father?” Zak asked.

“He really is.” She nodded against his chest. “What can I say, I was desperate for love. And he said he loved me.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over it,” Zak said gently. 

“I can’t believe he came after me.” 

“Louise, can I ask you something?” Zak held her close, hating that she might tell him words he didn’t want to hear.

“Anything,” she replied, looking up at him, with Storm weaving her fingers through her mom’s golden hair.

“Are you happy he’s come here? Do you want to be with him?” Zak looked into her beautiful eyes. Eyes he thought would be his to drown in forever.

“No.” She took a long, shuddering breath and then kissed Storm on the cheek. “I’m so sorry, baby, but I don’t want you to grow up with your daddy having any kind of influence over our lives.”

“Do you want me to get rid of him?” Zak’s next question had an ominous tone, one Louise recoiled from.

“No. No, I don’t. He’s trouble, and I do not want him to have any hold over us. But if you try to chase him out of town, that is exactly what he will have.”

“You mean he wants to find some way of leveraging the situation?” Zak asked. He’d known men, and women, for that matter, while on the road with The Flame, who would try to figure out how to get a reaction they could work to their own advantage.

“You chase him out of town, he will come back the victim.” Louise looked to the door of the store. “I’m going to ignore him.”

“And what if he really does want to have contact with Storm?” Zak asked.

“Then he can go through the courts. That way he can’t disappear with her.” Louise hugged Storm tightly and nuzzled her neck. “The man is crazy, but he knows how to hurt people.”

“Are you sure he didn’t come here because he loves you?” Zak had to ask this last question, no matter how hard the answer might be to hear.

“The thing I learned about Ajax, but not before it was too late, was that he doesn’t love or care for anyone. Only himself. Yes, he tries to make out his gang is the most important thing, he promotes it as a kind of family, but when he’s used you up, he spits you out.” 

Louise pulled away from Zak, but he didn’t want to let her go. “You want me to call Dean?”

Louise looked at her watch. “No, he’ll be going out right around now. Let him go. We have dinner to buy. I’ll grab what I need from here instead of the bakery.”

She turned around and began to walk among the shelves, picking up what she needed to buy. 

“I’m not leaving your side,” Zak told her.

“Does that mean we are not going to hear you play the guitar?” Louise asked, her voice tinged with disappointment.

“Sorry. I’ll come into town tomorrow and buy a guitar. Tonight we can just talk.” Zak wanted to know everything he could about Louise, big or small.

“OK, I have everything we need, let’s get going.” She passed Storm to Zak. “Can you hold her while I pay?”

“Sure.” Zak took Storm from Louise and held her against his chest, silently telling her that he would protect her as if she were his own. Because she was, in so many ways. Anything that was a part of Louise was a part of him.

Gathering up the groceries, Louise walked out of the store with him. Zak immediately looked across the street to where Ajax’s bike had been, but it was gone. He stood for a moment while Louise opened the trunk and put the new groceries next to those they had bought earlier. All the time, he looked up and down the street, letting his bear senses roam, but as far as he could tell, Ajax was long gone.

Wordlessly, they got into the car. Louise was searching the area too. “He’s gone.”

Did she sound disappointed? Had she hoped he’d try to get close to them again outside of the store?

“That’s good, right?” Zak asked.

“I don’t know. At least if we could see him, we would know where he was, but not knowing, that is even worse.” She looked across to Zak. “I’m so sorry.”

“For what?” Zak asked.

“Ajax being Storm’s father. And me being your mate.” 

“Enough. I am happy. I am ecstatic you are mine. There is no other woman fate could have chosen who I would love more.” Louise opened her mouth and he was sure she was about to suggest someone more suitable. “No one,” he told her, cutting her off.

And he meant it. Every word.


Chapter Fifteen – Louise

Louise was mad. Now that she’d had a chance to get over the shock of seeing Ajax, she was spitting mad. How dare he come here and try to mess up her life? She was happy, and settled, with the prospect of having a good man in her life, and a man who would be the best father possible.

She believed that with all her heart, despite only knowing Zak for a couple of days. If she had had any doubts about Zak before Ajax had come to Bear Creek, they were swept away as soon as Ajax posed a threat.

Zak had cocooned them with his presence, and Louise knew he would die for them. Something she could not bear to think about, but she couldn’t deny it all the same. 

“What can I do?” Zak came into the kitchen, with Storm in his arms.

“Nothing, you are helping by keeping Storm occupied while I cook.” She put onions in the pan to fry.

“Smells delicious already,” Zak said.

“Charmer,” Louise threw back at him.

“Guilty as charged.” He looked at Storm. “Shall we go and watch cartoons?”

“She’s a little young,” Louise told him. 

“I know, but I’m not. And she finds it funny when I laugh.” Zak put on a fake laugh, and Storm giggled loudly, her face turning pink, her eyes dancing. 

“Go on,” Louise liked the sound of the two of them laughing. It made her want to laugh too, despite the weight resting on her chest, making it hard to breathe. She kept expecting Ajax to turn up on the doorstep. Every time she heard a loud vehicle on the street, she kept thinking it was Ajax coming to steal Storm away.

She couldn’t live her life like this. And anyway, she knew Ajax hadn’t come to Bear Creek to take Storm away. He had no time for children. Storm was simply a means to an end. A way to get Louise to do what he wanted. The question that scared her most, was what did he want?

She couldn’t guess. He hadn’t given them one clue. So it must be something big.

Needing to relax, she took out the bottle of wine she had bought for dinner, and opened it. Then she poured herself a glass. It was red and fruity, and the buzz it gave her took the edge off her mood. Pouring a generous glug of the red wine into the dish she was preparing, she turned her full attention on the pan sizzling before her. 

As she went through the recipe, she completely immersed herself in dinner, drawing on all the times she had done the same thing when she lived with her parents. This was why she liked cooking: there were steps you took, and if you took them in the right order, you ended up with something perfect. 

It was simple. No emotions to navigate, no hostility to circumvent. Just add the ingredients.

That was what Louise did, with one ear listening to the sound of Zak laughing every so often, closely followed by Storm giggling. It was the kind of sound a mother couldn’t ignore, and she wouldn’t ever want to. Her child’s happiness was her number one priority, and since Storm liked Zak so much, it made her choice to explore a new life with him so much easier.

“OK, one last taste and I think you are ready.” Louise lifted a spoon to her mouth and tasted the casserole she’d made. It was her favorite comfort food, which also happened to be healthy. It was delicious; the fresh herbs from Dean’s garden added depth to the flavor.

“It’s ready.” Louise set out two plates and two wine glasses on the kitchen table. 

“Smells wonderful,” Zak said as he entered the kitchen. “Is this young lady going in her high chair?”

“Do you mind? I know it’s not exactly romantic, having a baby giggling and wriggling at the table,” Louise said apologetically.

“It’s perfect,” Zak said, threading Storm’s legs through the high chair much more easily than Louise usually managed.

“You have a knack with her,” Louise told him, setting a loaf of fresh bread down on the table and fetching the butter from the fridge.

“One of the guys in the band had a family. Not very rock star, I know, but he got married to his childhood sweetheart straight out of school, and they had a young family.” Zak sat down at the table and poured the wine. “I don’t usually drink. So I’m going to have a small glass.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize.” Louise sat down opposite him, and gave Storm a cuddle.

“It’s self-imposed. I didn’t want to turn out like my dad, so I swore off the stuff.” He ate a forkful of food. “This is good.”

“Thanks. You don’t need to sound surprised,” Louise told him.

“I wasn’t.” He glanced up at her. “You’re teasing me, right?”

“Yeah, a little,” Louise teased, and then sipped her wine. “So what are we going to talk about?”

“Tell me the one thing you dream of doing, if you could do anything.” Zak sliced the bread and buttered it before offering some to Louise.

“Fly.” She grinned. “As a shifter would be cool, but an airplane would do.”

“I can arrange an airplane,” Zak replied. “Where would you want to fly to?”

“Oh, I don’t know, but over a mountain would be cool. To look down and see places no one else really sees.”

“And you have never flown before?” Zak asked.

Louise lifted her eyes to Zak’s. “Once, but I was unconscious.”

“Unconscious? In an airplane?” Zak asked.

“No, a dragon carried me.” 

Zak coughed, and took a sip of wine to clear his throat. “A dragon?”

“Yeah. They found me in the snow, after I left Ollie’s.” Louise put her fork down on her plate and picked up the bread. “You don’t believe me?”

“I believe you. I’m just shocked, I suppose, I have never seen a dragon shifter in all my travels. Or if I have, then they never revealed themselves to me.” Zak sipped his wine. “So you were carried by one?”

Louise nodded. “They found me in the snow. I would have died if it wasn’t for them.” She glanced up at Zak. “This stays a secret, OK?”

“I swear I will not tell a soul,” Zak said. “It’s the kind of thing that needs to be kept quiet, especially when there is a douchebag like Ajax hanging around.”

“I hadn’t thought about that. He doesn’t know about shifters.” Louise felt a wave of panic hit her. What if Ajax found out about shifters and caused trouble?

“If he causes trouble for the shifters in town, he’ll bring a whole load of crap down on himself,” Zak told her.

“No more than he deserves.” Louise looked up at Zak. “I can’t believe we got onto the subject of Ajax so quickly.”

“He’s part of your life, part of Storm’s life, and since he made an unannounced arrival today, it’s natural we talk about him.” Zak glanced over to Storm and then turned his full attention on Louise. “Don’t ever feel as if there is anything you can’t talk about. Most men might get jealous, and I am, don’t get me wrong, but I would rather you were open with me.”

“How did I deserve you?” Louise asked, her throat constricted as she acknowledged her longing for the man sitting before her. Her need for him swept away all her fears about Ajax. 

“You must have been very bad,” Zak joked, a wicked look on his face. “Very bad indeed.”

“I was never bad. But I don’t believe I was ever good, either.” Louise placed her fork down on her plate, her appetite gone. “I keep thinking that I’ve been given a glimpse of paradise, and then it’s going to be yanked away from me.”

Zak reached out for her. “Not happening.” The raw emotion in his voice told her he would move heaven and earth for her, and once more she wondered why she deserved him.

Louise let out a pent-up breath. “I’m ruining dinner.”

“You are not ruining anything,” Zak said. “Just being here with you is perfect. I never expected to find my mate and not have to put some work into our relationship.”

“Thank you.” Louise turned her head and wiped away her tears. “OK, tell me about Australia.”

The mood instantly lightened, with Zak going out of his way to be funny and charming. She laughed, Storm laughed, and they relaxed as if they truly were a family sitting around the table together. 

When it was time for Storm to go to bed, Louise carried her, and Zak walked behind. “This is one of my favorite parts of the day.” Louise leaned down and kissed Storm’s cheek. “Storm is all sleepy and clean, and smells divine.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart,” Zak said to Storm as Louise placed her in the crib which was next to Louise’s bed.

“Goodnight, Storm. Sweet dreams.” Louise leaned down and kissed her daughter, stroking her hair back from her face, and looking into her sleepy eyes.

Then they both left the room. Louise had switched on the baby monitor, and when they went downstairs, she checked that she could hear her. Loud and clear. Storm was gurgling to herself. She sounded sleepy and Louise hoped she would go to sleep and allow her mom and Zak to have some alone time. 

All through dinner, Louise had thought how much she wanted Zak to kiss her. And touch her. Was it too soon for them to sleep together? Normally, she would wait, she had made Ajax wait, but with Zak it was different, she knew he wasn’t using her.

“What are you thinking?” Zak asked, as he ran the hot water into the sink.

Louise blushed and clattered the plates as she tried to hide her face from him. “About what a wonderful evening this has been.”

“Really? That is what you are thinking?” Zak teased. “I thought you might be thinking about my tight leather pants. I can put them on if you want.”

“Well, maybe about what you hide under those pants…” She straightened up and looked at Zak, wanting to be honest. “I don’t feel what you feel, but I do feel something. I feel closer to you than I ever have to anyone.”

She stood before him, as if naked, her soul bared to him. Zak wiped his hands on the dish towel, and walked across the kitchen, closing the space between them. “I want you, Louise. You know that. But only if it’s what you really want.” He wrapped one arm around her and pulled her close. “I don’t want to be something you regret in the morning.”

“You won’t be.” As she raised her face to look at him, and he lowered his lips to meet hers, Louise knew that even if he did leave her tomorrow, what they shared tonight would be worth it.

His lips were warm and firm on hers. Zak was gentle, taking his time, letting her set the pace. If she said stop, he would stop. He would never hurt her. 

Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled his head down and kissed him back fiercely. “I want you.”

He growled, “I want you too, so much it hurts.”

His hand slipped down to caress her bottom and he pulled her in tight so she could feel the extent of his arousal. Louise reached between them and began to undo his buttons, pulling his shirt off to reveal his sun-bronzed skin, which was stretched over his perfect chest. She placed her hands on him, stroking his skin, feeling the taut buds of his nipples against her palms.

“Want to get naked?” Zak asked.

“I do.” She glanced up at the clock. “What if Dean comes home early?”

Zak had the answer. He bent down and picked her up, and carried her upstairs to his room. “I used to dream of one day finding my mate. Right in this room I’d look up at the stars and wonder what it would be like when I finally found her. I thought I would have to wait years, I thought I had to travel the world. Who knew she would be waiting here for me in Bear Creek.”

“I wasn’t exactly waiting,” she told him, undoing her dress and stepping out of it when it fell to the floor. She wished she had prettier lingerie, but Zak did not seem interested in what she was wearing, it was what was underneath that counted.

“You were, by the side of the road.” He pulled her close and kissed her lips, while his fingers fumbled with the clasp of her bra.

“True.” She gasped as his hand covered her breast, his thumb rubbing her nipple, until it became hard, and so sensitive, she felt shockwaves through her body. Her nerve endings seemed to be consumed by a mass of information overload, and she ached in her core. She needed to be touched, to be kissed, to have him inside her.

Tugging at his belt, she got it undone and pushed his pants off his hips, until he was naked before her. Stroking his stomach, she moved her hands lower, grasping his cock, and moving her hand up and down. He tensed, and then lowered his mouth to suck on her right nipple, rolling his tongue over the taut bud.

Louise gasped, and arched her back, offering herself to him. Zak lifted her into his arms, before placing her down on the bed. He looked down on her for a moment, and then hooked his fingers around the elastic of her panties and pulled them down over her thighs. Covering her body with his, he cupped her breast in his hand, licking her nipple with the flat of his tongue. He was good, songwriting might not be his best talent, she mused, as his free hand threaded between their bodies, his fingers slipping inside her sex. 

She was wet, her arousal intense, as he pushed his fingers in and out of her. She pulled her knees up, and opened her thighs, and he pushed deeper, rubbing his fingertips along her inner walls. Somehow, she got enough control over her brain, which wanted to allow all the messages from her erogenous zones to overpower it. With a hand that didn’t feel quite her own, Louise stroked his bare chest, her lips kissing his skin, nipping his nipples, and driving him as insane as he was making her.

Changing the angle of her body, she reached lower and curled her fingers around his cock. His teeth grazed her sensitive nipple, and he gasped against her skin as she worked her hand up and down his length. His hips moved in a circular motion, and she longed to feel him inside her.

Releasing his cock, she pushed her hands against his shoulders, trying to flip him onto his back. Zak’s mouth released her nipple, and he looked up at her. “I have something I need to do first.”

He slid down her body, his hands pressing against her knees, until his shoulders nestled between her thighs. She closed her eyes, anticipation making her mouth dry. 

Louise felt his breath on her skin, soft, warm, before his tongue flicked over her clit. She tried to draw her knees up, the sensations too intense, but Zak was in control, and she relinquished her pleasure to him. 

He pushed two fingers inside her sex, and stroked her inner walls, while his mouth worked its magic on her clit. Sucking, licking, nipping, so many sensations. He brought her to her first shuddering climax, and let her go over the edge. Her clit throbbed, her sex ached, as he rode out her orgasm with her. Zak was attentive, his hands and mouth attuned to her, and he didn’t let up until she was completely spent.

No man had ever taken his time with her, the men she had slept with before had only ever thought of their own pleasure. But not Zak. Not her fated mate.

She pushed her hands into his hair and urged him back up the bed. As he moved she reached for him, and guided his cock toward her sex. He locked eyes with her as he slid inside her. It was as if they were the only two people in the world. 

Deep, so deep, he thrust into her, filling her with each long lunge. His hips circled around, stretching her, stretching her nerve endings, and her sanity. She wanted him, to be part of him forever. As they made love, the connection between them deepened, and the thread that bound their fates seemed to grow stronger.

Nothing could part them. In the moment when their bodies reached their climax, Louise knew she would love him forever, forsaking all others. Except their children, which would always complete their lives.


Chapter Sixteen – Zak

“Good morning.” Zak placed a tray of food on the bed in front of Louise, then leaned down and kissed her lips.

“What’s this?” Louise asked, sitting up in bed.

“Breakfast.” Zak looked down at the tray. “I told you I can cook toast. The jam is homemade too, but not by me. Dean would have made someone a good wife.”

“I can see what it is.” Louise put her hand up to his cheek. Zak turned his head and pressed his lips against her palm. “What I should be asking, is why?”

“Because I want to show you how much you mean to me, how much last night meant to me, and I needed to do it without spending any money.” He watched as she fought to keep a smile off her lips. 

“Thank you. But you didn’t have to.” Louise picked up a piece of toast and spread some of Dean’s strawberry jam on it, before offering it to Zak. “Share it with me.”

“OK.” He climbed on the bed, and sat next to her, eating toast and sharing the cup of coffee he’d made for her too. “You are working at the sanctuary today, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” She glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “I have plenty of time.”

“Sorry, I got you up early. I just wanted you to myself for a few minutes, before you become a mom again.” He slipped his hand into hers. “I checked on Storm, by the way, she is still sleeping.”

“I could get used to having you around,” Louise admitted, then she sighed.

“Don’t think about him,” Zak said gently. “Don’t let him invade our lives. Not yet.”

“You know he’s not going to go away,” Louise stated the same thought he’d already had.

“I know. He did not come all this way to simply turn around and go back to whatever rock he climbed out from under. Not without trying to get whatever he came here for.” Zak put his arm around Louise, and she drew her knees up to her chest, resting her head on his shoulder.

“That’s the worst thing, I don’t know what he wants.” 

“You don’t believe he simply wants to be part of your life, of Storm’s life?” Zak asked.

“He’s not the same kind of person as you,” Louise said, turning to look at Zak. She kissed his lips softly. “He doesn’t see the value of a family life, of nurturing his child.” A single tear ran down her cheek. “I wish I’d never met him.”

“But if you hadn’t, you wouldn’t be here now, in my arms.” He lifted his head and listened as Storm woke up and began to cry. “And you would not have that beautiful daughter of yours, whom you love, and who loves you.”

“That’s the thought I hang on to.” Louise slipped her legs over the edge of the bed and reached for her clothes. She quickly dressed, and then said, “It’s the first night Storm’s slept on her own.”

“She’s getting older. If you want we can ask Dean about decorating one of the other bedrooms for her.” His eyes danced with humor as he added, “Or you could move in here with me, and we could decorate your room.”

“Aren’t you the opportunist?” Louise asked, but she smiled back at him. “Let’s take it one day at a time.” She walked to the door and pulled it open. “Thanks for breakfast.”

“My pleasure.” He watched her as she left the room, feeling a sharp pang of loss. If he could, he would spend every minute of every day with her. However, he knew they needed space, or else their happily ever after might end a lot sooner than they thought. Zak could never grow tired of Louise, but she might grow tired of him.

Zak drained the coffee cup, and then placed everything on the tray before he carried it downstairs. The kitchen was a hive of activity as Dean made breakfast and Louise warmed a bottle for Storm.

“Morning,” Dean said happily.

“Morning,” Zak replied. “I will get started on the dishes from last night.” He had forgotten they had been left unwashed.

“Wait until after we’ve had breakfast, then you can do them all,” Dean replied. “I’m guessing you two had a nice evening.”

“We did,” Zak said. He risked a glance at Louise, who was blushing furiously.

“So you are officially mates?” Dean asked. “I only want to know if it’s something I have to keep secret.”

“No secret,” Zak replied.

“No secret,” Louise agreed. She turned to talk to Dean, worry etched on her face. “But something else happened.”

Dean paused, the eggs sizzling in the pan forgotten as he picked up on the distress in Louise’s voice. “Are you OK?”

“Storm’s real father is in town.” Louise blurted the words out fast.

“Is he.” Dean’s usually calm expression changed to that of a gathering thundercloud. “Did he say what he wanted?”

“No. Well, he said he had come for me and Storm, but I don’t believe that is all there is to it,” Louise said.

“I think you might be right,” Dean said. “No offense. But if he’s fool enough to let you go when you needed him, he’s not likely to have had a sudden change of heart.”

“What if he knows I left Storm and thinks I’m an unfit mother?” Louise asked suddenly. A sob erupted from her, and Zak was there by her side, holding her close.

“No judge would take Storm from her mother and give her to that man,” Zak said vehemently.

“Zak’s right. Especially now that you are settled here, and have people to support you.” Dean turned back to his eggs, his hand gripping the pan until the whites of his knuckles were showing.

“Listen, why don’t I go and see him?” Zak suggested. “I can try to figure out what he wants.”

“No,” Louise shook her head. “No, this is my problem, I don’t want you getting involved. Either of you.”

Dean looked at Louise over his shoulder. “I am going to talk to Suzie, I think she needs to be made aware of this latest news.”

Louise nodded. “I can drop in on her later. I don’t want to put you to any trouble, Dean.”

“No trouble, I was going to call her later today anyway. Maybe I should drop in on her instead.”

“Isn’t she busy making wedding plans?” Louise asked.

“She is, but the wedding isn’t for a couple of months. Something about waiting for a garden to be in full bloom.” Dean placed the eggs on a plate and added toast. “Breakfast.”

“I’ve already eaten,” Louise said. “I’m just going to grab a cup of coffee and go get Storm dressed. I have to leave in half an hour.”

Zak sat down with Dean to eat breakfast, while Louise left the room. Both of them listened to her footsteps on the stairs before they spoke. “This guy, Ajax, he looks like trouble,” Zak said.

“I figured as much. Just from the scraps Louise has told me.” Dean cut into his egg, the yolk oozed out. “I’d like to rip his throat out, but that is not going to do anyone any good.”

“Louise thinks he’s here to figure out how to leverage the situation. But since I’ve only just met her, this isn’t about me.” Zak ate some food, but he didn’t really taste it; he was too preoccupied with Louise and Storm’s welfare.

“I can’t see him having much interest in me,” Dean said. “So that leaves Louise and Storm. But what leverage? Why would he want them back after all this time?”

“I really want to ask him,” Zak said.

“You heard Louise, she said no, and you have to respect that,” Dean told Zak.

“I am going to respect it. I only hope Louise doesn’t go and see him alone.” Zak turned his worried face to Dean. “If he hurts her, I will not be responsible for my actions.”

“Hey, calm down.” Dean set his knife and fork down. “Don’t be the weak link in all this.”

“What do you mean?” Zak asked.

“You go in there, all fists and fury, and you might just give the guy the leverage he needs. Think about that,” Dean said, pointing at Zak.

“Yeah, I hear you.” Zak finished his food and poured more coffee. “There has to be a way to get rid of him.”

“The only way that is going to happen is if we find out why he is here. I will speak to Suzie and ask her to dig into the guy’s past. She might have access to his files.” Dean stood up as Louise came back down the stairs. “Let’s try to act normal.”

Zak nodded and got up from the table to meet Louise as she came downstairs. “Want me to take her?” He held out his arms and Storm came to him.

“Will you look after her, with Dean?” Louise’s concern was evident.

“I promise. The only thing I plan to do today is to go into Bear Creek for a guitar. After that, I will be here with Dean. She’ll be safe.” He watched as she kissed Storm goodbye. “Do you want me to follow you to work? I can tail you on my bike.”

Louise shook her head. “No. Thank you. I have to stand on my own two feet. And I don’t think Ajax came here to hurt me.”

“Are you sure?” Zak asked.

“Positive.” She kissed Zak on the cheek. “Look after Storm, and Dean. I’ll be OK.”

“I miss you already,” Zak said as she left the house.

“Charmer.” But she grinned back at him all the same. “Bye, Dean.”

Dean came to stand next to Zak as Louise walked to her car. “Bye, take care.”

She started up the engine and drove off down the driveway. It was all Zak could do not to hand Storm over to Dean and follow her. He sensed Dean was equally concerned. 

“Tell me, Dean. What is the story behind that car?” Zak asked to distract them both.

“Louise needed a car, and would not let me spend too much money on one,” Dean repeated what Louise had already told Zak.

“I looked under the hood,” Zak said, as they went back inside the house and shut the front door.

“Your point?” Dean stopped walking and faced Zak.

“The new parts are worth more than the car.”

“I know.” Dean cocked his head and leaned forward as he spoke to Zak. “But Louise does not, and I want it to stay that way.”

“I promise not to tell.” Zak would never want to make Louise feel bad. “One more thing.”

“Yes?” Dean asked testily.

“She doesn’t receive any funding from Social Services, does she?” Zak asked.

“Nope, they stopped paying the grant when Louise turned eighteen. I arranged to apply for some funding through Suzie, and there was a small grant paid, which I give to Louise as an allowance.”

“The rest you cover yourself?” Zak asked.

“I do,” Dean admitted. “I wanted to give her some breathing space.” Dean’s face clouded with anger. “A mother is supposed to stay home with her child. Now I realize Louise wants to support her family, but I didn’t want her being forced to go out and work full-time while Storm was raised by strangers.”

“That secret stays with me too,” Zak said, “At least until you think she needs to know.”

“She’ll never need to know,” Dean insisted. “She feels like a burden as it is.”

“Well, let me help with the bills while we live here,” Zak offered.

“Zak, I don’t need your money,” Dean insisted.

“I know, but a man has his pride.” Zak shifted Storm in his arms. “This is my pay-it-forward moment.”

Dean’s face cracked into a grin. “Like I said, you always had a way with words.” He held out his hands and Storm went to him. The two men headed to the kitchen, where they had another cup of coffee, before Zak started on the dishes and Dean took Storm outside. “I’ll call Suzie a little later and see what information she can dig up. But right now, we are going to play in the garden, aren’t we, Storm?”

Zak watched out of the window, but could not help worrying about how the issue with Ajax was going to be resolved. 

One thing he would really like to do was run the man out of town, and out of their lives forever, but this was not his choice alone. He could not control Louise’s life. 


Chapter Seventeen – Louise

Working at the animal sanctuary had been just what she needed; by the end of the day, the tension she’d brought to work had gone. The more time Louise spent with the animals, the more she began to realize that this was what she wanted to do with her life. 

Getting in her car, she started the engine and then sat for a moment, collecting her thoughts. She could accept Zak’s help and keep her life exactly as it was. Zak had told her she didn’t need to work, that he could easily support them. Her pride said, hell no, she could not be dependent on a man for everything. But she also knew she was lucky to have a choice. She could do volunteer work, and help at the sanctuary: her work was appreciated, and she loved it. If ever she had a vocation in life, this was it.

Putting her car in reverse, she backed out onto the road and headed home, her decision made, at least temporarily. She wanted her life to stay the same as it was. Or as near the same as possible, since Zak was now a huge part of it.

Switching the radio on, she sang along to the music, feeling lighter and happier. Even Ajax was a dim thought at the back of her mind. Surely he would grow bored and go back to his old life once he figured out she wanted nothing to do with him. 

He had no hold over her. No leverage. And she wasn’t going to give him any.

Her positive frame of mind lasted until she heard a motorbike approaching. She knew the sound, and it wasn’t Zak’s. Ajax had found her.

He drove straight toward her. The back road she was following was too narrow for her to maneuver out of his way, not that he would have let her anyway. He was playing chicken. For one instant Louise thought about putting her foot down on the gas, to show him she would not be intimidated, but she wasn’t sure if he would pull out of her way. Ajax was used to winning this game, and she was not going to take the gamble.

Louise slowed the car and then pulled over to the side of the road. Ajax rode straight at her and stopped with perfect control, with his bike touching her bumper. Then he got off his bike and walked around to the driver’s door. Maybe she should back down the road, and try to get away from him that way. However, Louise knew she would only be putting off the inevitable; he would track her down and play the same game, again and again.

“Hello there, Lou.” He took off his helmet and stood grinning at her, as if he had already won. Well, she was going to wipe that grin off his face. He could not hurt her, and he could not make her do something she didn’t want to do. 

As long as she stayed inside the car. If he made a grab for her, she would run his bike over, and drive away from him.

“What do you want, Ajax?” Louise asked stiffly.

“I want you to marry me.” Ajax produced a small box and flipped the lid open, revealing a diamond ring.

If Ajax had offered her a ring a year ago, when she was pregnant with Storm, she would have been the happiest girl alive. But now, after all she had been through, there was no way she was going to be sucked in. No way. Yet a part of her kept screaming that here was the father of her baby, asking her to marry him. Wasn’t this where they belonged? Didn’t she owe it to Storm?

“Why?” Louise asked. Not exactly the words he expected to hear, but his smile only faltered for a second.

“Because we belong together. You, me, and our baby. Us against the world.” He took the ring out of the box and held it out to her. “Come on, try it on.”

“I don’t want it,” Louise said firmly.

“That’s not what you said to me when you told me you were pregnant,” Ajax said. “You begged me to marry you, to look after you. You said you would do anything for me.”

“That was then.”

“And this is now. What, do you think you are better than me now? You think because you got yourself some famous new boyfriend, that you can just ignore our history?” Ajax punched her in the gut with his words. No wonder he looked so pleased with himself, he’d found his leverage. At least, he thought he had.

“No, I just met him. He’s nothing to me,” Louise lied.

“Then take the ring.” He held it up against her window.

“No, I don’t need it. I’m doing OK.”

“What, living with that old man in foster care, and cleaning up shit from abandoned animals?” Ajax asked. “Is that the life you want?”

“I’m happy.” Louise gripped the steering wheel. “So now that we have that cleared up, you can move your bike, I have to go home.”

“Oh, no, I am not finished.” Ajax put the ring back in the box, and put the box in his pocket. “See, I thought I would try being the nice guy. But you are right, that is not really me. I’m a bad boy, and this is where it gets bad for you and loverboy.”

“I told you, he means nothing to me,” Louise insisted, feeling like she should cross her fingers behind her back.

“Then you will not mind if I tell the world who he is.” Ajax smirked, she had let her expression slip enough for him to see he was onto something. “That’s right, I had a chat with a fan of his last night. Beverly. You know Beverly?”

“I met her once.”

“Great, so you know that she knows all about Zak. Zak Zane, she calls him. And her pops knows him as Zak Pellow.” His smirk became more irritating. “You know, at first I could not figure out what a man could see in you. I mean, yeah, for screwing, I suppose. But now you have a dribbling baby?” 

Louise let him talk, as bile rose in her throat. If only she had run him off the road, instead of letting him win. If Ajax had his way, he was going to win for the rest of his life. And Zak was going to lose.

“But then I decided that it didn’t matter. That he must really like you to take on you and a baby that wasn’t his. Hell, I know I wouldn't do it unless there was something in it for me.” He shrugged, and then said in a babyish voice, “So he must really love you. And you love him.” 

Louise didn’t answer, she was too enraged to speak. All she wanted to do was roll the window down and punch Ajax in the face for being such an asshole.

“So here we go.” His smirk was gone as he told her his terms. “You put my ring on your finger and come back with me. You bring that squalling baby with you too.” He took a breath. “And in return, I keep my mouth shut about your boyfriend and his history.”

“He wouldn't care if you told the whole world,” Louise spat back.

“I figured you might say that, so here’s the cherry on the cake.” He jabbed a finger at Louise. “If you don’t come with me, I will destroy this happy ever after you think you deserve. I will rip it to pieces and throw the bits back in your face.”

“There is nothing you can do to hurt us,” Louise said, putting her car in reverse. She’d heard enough.

“No, want proof?” He stepped back from her car. “You run back home and take a look in loverboy’s bike. Then tell me I can’t destroy you.” 

She backed up the car and then drove forward, pulling around his bike. As she drove off, he yelled, “You don’t get to be happy. You don’t deserve it.”

Louise fought back tears as she drove, forcing air into her lungs. She tried to breathe, but all she could do was sob. She could take anything Ajax threw at her, but he was trying to hurt Zak, and she knew he would not stop there, he would hurt Dean, and ultimately, if he had to, he would hurt Storm too.

But how the hell was she supposed to stop him? And more importantly, why did he want her back? He didn’t love her, he didn’t even care for her. So why?

One way or another, she was going to find out.

When she arrived home, the first thing she did was call Suzie.

“Hi, Louise, how are you?” Suzie asked.

“Have you spoken to Dean?” Louise managed to ask, although she could hardly breathe.

Suzie’s voice became wary. “Yes, he told me Storm’s father was in town. Has he hurt you?”

“No.”

“Has he threatened you?” Suzie asked.

“Yes.”

“What did he say?” Suzie asked.

“He wants to marry me. And if I say no, he will ruin our lives. He will ruin Zak’s life.”

“OK, calm down. I have someone looking into him for me. I am working late tonight, I'll come straight over first thing tomorrow.” Suzie’s voice was comforting. “I promise we will deal with this together, Louise. Stay with Dean, and make sure Storm isn’t left alone. OK?”

“OK.” Louise ended the call and then got out of the car. On shaking legs, she walked over to Zak’s bike. What did Ajax mean? What had he done to Zak’s bike?

As she got closer, the front door opened and Dean stood in the doorway. “Are you OK, Louise?”

She shook her head and burst into tears. “No. There’s something wrong with Zak’s bike. Ajax did something to it.”

Zak appeared next to Dean, but when he saw Louise, he dashed out to her, wrapping his arms around her. “It was Ajax?”

“Yes. What did he do?” Louise asked.

“You’d better come in the house.” Zak led her inside. All she could think of as she went with him was how quickly her dream of a life with Zak had been ruined. One more dream to bite the dust.

And the traitorous thought entered her head: maybe they would all be better off without her and the trail of destruction that followed wherever she went.


Chapter Eighteen – Zak

“What happened?” Zak asked Louise. He took her to the living room, where Storm was happily rolling from her back to her front. 

Dean fetched her a cup of sweet tea. “Here, drink this.”

“Thanks.” Louise struggled but succeeded in getting her breathing under control. Her chest shuddered with the strain, but she was strong and determined, and Zak’s heart broke for her.

Dean placed his hand on Zak’s shoulder, warning him to give her a moment before asking questions. His bear wanted to burst out and demand answers, but Zak kept him inside, this was not the time for more drama. They’d had enough already today.

“Are you ready to talk?” Zak asked, after Louise had sipped her tea.

“Yes.” She blew a breath out from between her lips. “Ajax met me on the road home.”

Zak’s fingers dug into the fabric of the sofa, and nearly tore the stuffing out. “What did he want?”

“He proposed.” She smiled weakly, tears filling her eyes. “I said no. And he told me if I didn’t marry him, he would destroy my happiness.”

Zak reached out and took hold of her hand, kissing the back of it. “He can’t destroy us.”

“Can’t he?” Louise asked with pain in her eyes. “First he said he would tell everyone about you.”

“About me? You mean my past?” Zak asked.

“He knows who you are. He spoke to Beverly, who spilled your secret.” She put her hand on his cheek. “I am so sorry.”

Zak shrugged it off. “It doesn’t matter, the guys in the band know, and I only wanted it kept secret so that I could live a quiet life. I’m not ashamed of who I am. Or who I was.”

“I told him that. Then he said to come home and look at your bike. He said it would prove he could ruin us.” Louise went to get up. “We should go look.”

“There’s no need.” Dean put his hand on her shoulder. “We know what he means.”

Zak picked up the story. “I went into town today, to buy a guitar. Before I got on my bike, I noticed one of the storage compartments wasn’t closed right. When I popped it open, there were a couple of items in there that shouldn’t have been.”

“Items?” Louise asked.

“A diamond necklace, and a bracelet.” 

“No. They were planted?” Louise asked incredulously.

“Looks like it.”

“He offered me a diamond ring.” Louise put her hand to her mouth. “He offered me a stolen ring!”

“Hey, you didn’t take it? Which means he still has it.” Zak looked at Dean.

“On it,” Dean said, and went out of the room.

“What’s going on?” Louise asked.

“We took the items to Sheriff Brad. He said he would try to trace the owner. We obviously didn’t know where they came from until now, although we had our suspicions.” Zak reached up and wiped away her tears. “If Brad can locate Ajax, and he has the ring on him, and it matches the rest of the jewelry…”

“Maybe he can arrest Ajax.” She nodded. “It would get him out of our lives for a while.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you,” Zak told her.

“No, don’t blame yourself. I can’t live my life being watched over all the time.” She leaned her head on Zak’s shoulder. “At least we know what we are dealing with. Although I still don’t understand why he wants to marry me.”

“Are you sure he doesn’t have feelings for you?” Zak asked. “Sometimes men can be scared to reveal them.”

“No, I’m certain that is not the reason.” She lifted her head and looked at him. “I’m glad you are here.”

“OK, I’ve told Brad. He is going to track the SOB down. One way or another.” Dean raised his eyebrows and his eyes widened. “And our sheriff always gets his man.”

Louise sighed, her body shuddering. “Poor Storm. What a man to have as her father. I feel so guilty.”

“Don’t.” Zak got up, and went to Storm, lifting her into his arms and then handing her to Louise. “She’s a lucky girl, and will grow up surrounded by love. I can be all the father she needs.”

“We all love you, Storm.” Louise kissed her baby’s head, but the sadness was still there. Zak could understand it. He’d never really known his mom; she had passed away when he was young, too young to really remember her. She had given him his shifter blood, and left him with a man who didn’t know how to love him.

Dean had taught Zak that you didn’t need to have the same blood in your veins to love and care for a child. Zak had every intention of teaching Storm the same lesson. “Why don’t you go and take a bath?”

“No, I’m OK,” Louise insisted.

“Go on, freshen yourself up before dinner,” Dean said.

“Are you sure?” Louise asked.

“I am.” Dean took Storm from her. “We can make dinner, and Zak can bring you some coffee.”

“Thanks. I do smell like cats.” She got up and left the room, climbing the stairs wearily.

“I’m going to have a hard time not killing that guy on sight,” Dean grumbled.

“You are going to have to get in line,” Zak said, with a sickly sweet smile through gritted teeth.

“That is a scary look,” Dean told him. 

“Well, I am going to unleash it on Ajax if I as much as scent him close to Storm or Louise.”

“Come on, take Louise her coffee. I want you to stay close to her,” Dean left the room, and Zak followed.

“I will stay extra close.” Zak put on a fresh pot of coffee while Dean rattled around the kitchen, his mood evident. “Keep one of those frying pans to hand, and I’ll get my old baseball bat.”

Dean chuckled. “That is not a bad idea. If he comes around here, I am going to batter him with something.” 

Zak poured the coffee. “That’s what bothers me.”

“What?” Dean asked.

“He planted those things on my bike. That means he came right up to the house. We never heard him.”

“I know,” Dean ground out. “But we can’t keep watch all night.” Dean put a pan down on the stove heavily, making Storm jump. “Sorry, Storm, but I swear someone’s head is going to get torn off their shoulders if I catch him here. I’d do time just to keep Storm and Louise safe.”

“No, you won’t,” Zak said, calmly. “Neither of us will do anything like that, because if we did, Louise would never forgive herself, and she has enough guilt already.”

“Ah, you are right.” Dean leaned on the counter heavily. “I never wanted to protect someone as much as I want to protect them.”

“I know.” Zak looked down at Storm. “I think you are a broody old man.”

Dean huffed. “Less of the old.” He sighed. “But I think you are right. Which means you have to give me plenty of grandkids.”

“Sure thing.” Zak took Louise her coffee. If he had ever chosen a dad, Dean would have been it, hands down. 

Zak walked up the stairs carefully, not wanting to spill Louise’s coffee. He also wanted time to compose himself. Dean’s thoughts matched his own: he would rot in jail if it meant keeping Louise safe, but she would never forgive herself, and so it was out of the question.

“Knock, knock,” he said from outside the bathroom door.

“Come in,” Louise replied. “It’s not locked.”

His hand trembled as he opened the door, his need to protect Louise almost unbearable, but he pushed the feelings back down. “I brought you coffee.”

“Thanks,” Louise said, she was wrapped in a towel, her hair damp. “I opted for a shower.”

“Pity, I was going to offer to wash your back.” Zak placed the coffee down on the shelf above the sink. “And your front.”

“Maybe next time.” Her breath still shuddered as she inhaled, and her face was pale, but her eyes were blotchy and red from crying. It was all he could do not to tear the door off its hinges, and run down the stairs, out into the gathering dusk and hunt down the bastard who had made her cry.

He settled for wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. “We could just take Storm and get on an airplane and go to Australia.” The words tumbled out of his mouth.

“I’m not running,” Louise replied, looking up into his face, her eyes fierce. “I love it here, you love it here. You came home, remember? And what about Dean?”

“Take him with us,” Zak replied, kissing her neck.

“We stand and fight. Well, not literally fight, because then he wins.” Louise took his face in her hands and kissed his lips. “We are stronger together. And if Brad can find him and Ajax still has the ring, then we might be free of him.”

Zak nodded. “Let’s forget about Ajax for a few minutes.” He lifted his hands to where the towel was secured around her, and pulled it open, letting it drop to the floor. “Oops.”

She smiled, a genuine smile that pushed the sadness from her face. “Oops. Is that all you have to say?”

“Oh, I have a lot more I could say, and a lot more I could do.” His hands caressed her damp skin. “I think you need to dry off some more.”

“Someone took my towel.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him. 

“I have warm hands.” He stroked her body, warming it with his hands, while he trailed kisses across her skin.

“You do have warm hands. What about the rest of your body?” Louise took hold of the hem of his T-shirt and lifted it above his head. Then she pressed her naked skin against his. 

“Warm too?” he asked.

“Very hot!” she exclaimed, as he undid his pants and let them drop to the floor.

Zak lifted her up, and rested her bottom on the edge of the sink. Louise parted her thighs, and he moved to stand between them. She slipped her fingers around his hard cock, and stroked it, before guiding him toward her sex. 

Flexing his hips forward, he entered her, inching forward, while he supported her with his left hand. Tearing the sink off the wall would spoil the mood, and he didn’t want anything to do that. Nothing at all.

Louise nipped his neck, her tongue licking his skin, as he buried himself deeper and deeper inside her. She felt so good, wrapped around him like this. So very good. He pulled back and then pushed deeper, groaning against her neck.

In and out, he flexed his hips, the tension in his body rising as he made love to his mate. He wished they could stay like this, wrapped in each other's bodies, forever. But they could not hide from life; they both knew that.

As he kissed her breasts, and nuzzled her nipples, he knew that they were strong enough to face Ajax and whatever else he had planned. As long as they stayed true to each other and to the other people they valued in their lives.

Louise lifted her legs and wrapped herself around him, holding him tightly as if she would never let go. He felt the same way. But then he did let go, his arousal too much, his need to claim his mate too intense. He cried out, as he buried himself deep inside her.

Louise was close, he could feel her reaching for her orgasm, and he slipped his right hand between their bodies and rubbed her clit. Her hips bucked, and she whimpered in his arms. He jerked hard into her, his essence filling her as his cock pulsed and throbbed inside her.

Then she came and he jerked into her, impaling her on his cock as he felt her muscles tighten around him. Her fingernails raked his back, and he placed his hand against the wall as he fought to stay on his feet. 

His bear growled, man and animal relishing the claiming of their mate. 

Afterward, they stayed in each other’s arms, until the smell of Dean’s cooking reached them. 

“You should go downstairs,” Louise said, as she wrapped herself in the towel, and padded back to the bedroom. “I’ll be down as soon as I’m dressed.”

“OK.” He kissed her on the neck, his hand on her stomach, pulling her back toward him. One day he would put his hand there, and feel their child kick against it.

Zak could not wait for that day. And his bear agreed.


Chapter Nineteen – Louise

Louise opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling, trying to figure out what had woken her. Turning onto her side, she looked across the room to Storm’s crib, comforted by the outline of her small body. Her breathing was calm and even, she was still asleep.

“Are you OK?” Zak asked, stirring beside her. They had chosen to sleep in the same room as Storm, just in case.

In case of what? Louise wasn’t sure, but she was beginning to think they were about to find out.

“Did you hear something?” Louise asked, hoping Zak’s excellent shifter hearing might be able to solve the mystery.

“I’m not sure.” Zak sat up, and stared at the window. “I think someone is out there.”

“Ajax?” Louise asked. “Do you think he’d come back here again?”

“I’ll go take a look.” Zak swung his legs out of the bed and padded across to the window. Drawing the curtain back a touch, he peered out.

“Can you see anyone?” Louise asked, coming to stand next to him. Storm stirred in her sleep, but didn’t wake.

“No. Maybe.” He frowned. “I’m going down to take a look.”

“I’ll come with you,” Louise said.

“No, you stay here with Storm.” He kissed her cheek and then slipped out of the room, leaving Louise with a sense of dread.

Was this what their lives would be like from now on, always looking over their shoulders? Always searching the shadows for Ajax?

She turned to look out of the window as a figure walked across the driveway. Zak. He stood looking, listening. Then he walked further away, and Louise’s heart went with him. If something happened to Zak, she would never forgive herself.

“Damn you, Ajax.” She folded her arms across her chest and watched Zak as he circled around the house, her heart hammering in her chest as he disappeared from view. 

A few minutes later, he stood out in front again, before turning back to the house. She watched him, happy when she heard the front door shut and his footsteps on the stairs. But before she turned away from the window, a light appeared, bright, round, like that of a motorbike. Then the sound of an engine starting filled the night.

She heard Zak pause, and then his footsteps going back downstairs. Horrified, she looked out of the window, but the light had gone, and the engine had disappeared into the distance, leaving Zak alone on the driveway once more.

When he came back to the room, he came to stand next to her at the window and looked out. “He’s playing with us.”

“That’s his way,” Louise said. “It always has been.”

“Tomorrow I’ll go talk to Brad. But for now, let’s get some sleep.

However, sleep had deserted Louise and she lay awake all night, listening for the sound of Ajax on his motorbike, but the sound never came. Yet she was sure he was out there, and so as dawn broke over the mountains, she slipped out of Zak’s arms, quickly dressed, and went out into the early morning light.

She walked down the driveway and onto the road. Looking left and right, she decided to head toward town, which was the direction the motorbike had gone. She felt kind of stupid, surely Ajax would be in bed in whatever crap motel room he had holed up in. 

So if he was, maybe it was her time to deprive him of sleep. Taking her cell phone out of her pocket, she stared at the screen as she tried to recall his number. Once upon a time, she had known it by heart; now it was a wisp of memory that she could not grab hold of.

Louise stood there for a full five minutes, but it was gone. “Damn it.”

“Louise.” 

She looked up, startled. There was Zak, looking as if the world was about to end. “I wanted to call him. I wanted to meet him and tell him to leave us alone.”

She was shivering with the cold, and grateful for the warmth of Zak’s body when he closed the space between them and pulled her into his arms. “You won’t find him out here. Brad just called Dean, the sheriff arrested Ajax last night.”

Louise slumped against Zak, trembling with relief. “It’s over?”

“Brad’s going to search the room he’s staying in. Unfortunately, Ajax didn’t have the ring on him.”

Louise held on tightly to Zak. “I might know where it is.”

“Where?” Zak asked.

“Will you take me to Brad’s office, and I’ll tell him.” Louise pulled away from Zak, and they walked back to the house, hand in hand. “Is Storm OK?”

“She’s with Dean. When I woke up and you’d gone, I didn’t want her to be alone.”

“Did you think I’d run away?” Louise asked.

“No, I know you wouldn’t do that to her,” Zak said.

“I thought about it,” Louise admitted. “I thought that if Ajax just took me. If I could leave her with you and Dean, I’d go.”

Zak’s hand tightened around hers. “I’d never let that happen.”

“I know.” She leaned into him, taking strength from him. “I want to nail that bastard. I want him out of our lives. Does that make me a bad person, because he is Storm’s biological father?”

Zak smoothed her hair with his hand and then kissed her. “We both know parents are not always best at raising a child.”

“But Storm is going to know who her father is. I don’t want to keep secrets from her,” Louise said.

“We’ll think of a way to tell her. Together.” They reached the house, and Zak ran inside to tell Dean where they were going and to grab the car keys. Then they drove to the sheriff’s office, where Brad, looking tired, was waiting.

“I’ve got him in a cell,” Brad said. “Unfortunately I have nothing to hold him on.”

“You didn’t find the ring?” Louise asked.

“No, which is a pity, since I have the crime report from when they were stolen.” Brad pushed it across his desk. “There was a ring matching the necklace and bracelet. Earrings too.”

“Do you have his motorbike?” Louise asked.

“I called my deputy and he’s bringing it here so we can put it in the compound.” Brad and Zak looked up, both listening. “Here he comes now.”

“Come on, I might know where the ring is.” Louise turned around and ran outside as a deputy brought the bike to a standstill.

“This thing is a beast,” the deputy said. “Do you want me to take it straight around to the compound?”

“Not yet.” Brad thrust a camera at his deputy, and then pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “I don’t want anyone else’s fingerprints on the vehicle. Understood?”

“Yes,” Louise nodded.

“OK, where am I looking, and what am I looking for?” Brad asked, examining the bike with his eyes.

“There,” Louise pointed to the underside of the fuel tank. “Ajax had it specially made.”

Brad ran his fingers expertly across the smooth paint. “I can’t feel anything.”

“A little further, there’s a pressure button.” Louise crouched down next to Brad. “There, that’s it.”

Brad gave a small laugh. “Thank you, Louise.” A compartment popped out of the tank, and Brad stood up, to take a look. “Get some pictures of that before I remove the evidence.”

The deputy stepped forward and took several pictures from different angles. As he worked, Louise got a good look at the contents. She could see the ring box on top of other items of jewelry. But until Brad opened it, she could not be sure the ring was still inside. Ajax could have already sold it.

“Ready?” Brad asked, and reached for the box. He pulled it out, and opened it up, a grin on his face as he turned around for them all to see. “This matches the other jewelry. And I am sure the rest of the contents don’t belong to Ajax.” Brad lifted up a ruby brooch.

“Can we go?” Louise asked, feeling her energy drain away as the truth that they might be free of Ajax for a few years sunk in.

“For now, I am going to need statements. Perhaps you can stop by later today?” Brad looked at Louise with concern. “Or do you need more time?”

“No, this afternoon would be ideal. I’m working at the shelter all day tomorrow, and I think I’d like to start putting this behind me.” Louise reached for Zak’s hand.

“Thanks, Sheriff,” Zak said as they walked away.

“Thank you. And it’s good to see you turned over a new leaf,” Brad said. “I looked up your file when you reported the jewelry hidden in your motorbike.”

Zak turned around. “Why did you believe me?” 

“I remember you working for Will. He had nothing but praise for you.” Brad watched them both. “And you have a mate. If anything is going to keep you out of trouble, having a good woman by your side is it.”

Louise wasn't sure if she felt like a good woman. Part of her insisted they had betrayed Storm’s father. But she knew it was the right thing to do. He was a thief. By planting the jewels on Zak, he had shown he was a lowlife too. And she did not want him in her life.”

“New beginnings,” Louise muttered as they walked back to the car.

“New beginnings,” Zak said, and kissed her before opening the driver’s door and helping her in.

When they got back to Sunnyside, Suzie’s car was in the driveway. Louise and Zak got out of the car and walked into the house, to find Dean, Storm, and Suzie in the kitchen.

“Brad told me he’d arrested Ajax,” Suzie said, putting her phone down on the table.

“Yeah, he has the evidence he needs.” Louise looked at Zak. “Zak, this is Suzie. Suzie, this is Zak.”

“Hi, Zak, Dean just told me your good news. Mates. I’m so happy for you both.” 

“Good to meet you, Suzie. Louise has told me all about you and how you helped her and Storm,” Zak said.

“It’s been my pleasure to help. I’m proud of your mate, Zak. I am sure you are going to make a wonderful family.” Suzie brushed her hand lovingly over Storm’s head. “You are a lucky man.

“Don’t I know it.” Zak put his arm around Louise and hugged her close.

“I’m so relieved I don’t have to worry about Ajax for a while. I still can’t figure out why he wanted Storm and me in his life,” Louise said.

“I may be able to shed some light on that. It appears Storm’s father is already facing charges for theft. His lawyer advised him that if he had dependents, then he might escape jail.” Suzie looked apologetic. “I’m sorry.”

“No, that makes it easier,” Louise said. “Now I know we did the right thing. And I know I have the right man in my life. The right man to help me raise Storm.” Louise looked across the room to Dean. “I should say the right men.”

As they stood in the kitchen Louise had no doubt her new life was just beginning, and she would make a success of it. She had a family, not a traditional family, but one that loved her and Storm, and she loved them back, so very much.


Epilogue

Zak strummed the last notes of the ballad he was playing on his guitar, and turned to Louise, a soft smile on his face. “What do you think?”

Louise blinked away the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. “Not what I expected.” 

“In a good way?” Zak put his guitar down and got up from his seat. He crossed the room to where Louise sat with Storm in her arms.

“A very good way.” She smiled up at him. “I thought your songs would be… I don’t know…edgier.”

“They used to be, but then I met these two amazing women and they changed me.” Zak kissed the top of Storm’s head and then kissed Louise’s lips. “I love you both, so very much.”

“And we love you too,” Louise said. “And your new song.”

“Does that mean you’ll marry me?” Zak was down on one knee before his question had filtered into Louise’s brain. In his hand, he had a small box, which he opened to reveal a simple ruby ring. “No diamonds.”

“Zak, I don’t know what to say.” Tears pricked her eyes once more.

“Yes.” He grinned, but then his face grew serious. “I’m asking you both, even though there is only one ring. In a totally…”

“Non-creepy way,” Louise finished his sentence and held her hand out for Zak. She wanted to wear his ring more than anything in the world. “I am thankful every day that you came into our lives.”

“I want you both to be happy.” His body shuddered as he took a breath. “So I wanted to ask another question.” 

Zak took a slightly larger box from his jacket pocket, and opened it up. Inside was a solid silver bracelet. “This is for Storm. I want to adopt her. When we get married, I want her to know I am her dad, even though we don’t share the same blood.”

The tears finally fell down Louise’s cheek. She didn’t brush them away, instead, she took hold of Zak’s hand and pulled him toward her. “On behalf of Storm, it’s a yes.”

Zak enveloped both Louise and Storm in his strong arms. He always made her feel safe, he always made her feel loved. “Thank you. I won’t let you down.”

“We know.” Louise kissed him through her tears, and Storm giggled and wriggled in her arms.

“I’ve put my past behind me, no more wild days ever.” He hugged them close as if he would never let them go.

“I don’t mind that you were a bad boy,” Louise told him. “It’s our future that matters.”

“It does, and we have an amazing future to look forward to.” Zak pulled back and looked at Louise and Storm. “We’ve got each other, and Dean.”

“And our jobs.” Louise grinned at him. “I’m proud of you.”

“You mean working with Will?” Zak laughed. “When I first arrived here, I would never have guessed I’d be a role model for kids that need a fresh start.”

“A bad boy turned good,” Louise agreed, she tickled Storm’s foot, and her daughter giggled. “And I never figured I’d love being a mom so much.”

“And I never figured you’d be a mom to three orphan kittens.” Dean entered the room with three mewling kittens behind him.

“They needed a home.” Louise had decided to continue to work at the animal sanctuary as a volunteer. It was where she was needed. It was where Louise felt she could truly pay forward all the help she and Storm had received. “You don’t really mind, do you?” 

“They dig up my garden,” Dean grumbled.

“They like being around you,” Zak said diplomatically, and then exchanged a smile with Louise. Dean might like to complain, but he loved having the three kittens, and Storm, getting under his feet and in his flowerbeds.

“They climb up my legs.” Dean huffed, but picked up one of the kittens and gave it a cuddle.

“Well, you always liked to foster youngsters,” Zak replied.

“Not quite what I had in mind,” Dean said as the kitten purred in his arms.

“Life is good at giving us the unexpected,” Louise picked up one of the kittens and Storm reached for it. “Gently.”

Storm stroked the kitten and then buried her face in her soft fur. Zak picked up the last kitten and said, “All we need now is a mate for Dean.”

“Ah, I don’t think that is ever going to happen,” Dean admitted sadly.

“Never say never,” Zak replied. He walked back to Louise and kissed her cheek. 

“Anything can happen,” Louise murmured. “When you least expect it, and all seems lost, fate can bring you the most unexpected happiness. And love.”

Once, Louise had believed she wasn’t worthy of love. Now she could not imagine a world without it. 

I have found my mate.
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Waiting For Curves (Curves For Her Wolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Curves For Her Wolf Doctor (The Greystone Wolves - BBW Paranormal Erotic Romance)

Mistaken Curves (Her First Time With A Wolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Sold To The Wolf (Auctioned Curves For The Werewolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Curves For The Lone Wolf (BBW Erotic Romance)

An Auction Of Curves (BBW Erotic Romance)

Anna (Curves in the Family (BBW Erotic Romance))

Heated Curves (Curves For Her Firefighter) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Words Unwritten (Curves For Her Soldier) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Christmas Curves (BBW Erotic Romance)

Winning Her Curves (previously titled Virgin Curves)

Returning For His First Love

For The Love Of The Wolf (Erotic Romance Fairy Tales)

Marianne : Unmarked (His) (Paranormal Shifter Romance)

Bred By The Unicorn (Virgin Paranormal Erotic Romance)

 

The Escort Box Set

 

***

 

The Escort Series

The Escort (The Escort Series Part One)(Free in some regions)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Two)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Three)

 

A Curvy Christmas: Robin's Romance (BBW Romance)

 

Helen’s story:

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book One)

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book Two)

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book Three)

 

Captured By The

Hannoth Barbarians

Captured By The Barbarian: Cilla Part One

Claimed By The Barbarians: Cilla Part Two

Taken By The Barbarians: Dinah

Tilda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Thandor - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Princess Yolanda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Bound By The Barbarian: Tirim

Bound To The Barbarian: Tirim Part 2 (Reluctant Gay Sex)

Captured By The Barbarians: Scarla

Tamed By The Barbarian: Shona Part One

Hunted By The Barbarian: Shona Part 2

Teaching The Barbarian: Petra

 

 

***

Saved By The Pack

Alice

Sarah

 

The Dualis

(Mate of the Cave Bear)

Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)

 

Shifters Of Spellholm - The Bears

Her First Time With A Bear (Book 1)

Too Much To Bear (Book 2)

Bear With Me (Book 3)

 

***

Curves

***

Curves For Her Bears (BBW Shifter Erotic Romance)

Saving You, Saving Me (Bad Boys Love Big Girls (BBW Erotic Romance))

Rachel (Curves in the Family Part One (BBW Erotic Romance))

Snowbound Curves (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

 

 

BBW - Curves For Her Soldier

Longing For Her Soldier (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

Return To Sender (Curves For Her Soldier) (BBW Erotic Romance)

 

BBW - Greystone Wolves

A Virgin For The Wolf (Curves For Her Werewolf Boss) (BBW Erotic Romance)

***

Curves For Her Cowboy (BBW Billionaire Cowboy Erotic Romance)

Betrayed Curves

***

 

A Virgin For The Billionaire
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