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Christmas Bear

Return to Bear Creek

(Book Twelve)

 

When Leona moves into a house in Bear Creek with her two sons, Jack and Harry, all she’s hoping for, is to get through Christmas and then figure out what their futures hold. With her life and confidence in tatters, thanks to an abusive husband, she’s given up on finding happiness for herself. All she wants is to love and care for her boys.

But fate lends a hand when Neil walks into her life, picks her up, and helps put her back on her feet. He’s the kind of man with so much love to spare, not just for Leona, but for Jack and Harry too, that she is irresistibly drawn to him.

Neil was asked to help a friend of Suzie’s move into a rented house in Bear Creek, but as a fireman, work comes first and a call out means he is late. However, when he finds Leona upset, he realizes he arrived just at the right time. He is more than ready to take on this ready-made family and make their dreams come true.

Fate works its magic, and Leona and Neil, along with Jack and Harry, with the help of a cast of your favorite characters, find their way to a Happy Ever After. They also find their way to the North Pole, with the help of Vicky Vixen and her reindeer friends.

Christmas Bear is filled with a large dose of Christmas Magic, and is only for those who believe!


Chapter One – Leona

“It’s perfect.” Leona stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the room and trying not to cry. “I can’t thank you enough, Suzie.” 

“There’s no need to thank me.” Suzie glanced up at Leona. “Hey, this is a fresh start for you all. Jack and Harry will love it here. All this fresh air. Wide open spaces.”

The sob bubbled up and erupted in a bone-jarring hiccup as Leona failed to swallow it back down. “I thought I was done with crying.”

“It’s gonna take time.” Suzie enveloped Leona in a warm hug that unleashed more tears. “Let it out.”

“I hate crying in front of the boys. It’s all I seem to do lately.” She sniffed loudly, and let a breath out through her pursed lips, steadying herself.

“There’s no harm in that. It’s good for them to see you don’t have to bottle up your emotions.” Suzie rubbed Leona’s back as if she were the child. The whole situation had left her feeling helpless; if it wasn’t for Suzie finding them this small house in Bear Creek, Leona and her boys would be spending Christmas in a battered women’s shelter.

Battered. Inside and out. Leona pulled away from Suzie and wiped her eyes. “A new start. I can’t thank you enough.” So much to be thankful for. Leona breathed deeply and then let it out. “Right, I need to get started. The boys will be here in a couple of hours, and I’d at least like to get their bedrooms ready.”

Tears threatened again. Her poor boys had coped so well with the upheaval, but she needed to get settled in; it was less than a week until Christmas. Leona was determined this would be a good Christmas, a happy Christmas, even if she didn’t have much money for gifts. 

“My husband, Kit, and his brothers will be here soon to help.” Leona looked horrified at Suzie’s words. “Don’t worry, no one knows your history, they just know that you are moving in and need some muscle, and maybe a few extras to furnish this place. Can’t have you eating Christmas dinner on your laps.”

“Really, Suzie, we’d manage.”

“Don’t worry, it’s all second-hand stuff. My mom’s been trying to find a home for her table for weeks. When she moved in with her new husband, Dean, there wasn’t room for all the furniture from her own house. She’s stored it in Dean’s garage, while she figures out what to do with it all. Seeing it go to a good home makes it easier.” Suzie gave a reassuring smile.

Leona circled the room, her fingers trailing along the walls. “I know what she means. There are things back home that I chose, furniture I spent hours restoring.” She was doing it again, looking backward when she needed to look forward. “This is a nice house.”

“It is, and we will make it into a nice home for you and the boys.” Suzie rolled her sleeves up. “Let’s go get started.”

Leona nodded, and the two women went outside into the cold winter air, to where the rented truck, full of all her worldly possessions, stood on the driveway. “I have to get the truck back by four.”

“We’ll easily have it all done by then.” Suzie looked at her watch as Leona opened the back of the truck. It rattled noisily, revealing a meager amount of possessions for a mother and two kids. Leona’s husband, Clive, had argued over every single item, and so she’d only insisted on the boys’ furniture and clothes, plus the few personal items of her own he hadn’t destroyed. The man she once loved had turned into a cruel bully.

Leona was thankful the man was out of their lives. The restraining order would see it stayed that way.

“Oh, here they are.” Suzie swung around, her face lighting up as a pickup pulled up behind the rented truck.

“Hey there, honey.” A man got out and strode over to Suzie, kissing her briefly. They parted, and he turned to Leona. “Hi, Leona. I’m Kit.”

“And I am Jacob.” The other guy got out of the truck and stood smiling in the bright December sun. “Sure are lucky with the weather. Snow is on its way.”

“Really?” Leona asked. “My boys would love to go out on the mountain in the snow.”

“There is a slope over by my house that all the kids head to with their sleds.” Jacob pointed toward the mountains that overlooked Bear Creek. Their peaks were hidden by thick gray clouds.

“Oh, we don’t have sleds.” Jack and Harry would be disappointed. Maybe she could squeeze enough money out of her savings to buy one for them to share.

“We do. They’re stored in Jacob’s barn,” Kit piped up, excitement lacing his voice. “We’ll take them.” He looked up at the sky. “If it snows.”

“It’s gonna snow,” Jacob insisted.

“Why? Did a bird tell you?” Kit asked with a grin.

“OK. Boys. Best behavior, good impression.” Suzie gave both men a stern look. “And where’s Neil?”

“He’ll be over later. He got a call-out.” Jacob stepped toward the truck. “We can manage this.”

“We can. Grab ahold of something, and let’s get moving.” Suzie joined Jacob, but Kit put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her back. “Not you, Mommy, you are here in a purely supervisory role.”

“Mommy?” Leona asked, a warm smile on her face. “You’re pregnant?”

“Pregnant, but not an invalid.” Suzie glared at Kit, but the love and devotion in Kit’s expression made her soften. “I’ll go put the coffee on.” Luckily Suzie had brought a coffee maker with her as a moving-in gift.

“Coffee. Keep it flowing,” Kit called. “Right, Leona. Where is this going?”

They worked together. Leona, Kit, and Jacob doing the heavy lifting, while Suzie kept busy emptying boxes and putting the items away. Two hours later, the truck was empty, and the small house was looking more like a home.

“Why don’t we zip over to Dean’s place and grab the table? It’s in his garage,” Kit suggested. “It’ll go in the back of your truck, Jacob.”

“Good idea,” Suzie said. “And I’ll go into town and get us some lunch.”

Leona paled. “I can do that.” Suzie had done so much; providing lunch was the least Leona could do.

“No, you stay here and carry on. You know better than any of us where you want your things to go.” Suzie headed for her car. “Is there anything else you need?”

“No. Thank you.” Leona stood and watched them all leave. Then she slowly walked back into the house. 

Swallowing down her emotions, she set about putting away the meager amount of items Suzie had unpacked in the kitchen. Leona missed her old kitchen, she missed knowing where everything was, and cooking while the kids did their homework at the table. 

She didn’t miss their worried faces when their dad got home from work. The sounds of the front door closing, and him taking off his coat before heading to the kitchen, were always tense. His mood often depended on what kind of a day he’d had at work. In the last couple of months, there were never any good days. However, a really bad day meant he would find fault with everything.

Leona would watch him and wonder what had happened to the man she fell in love with. The man she married, the man who held her hand while she gave birth to each of her sons. But that man had gone, replaced by a resentful ticking time bomb, a monster who could lash out with no warning, a man who constantly berated and belittled her, until her confidence was in tatters.

That was her past. This house, Bear Creek. They were her future. It was a fresh start for Leona and her boys, Jack and Harry. 

Leona placed her hand on the kitchen counter, leaning on it heavily. The events of the last few weeks came crowding in on her. This was the first time she had allowed those thoughts to overpower her. 

For weeks she had pushed down her fears and her doubts about their future and clung to the hope that it would all work out. Was this it? Was Bear Creek the right place for them to start again?

Or had she made a terrible mistake?

The breath left her lungs and she slid down to the floor, pulling her knees up to her chin. Depression had stalked her, fear had preyed on her; she fought them off, but she was mentally and physically tired. While emotionally, she was defeated. A numbness was taking over as Leona tried to cope.

Yes, she could put a smile on her face, but the feeling behind that smile, any pleasure she should experience, had gone. Joy at life had slipped away, and she didn’t know how to get it back.

Tears spilled down her cheeks, leaving salty tracks. Would she ever come back from this? Leona couldn’t see the way; it was as if someone had switched off all the lights. Screwing her eyes up, she pictured her two boys: they were what kept her going, they teased the last threads of hope out of her soul and pulled her along in their wake.

For Jack and Harry—she could do this for them. Leona sobbed, giving herself permission to cry this one last time. Then she would wipe her tears away, fix a smile on her face, and find a way through this. She would find a way back to happiness.

Clive would not win. She was beaten, but not beat. As she sobbed her heart out, she prayed these were not empty words or empty promises to herself. Like those Clive had said on their wedding day.

Whatever love Leona had for Clive on their wedding day was long gone. She’d stayed for the boys, she’d stayed because she had loved being married, loved being part of a family. Each day she had persuaded herself that the man she had married would return, he had to be in there somewhere. Until finally she realized Clive simply didn’t want to be that man anymore. He didn’t want Leona as his wife; he didn’t want Jack and Harry. They were an inconvenience, a chain around his neck. Because Clive had found someone else, a woman he wanted to be with, more than he wanted to be with his wife and children.

Her marriage was broken, she was in mourning, and one day it would pass.


Chapter Two – Neil

Neil arrived at the house where he’d promised to help one of Suzie’s cases move in. That sounded so impersonal, but Suzie had not given him any further details, other than a woman, and her two young children, who had just separated from her husband, needed help moving into a new house before Christmas.

He parked on the driveway, behind a rented truck, and got out, breathing in the crisp winter air. Snow was on its way, and his bear shivered in anticipation of rolling in the virgin snow. 

We have a job to do first, Neil reminded his bear as a stray snowflake floated down to the ground.

Then let’s get on with it, his bear said.

Neil walked up the driveway. He was late. Neither Suzie’s car nor Jacob’s truck was here; only the empty rented truck stood on the drive. They might have already finished the unloading, but since he was here, he might just as well do the neighborly thing and say hello.

He dusted down his clothes and raked a hand through his dark chestnut hair. Neil felt bad at not being here to help earlier, but his job didn’t run to a schedule. A call-out half an hour before the end of their shift had sent his crew out to the scene of a traffic accident. Being a fireman meant you stayed on and finished the job, no matter how long it took. If your shift was due to end at ten, and there was a call-out at nine thirty, you didn’t stop work and clock off, you finished the job.

Finishing the job today meant they’d saved the life of a family trapped in their car after a tangle with a fuel truck on the highway. It could have gone horribly wrong in so many ways, but thankfully everyone got out safely. The crew had worked hard, as they always did, to get everyone out alive. They all knew that losing someone at this time of year, with Christmas so close, would have been unbearable. Not just for the crew, but for the family involved, it would have haunted them for the rest of their lives, every time Christmas came around. Neil had seen it happen before, and didn’t plan on letting anyone else go through the same harrowing experience if he could help it. 

As he strode up the driveway, past the rented truck, his head spun a little. The adrenaline that fueled his actions when on a call had ebbed away, leaving him feeling drained. He’d get over it: a good cup of coffee, which he’d passed on at the fire station, and maybe something to eat, then he’d be ready to help Suzie’s friend with whatever she needed.

Neil reached the front door, rubbing his neck in an attempt to focus. A wave of an emotion he didn’t recognize swept over him. As he raised his fist to knock on the door, he instead found himself leaning against it for support. Weird. He took a breath, stood up straight, shoulders back, thankful his brothers were not here to make fun of him. Being the youngest of three brothers was tough growing up, and they still saw him as the little guy, even if he was taller than Kit and stronger than Jacob.

It didn’t help that they had both found their mates in the last couple of months. They were both settled down, cozied up with their women on these dark winter nights, while he lived alone. What he wouldn’t give for a family. Yes, he admitted it, he was jealous. 

For some reason, Christmas, a time he loved, didn’t feel the same this year. 

Selfish son-of-a-bitch, he told himself. That wasn’t strictly true. It wasn’t that he wished his brothers were still single; it was that he wished he was not.

Neil knocked lightly on the door, telling himself to get a grip. There was no answer. He knocked again, the strange sensations still lurking in the back of his mind. Nothing. Maybe the house was empty. The cars were gone; perhaps they had all headed into town for lunch. He checked his watch, but a noise from inside the house made him look up. There was someone home.

He walked around to the window and peered through. There was someone inside, she was sitting on the floor, was she hurt? Neil headed back to the front door and tried the handle, it turned, and he pushed the door open.

“Hello,” he called. “Are you hurt?” A muffled sound came from along the hallway. “Hello. My name is Neil, I’m a friend of Suzie’s.”

His heart stalled, not unusual when you might be faced with a potentially horrifying scene. But this felt different, more intense. Neil shook off his unease, and told himself to get a grip. He didn’t usually overact.

“I’m OK.” The voice, a woman’s, sounded strained.

“Are you hurt?” he asked gently, reaching the kitchen.

The woman was standing at the kitchen sink, running the cold water over her hands and then splashing it on her face. “I’m fine.”

She wasn’t. Neil moved slowly toward her. He’d seen people at their worst, he’d seen people at their best; there was little that shocked him. But she did. Literally. As he reached out and touched her shoulder, a bolt of electricity shot through his fingers and kick-started his heart.

“Leona?” he asked, certain that was the name Suzie had used. As he spoke, his voice caught in his throat and his hand dropped to his side. “Are you OK?”

Neil didn’t know her story; he didn’t need to. Suzie had searched all over town for a house for Leona and her two boys to move into. His sister-in-law, a social worker, was desperate for them to have a happy home for Christmas, rather than living in a shelter.

“Yes.” She half turned, but hid her face. “Your brothers have gone to fetch the table from Dean’s house. Suzie has gone to grab us some lunch.”

Her voice wavered, but she was trying to keep it on a level, trying to hide the fact she’d been crying. Neil wanted to envelop her in his strong arms and chase away her sadness. But life didn’t work like that. Papering over the cracks didn’t work. He couldn’t make her sadness go away with words, no matter how much he wanted to.

He swallowed down his desire to touch her and hold her. She needed time; she needed space. Telling her now that she was his mate, the woman he was going to spend the rest of his life with, would do more harm than good. He was going to have to be patient. 

“Maybe we both need some coffee?” He moved across the kitchen to the coffee machine and poured them both a cup. “Here.” He set it on the counter beside her. “It’s a lovely house.”

“Thanks.” She curled her hands around the cup, and held it tightly, while staring out the window. “I’m incredibly grateful to Suzie for finding it for us.”

“Suzie is one of a kind.” He sipped his coffee. “She’s assembled us all to lend a hand. So where do you want me to start?” He glanced through to the sitting room. “Shall we move the furniture around in there?”

“I was trying to organize the kitchen.” Her voice sounded calmer, but she still hadn’t faced him.

“Do you want a hand? Or shall I leave you alone?” He hated the thought of leaving her, but he also hated the idea of forcing his company on her.

She ducked her head and looked at him. “I’m sorry. About the tears.”

He placed his coffee cup down on the counter and went to stand next to her. “You don’t have to apologize. People cry, it’s as natural as breathing. If we all turned away when people breathed, we’d never look at anyone.”

She chuckled and then hiccupped. “That is one way of looking at it.”

He placed his hand on her shoulder; she didn’t flinch, a good sign. Slowly, not wanting to spook her, Neil turned her to face him. “There, see.”

“You have dirt on your face.” She wiped it off, her touch searing his skin, but he stood his ground. “Kit said you got called out. What do you do?” She held his gaze, tension evident in her jaw, but she didn’t tear herself away.

“I work for the fire department. We had a call-out to a traffic accident. Could have been nasty.”

“But it wasn’t?” she asked hopefully.

“No. It wasn’t.” He smiled, his heart racing like a stampede of reindeer. Leona returned his smile, her mouth turning up at the corners, before being pulled back down by an invisible force. Her lip trembled, but she fought and conquered her tears. “It all ended well.”

“Could you reach and put this up in that top cupboard?” Leona handed him a large baking sheet. He resisted the urge to stroke her finger with his as he took it from her.

“Sure. Do you like to bake?” Neil asked when she passed him a couple more cake pans.

“I do. The boys like to help. But they like to eat the cakes more.” 

Neil chuckled. “I remember fighting with my brothers over who licked the mixing bowl. My mom finally said that we all had to pitch in and bake a batch each. It saved a lot of arguments.”

“It sounds as if you had a great childhood.” Her voice wavered. Neil ignored it.

“We did, Bear Creek is an amazing place to spend your childhood. We know every inch of the mountains. ” Neil finished putting the pans in the cupboard and shut the door. “Will you be able to reach to get them back down?”

“Probably not.” She looked up at the high cupboards. “This kitchen must have been built for a giant.”

“Old Man Harper lived here for as long as I can remember. He was nearly seven foot tall. Used to hit his head on the door frames.” Neil grinned. “I can lower the cupboards for you if you want. Shouldn’t take much. I’ll get Jacob to help me.”

“No, I don’t want to be a bother.” 

“I’d like to. Either that or you can call me anytime you want to bake. I’m partial to homemade cakes.” He flashed her a smile, hiding his thoughts. Any excuse to come visit would be OK with Neil.

“Or I could get a small stepladder. Or stand on a chair,” Leona suggested.

“An independent woman. I like it.” Her eyes darkened, and he knew he’d touched a nerve, but he kept talking. “What’s next?”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Could we move the furniture?”

“Sure.” He headed back to the sitting room. “Where do you want it?”

Leona stood still, assessing the room. “Maybe the sofa could face the window. The boys will have to make do with the view until I can buy a TV. I always wanted them to spend less time on their game consoles.”

“How old are they?” Neil was hit with the sudden realization that her sons would be his sons. If this worked out, and it had to work out, or he would be a lonely man for the rest of his life, then he would be responsible for raising her children.

“Jack is six, Harry is four. They’re good boys, they don’t fight or argue.” She absently brushed the back of the sofa. “I hope they like the color. It’s secondhand, and they haven’t seen it yet. I bought a throw to cover it. Maybe with some cushions too…”

“Hey, Leona. It’ll all work out.” He stood beside her, the need to hold her overwhelming. “It might take time, but we’re all here to help you.”

She nodded and then turned to face him. “I’m sure it will. And I can’t thank everyone enough. They’ve been so kind. I’m a complete stranger, but Suzie makes me feel as if I’m one of the family.”

Her words were truer than she could ever imagine. Not that Suzie knew that. Not yet. But as he heard a car pull up outside, and his sister-in-law got out, Neil knew his news would not stay a secret for long. 

But he needed to warn Suzie not to say anything to Leona. She didn’t need any more pressure on her, and he didn’t want her to freak out when she found out shifters were real. He wanted her to feel safe here in Bear Creek—and to an outsider, finding out that you and your kids were surrounded by people who could shift into bears, and other animals, might not convey a feeling of safety.

His need to protect Leona was overwhelming, his need to make her happy almost as strong. Somehow he would find a way to give them a happy start here in Bear Creek.


Chapter Three – Leona

Neil was sweet, she appreciated the way he ignored her tears and carried on as if her red, blotchy face was the most natural thing in the world. He made her smile; he gave her hope.

“Suzie’s here,” he said. “I’ll go meet her if you want to freshen up.”

Leona nodded. “Thanks.” She went upstairs to the bathroom and washed her face, holding a wet towel to her red cheeks until they cooled. 

Leaving the sanctuary of the bathroom, she headed back downstairs. Kit and Jacob had returned with the table, and the three brothers were busy putting it back together in the small dining room.

“It’s a perfect fit.” Suzie smiled at Leona. Something had changed, Leona couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something different about the way Suzie looked at her. Come to think of it, there were secret glances her way from the men too. 

“Is everything OK?” Leona asked.

“Yes.” Suzie jumped into action. “Can you help me bring in the sandwiches and pastries I bought? We can sit at the table.” 

Leona followed her back outside. “Did Neil say something to you?” She had the sneaking suspicion that Neil had told Suzie about her tears.

“About the traffic accident? Yes, it must be awful, thinking you are going to lose your family.” Suzie lifted a box out of the car and passed it to Leona.

“No, about me.” Leona needed to know. Suzie had become like a friend to Leona, but she would be naive to lose sight of the real relationship. Suzie was her social worker and if she thought that Leona wasn't coping, she might think Jack and Harry weren’t safe with her. The children came first in these cases, as they should.

“Leona.” Suzie placed her hand on Leona’s arm. “I’m not here to spy on you. What you and Neil talk about is between you and Neil.” Suzie smiled awkwardly. “That makes it sound as if you two are co-conspirators or something.” She tried again. “I want us to be friends. I don’t want you to think I’m interrogating people behind your back.”

“Thanks, Suzie. I must sound paranoid.”

“Not at all. And if it helps, I can pass your case file on to another social worker. That way there is no conflict of interest.” Suzie grabbed a paper bag from the car. “Let’s feed those men. Before they start competing over who can screw a screw in the fastest or something. I swear, they are still kids at heart, and they are supposed to be professionals.”

“If you think that’s best, about transferring my case.” Leona hated the idea of dealing with someone new; she trusted Suzie and knew she had her best interests at heart.

“Only because… Well, I’d like us to be friends. Not because we have to be, but because…” She gave Leona a bashful look. “I’m new to Bear Creek too. So is Jacob’s fiancée, Avery, they only met a couple of weeks ago. It would be good to get together, you know, girly chats. About the Malvern men.”

Leona looked toward the house. “I’d like that.” She also would like to have one of the Malvern men as her own, but she wasn’t ready for that kind of a relationship. She wasn't sure if she ever would be. Leona had grown used to being on her own. Even before she left Clive, they were distant, living together but living apart. The most physical contact she’d with her husband for over a year was when his fist smashed into her stomach.

Leona took an involuntary sharp intake of breath, her body recalling the moment of intense fear at finding itself incapable of inflating her lungs. A panic attack loomed, and Leona fought to control it, fought to shake off the need to make herself into a ball, to cover her head from any further blows.

“Hey, breathe.” Suzie’s arm around her shoulder was like a comfort blanket. “That’s it, in and out.” Leona trembled, and she nearly dropped the box in her arms. “Neil.”

Neil appeared at the front door, his face twisted in anguish. “What’s wrong?”

He was by her side, his movements fast, too fast, but Leona’s mind was good at playing tricks on her. Neil took the box, lifting it effortlessly to tuck under his arm, while he stood by her side, lending her his strength. “Do you want me to carry you inside?”

Leona shook her head, leaning against him, drawing comfort from being surrounded by people she trusted. She was safe here. She might not have known Neil for long, and she might be a fool for giving him her trust so soon, but trusting him was as instinctive as breathing.

“I’m OK, thanks.” She straightened up. “I haven’t eaten today. Stupid, really.” She covered up her panic attack.

“Then let’s get you something to eat,” Suzie said easily, going along with Leona’s excuse. “I’ll go make some fresh coffee.”

The three of them entered the house, and Neil guided Leona to the dining room, where Kit and Jacob had just finished putting the table together. Suzie passed Neil the bag of pastries and headed for the kitchen, while Kit gathered up the tools they’d used.

“This is lovely.” Leona ran her hand over the solid wood table.

“It’s a perfect fit.” Kit stood up and surveyed the table, then looked from Leona to Neil.

Neil frowned at his brother. “Food. Suzie’s making coffee.”

“I’ll go give her a hand.” Kit left the room with a backward glance at Neil. 

“Come and sit down, Leona. Elizabeth, Suzie’s mom, said she’d come pay you a visit and see if there is any more of her furniture you might need.” Jacob held a chair out for her. “Can we start? I’m starving.”

Leona sat down but felt like an outsider as Suzie and Kit came back into the room, and sat down. They began talking about the town, the people in it, and their families, all people she didn’t know. They tried to include her, they tried to make conversation with her, and gradually she relaxed, telling herself these were all people she would meet and get to know.

While they ate and talked, Leona listened to the stories, and soon decided that Bear Creek was the right place for her and the boys.

“The boys.” Leona looked at her watch. “They’ll be here in half an hour.”

“What do you need us to do?” Neil asked, looking a little nervous.

“I wanted to check that their rooms are ready. I have to make the beds.” Leona mentally went through a list of things she wanted ready for when they got here. “I want them to feel like this is their home.” She looked around. “But there is so much we left behind.”

“Do you need me to go and collect anything else?” Neil asked helpfully.

“No, we took everything Clive, my soon-to-be-ex-husband, would let us take without a fight.” She knew that sounded feeble. “I just wanted us out of there, and him out of our lives.” It was the most she was willing to give in way of an explanation.

“Remember, my mom has furniture you can have. Is there anything you desperately need?” Suzie asked.

“No, we can manage.” They had all done so much already. “The boys have their beds and toys. The rest I can buy as we need it.”

Leona’s cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out. “They’ll be here in ten minutes.”

“OK, let’s zip upstairs and make their beds.” Suzie organized everyone, and in no time, they were tucking in sheets, stuffing pillows into pillowcases, and smoothing down bedspreads. 

When they had finished, Leona set Jack and Harry’s favorite toys out. She wanted them to feel at home; one of the worst things about their short stay in the shelter was not being able to scatter their toys around when they played. This house meant freedom, in more ways than one. 

“They’re here,” Leona said as a light blue Ford pulled up outside the house. “I’m so nervous.”

“It’ll be OK,” Neil told her confidently.

She nodded, glad he was here. As she watched the brothers and Suzie, she smiled, imagining her own boys all grown up and happy with lives, and wives, of their own. This was their new start. This was the beginning of their new life.

Jack and Harry raced in through the front door and came skidding to a halt, not expecting to see so many new faces. “Mommy?”

“Hey there. What do you think? This is Kit, Jacob, and Neil, and you know Suzie. They all helped with the furniture. Want to look around?”

“I have something for you all, too.” Suzie slipped out of the front door, going to her car, while the boys inspected the sitting room.

“Thanks for bringing them over, Hannah,” Leona thanked the young social worker who had been looking after Jack and Harry all morning.

“No problem, we had a great time.” Hannah looked so relaxed and happy. Leona couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like that, and she was pleased Jack and Harry looked happy too. “We went bowling. You boys have a mean bowling arm.” She mimed bowling a ball, and Jack and Harry laughed, a good sound.

“You need more practice,” Jack told Hannah.

“I’m ready for a rematch anytime.” Hannah waved. “Have fun. I love the new house.”

“Bye, Hannah,” everyone chorused, making the young woman giggle.

She left the house, and Suzie, who was in the doorway, gave Leona a quick look, then pointed and nodded. Leona frowned and then realized what she meant, and nodded, “Yes.”

Suzie disappeared after Hannah, leaving everyone standing in the hallway. “Want to look at your rooms?” Neil asked tactfully, interpreting the signed conversation between Suzie and Leona.

“Yes.” Although Jack didn’t sound too enthusiastic. “Are we going to get a tree?”

“A tree?” Leona asked, preoccupied as she waited for Suzie to return.

“A Christmas tree. In the living room. There was a massive one in the mall where Hannah took us for lunch.”

“Of course.” Leona added it to the list of things to buy, and realized she would have to add decorations too. There was no point having a tree with no Christmas ornaments or tinsel. Her meager savings were dwindling fast, but she needed to make Christmas special this year.

 “All taken care of,” Suzie said with a big smile as she came back into the hallway, a box in her hands. “Who wants cake?”

She opened the lid of the box to reveal a cake that read, Welcome to your New Home!, in fondant icing.

“I love cake.” Jack’s eyes lit up, and Leona was relieved to see him look so happy. He’d taken the move the hardest. They had all been uprooted from their normal lives, but Jack was in the first grade and had made many friends. Friends he’d left behind. But as they shared cake and jokes, Leona let her fears slip to the back of her mind.

Maybe they would find a way back to happiness.


Chapter Four – Neil

Neil was up early the next morning, after a restless night. Despite going for a long run the evening before, he had not been able to quiet the thoughts in his head.

He’d found his mate. 

Pouring another cup of coffee, he looked at his watch. Nearly time to leave: he was meeting Jacob in town for breakfast. Neil would welcome the opportunity to talk over the situation with Leona. Situation, the word made her sound like a problem that needed figuring out. Leona was anything but a problem.

Neil finished his coffee and went outside. It was still early, but he was restless, the walls of his house too confining. Breathing in the cold morning air, he scented snow, and a shiver of excitement threaded its way through him. Ever since they were kids he’d loved this time of year, not just because of Christmas. There was nothing like seeing Bear Creek covered in a blanket of snow. The atmosphere in the town changed; more than ever people helped each other, particularly the elderly, who couldn’t get out of their houses if the snow was too deep.

Which gave him an idea of something to do to fill the time until he met Jacob. Getting in his truck, he drove to town, heading for the general store. The parking lot was empty; most of Bear Creek were still inside their nice warm houses. He grinned, and strode across to the entrance of the store, pushing the door open and calling, “Hi, Beverly.”

“Hey, Neil. I heard you were a hero yesterday.” Beverly came out from behind her cash register and sidled up to him. This girl was a handful, always flirting, always batting her eyelids. But her heart was in the right place. 

“Not just me, you know I’m part of a crew.” He grabbed a shopping cart. “I’m going to bulk-buy, there is a lot of snow heading our way. That flurry last night was just a warning.”

“Yes. I saw the forecast.” She ducked her head and looked out of the window. “We’re going to have a busy day. Dad has the roster out. He’s organizing the supplies so we don’t run out.”

Beverly looked up as the door opened and someone came in. Neil didn’t need to look. He knew instantly his mate was here.

“Hello. New in town?” Beverly’s voice was friendly, but laced with suspicion. Bear Creek didn’t get many visitors in the winter months. The tourists who visited tended to be hikers, and were mostly confined to the months when access onto the mountain was good. Winter in Bear Creek was a very quiet time, since they didn’t have the right kind of slopes for skiing. Which meant the snow wouldn’t bring an influx of winter sports enthusiasts. Thankfully.

“Hi, Leona.” Neil spun around, smiling warmly. She looked beautiful but cold, her curvy body wrapped in a thin coat, and her ungloved hands clutched those of her sons, one on each side. At least the children were wrapped up warm against the cold winter air.

Beverly went back around to her checkout and pretended to be busy, but she was listening to every word. That’s how small towns worked. It was a fact of small-town life; your business was never your own.

“We’ve come for supplies.” Leona looked fragile, her face pinched and her lips pressed together.

“Me too.” His smile widened, his tongue glued to the top of his mouth, making it impossible for him to talk.

“Mommy, can we choose some cereal?” Jack asked.

“Sure. But not the ones with lots of crap in them.” Leona picked up a handbasket. “They usually go for the cereal with the best toy, and then don’t eat it.”

Jacob waited for her and then they walked together around to the cereal aisle, out of earshot of a nosy Beverly. “How are you settling in?”

“OK. It’s strange, so many noises. I heard wolves and bears. Do they come into town?” They found the two boys reading the front of the cereal boxes.

“Not really.” This was hard; he didn’t want to lie to her. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I hope so.” She gave him a weak smile. “I like it here. Everyone’s been so friendly. But I need a job.” Her expression was apologetic when she asked, “Do you know of any vacancies? I was going to ask if there are any jobs here, but the checkout girl doesn’t seem too friendly.”

“Beverly is the boss’s daughter. It might be worth asking her dad instead. But this is a quiet time of year. Some of the businesses close down for the winter, or have skeleton staff.” The corners of her mouth turned down. “But I can ask around.”

“Would you?” She looked relieved. “Before I moved, I’d worked the same job since I left school. I get nervous at interviews.” Leona looked down at her sons. “But you gotta do what you gotta do, right?”

“This one.” Harry stood up with a big box of cereal in his arms.

“You have to eat it all, OK?” Leona asked.

“We know.” Harry sighed, and Leona’s eyes misted over, her brow creased.

“Let’s go get the milk.” Her voice wobbled but she kept it together.

“Hey, listen, I’m having breakfast with Jacob,” Neil blurted out. “Why don’t you come and join us? It’s two doors down the street. Best breakfast in town.”

“I can’t aff…” Her words stalled. “We have to get back.”

“Can’t we go, Mommy? I’m starving.”

“You already had toast,” Jack told his brother.

“Do they have milkshakes?” Harry went on.

“They do. Look, it’s my treat, to say welcome to town. While we’re there, I can introduce you to people, and Jacob and I can put our heads together to come up with some ideas of who might be hiring.” He sounded like an overeager puppy as he stumbled over his words.

“Come on, Mommy. Please.” Harry gave her his best puppy-dog eyes. Neil loved these kids.

“OK. Just this once.” She went to the cooler and fetched the milk. “Maybe I can return the favor and invite you over for dinner once we’re settled.”

Yes! His bear exclaimed.

“I’d like that. Since my brothers found their mates, I’m feeling left out.”

“Mates?” Leona asked.

“Girlfriends. Wives. They’re settled down.” He pushed his still-empty shopping cart toward Beverly. “I’ll come back later, Beverly.” He pulled a list out of his pocket. “Maybe if I leave you the list, you can make up the order and I’ll collect it later.”

“Sure.” Beverly gave him a smirk. “Fast mover.” She raised her eyebrows, but luckily Leona didn’t notice.

“Friendly neighbor.” Neil kept his face impassive as he handed over the list. Beverly did not need to know his business.

“Maybe we can get together for a drink and a kiss under the mistletoe,” Beverly suggested as she took the list from him. She gave him a wink, which he ignored, but Leona had seen the whole thing. Neil desperately wanted to tell his mate there was nothing going on between him and Beverly.

“Can we have these, please?” Leona set the milk down, and Harry hefted the box of cereal up for Beverly to scan.

“Sure thing.” Beverly fixed a smile on her face. The store was getting busier, Bear Creek was coming to life. Most folks would have their cupboards stocked with supplies, but there was always room for more, and Beverly was right, it was going to be a busy day.

After Leona paid for her groceries, she followed Neil out of the store, her sons by her side. They were good kids, not wandering off, or back-talking her. This little family cared for each other, and Neil couldn’t imagine what kind of crap they must have gone through to end up with no home coming up toward Christmas.

Even if Leona wasn't his mate, he’d have done whatever he could to make sure they had a good fresh start. “What do you boys like to eat?” Neil asked as he pushed the door of the diner open and went in.

“Waffles.” Jack’s eyes grew big.

“Pancakes, with lots of maple syrup, and then chocolate syrup on top.” Harry rubbed his tummy.

“Goodness, you two will be on a sugar rush for the whole day,” Leona said good-naturedly.

“That’s so we can go and get a tree,” Jack said. “We are getting a tree today, aren’t we?”

Jacob was seated at a table. He looked up and saw the family approaching, and grinned at Neil. “Hello there.”

“You don’t mind a few extra around the table, do you?” Neil asked.

“The more the merrier.” He pulled out a chair for Jack. “Come sit here, young man, and tell me all about this tree.”

“We’ve never had a real tree. Dad…” His eyes darted to Leona, who nodded.

“It’s OK, you can talk about him.” Leona fixed a smile on her face, but the strain was evident.

“Well, Dad never liked real trees, he said they make a mess when the needles fall.” Jack picked up the menu.

“You can’t read the words,” Harry said.

“Can too. I learned to read at school.” Jack frowned and studied the menu. “Waffles, please.”

Leona smiled, and Harry opened his mouth to speak, but she raised an eyebrow and tilted her head, and he clamped it shut again. “When I was a girl we used to have a real tree, and I loved the smell of pine.”

“Why don’t you head up to my place and choose a tree to cut down?” Jacob offered, and received a wide-eyed look from Neil.

“I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” Leona replied.

“That would be amazing. Can I use an axe?” Harry asked.

“Harry, it’s too dangerous,” Leona told him, and received a pout in exchange.

“It’s no trouble, and I’m sure you can have a swing with the axe, if you can lift it,” Jacob said. “Neil is a fireman, he knows how to use an axe safely.”

“Yes!” Harry exclaimed happily.

“I haven’t cut down a Christmas tree since I left home,” Neil said.

“So, last year, momma’s boy?” Jacob teased, earning himself a scowl from Neil. “Neil is the youngest of us brothers, so he gets teased the most.”

Leona glanced at Neil. “I was an only child, so I envy you having brothers to tease you.”

“They are a bundle of fun,” Neil said through gritted teeth.

“Can I take your order?” The waitress came across to the table, and they all ordered, Leona opting for tea and toast.

“The cooked breakfast is real good,” Neil said. “Try it.”

“Come on, Mommy, you have to keep your strength up for cutting down the tree.” Harry was so excited he looked ready to burst.

Leona looked a little embarrassed, especially when her stomach rumbled. Jacob stepped in smoothly. “Have a full breakfast. What you don’t eat, Neil and I can finish.”

“OK.” She nodded her head. “Thank you.”

Neil couldn’t help snatching quick glances at Leona, as the diner filled up with people talking about the imminent snowstorm, and someone hollered for Louis, the owner, to switch on the Christmas tunes.

“I love it here!” Jack announced loudly, kicking his feet.

“Me too!” Harry sucked on his milkshake happily.

Neil’s heart swelled, he wanted them to be happy. He wanted them to love living in Bear Creek. But overall, he wanted to keep them safe, and fend off the sadness that filled Leona’s eyes when she thought no one was looking. 


Chapter Five – Leona

“Are you sure?” Leona asked Neil. “About helping us with the tree. I could just go and buy one.”

“How are you going to get it home?” Neil flashed her an easy smile with hidden depths.

“I hadn’t thought about that.” Leona had a small car; there was no way a tree would fit in it or on it. “We could always drag it back.”

Neil laughed. “Listen, I’ve got the day off, and there is nothing I like more than going up into the mountains. But we’re going to have to go soon. This snowstorm will hit later this afternoon.”

Leona kind of liked the idea of getting stuck in a small cabin with Neil. But not with her boys, who were already overexcited. “I guess it would be a great way to tire these two out.”

“Great. We can go and choose a tree, chop it down, and bring it back here in my truck.” He flashed her another smile and set about devouring his breakfast.

Leona looked at the plate of food in front of her. It smelled heavenly, and she could not remember the last time she’d eaten a cooked breakfast she hadn’t made herself. Feeling spoiled and incredibly hungry, she dug into the sausage and eggs. “Oh, that’s good.”

“Louis does make the finest food for cold winter mornings.” Neil sipped his coffee. “Are you coming to help pick a tree?” 

Jacob shook his head. “I have to go to the sheriff’s office. Avery has a couple of errands for me to run.”

“Avery is Jacob’s fiancée,” Neil told Leona. “She’s the town deputy.”

Leona nodded. “Wow, a sheriff’s deputy and a social worker, your parents must be proud of your brothers and their partners.” Why was she feeling inconsequential? This wasn’t a competition, and even if it was, Leona was not a participant. Neil had been nothing but courteous to her, there was no way he saw her as a potential mate. And even if he did, Leona had sworn that no man would ever capture her heart, not while her boys were so young and needed her.

If she did have any feelings for Neil, she put it down to being on the rebound. It was natural. But completely out of the question. Even if he did like her that way. Which he didn’t. Did he?

“My parents only want us to be happy,” Neil said as if reading her thoughts. “Of course, they would love a handful of grandkids too.”

“I’m doing my best,” Jacob said, with a wicked grin. “But my wife is a career woman.”

“Kit has a baby on the way, through.” Leona scooped up a piece of egg, and then picked up her toast. “Harry, slow down.”

“But it’s so good.” Harry had syrup over his face, caused by trying to cram a large piece of pancake in his mouth. He had to slide it in sideways, and then chew very slowly, while his cheeks bulged.

“Yeah, we’re all excited. Kids are an important part of life here in Bear Creek.” Neil finished his breakfast and called the waitress over to refill his coffee. “Thanks.”

“Do you want some of mine?” Leona asked, offering Neil her breakfast.

“You look as if you’re enjoying it. Go ahead and finish it all. Your boys are right, you are going to need your strength.” He sighed contently, watching Jack eat. “I can teach you how to swing an axe too.”

“Really? I’ve never done anything like that.”

“First time for everything, and since you are a Bear Creek resident, I think you need to learn. It’s part of the initiation process.”

“There’s an initiation process?” Leona asked. Wow, she was so full, and despite two cups of coffee, all she really wanted to do was go to sleep. Even if it was only nine thirty in the morning.

“Not really, but I’d like to teach you. These two boys of yours are going to learn lots of new skills living here, and it would be good for you too. It’s fun.”

“Sometimes I think I’ve forgotten what it’s like to have fun.” She watched Jack and Harry as Jacob tried to sneak food off their plates.

“You’ll soon learn.” Neil watched his brother as he got his fingers on a piece of waffle. Some things never changed.

“Are you boys finished?”

“Yes.”

“Hey, we should get going, Jacob.” Neil got up and took his wallet out of his pocket. “Give my love to Avery.”

“I will.” Jacob was on his feet too. “Thanks for breakfast, bro’. Leona, boys, pleasure to get to know you some more. Don’t be a stranger. Or strangers.”

“Thank you for breakfast,” Leona said too.

“You are welcome. Now, who is ready to go chop down a tree?” Neil waved to Louis as they left the diner.

“Have fun,” Jacob called as he got into his truck. “Neil, you know where the axes are. And the spare key. Help yourself to whatever you need.”

“See you later, Jacob. Thanks.” Neil turned back to Leona. “Shall we go back to your house, so you can put on some warmer clothes?”

Leona looked down at her coat and shoes. “These are my warmest clothes.”

“Dad cut all mommy’s clothes up.” 

“Jack!” Leona said, mortified.

“I thought you said we could talk about him,” Jack replied, looking confused.

He was right. But that didn’t help. Leona felt stupid. Clive had taken her pride and her self-respect, and left it in tatters along with her clothes. Getting it back would be tough. The moment she thought she was getting somewhere, he seemed to shoot her back down, even though he had no contact with them.

“I have a warm coat you can wear, and Avery’s boots should fit you.” Neil took it all in his stride, as if there was nothing unusual about a man cutting up his wife’s clothes. In that moment, she loved him just a little bit.

Wishful thinking, Leona told herself as she held the door open and Jack and Harry scrambled into the truck. 

“OK, buckle up. It’s steep road up to Jacob’s place.” Neil checked that they all had their seatbelts on before he started the engine. He sure was safety-conscious, and Leona decided to let the boys have a turn with the axe, as long as Neil was watching over them. If they were going to be around tools, then learning to handle them properly was important.

Leona looked out of the window as they drove through town. That was her life, thinking of the boys and their lives. No thought to her own, it was as if she had stopped existing as anything other than a mom.

“It’s beautiful out here.” Leona looked up at the high peaks towering above them, the tips of which were covered in heavy gray clouds, so thick if she could reach them they would feel like a soft pillow. Some of the higher slopes were covered with a layer of snow, which Jack and Harry found exciting.

“I can’t wait to see the snow.” Jack was staring out of the window.

“The slope up there is the best for sledding.” Neil pointed out of the window, and Harry and Jack craned forward.

“Will you take us?” Harry asked.

“Sure, we have a couple of sleds in Jacob’s barn. It’ll be fun.” Neil looked nearly as excited as the boys.

“So this is where you grew up?” Leona asked. “Running over the mountains?”

“It is, we know them like the back of our hands.” Neil looked at his three passengers. “I promise to make you love the mountains as much as I do. In the summer we can climb up to one of the lower peaks. Not many people can say they’ve climbed a mountain.”

“Yes!” Jack said excitedly.

“You don’t have to,” Leona told Neil. She was worried he was making promises that he might not keep. The kind of flippant promises Clive used to make and then break when work got too busy. Although now Leona knew it wasn’t work that had kept him busy.

All his mood swings, all his verbal abuse, had been directed at Leona because he wanted her out of his life. Her husband had found himself a mistress and channeled his guilt into making Leona’s life hell. In his own twisted way, he was trying to wipe his loving family out of his life. Clive had tried to destroy them, to justify his own affair.

“I’d like to.” Neil’s voice sounded concerned. She’d zoned out, swept away by memories of her old life.

“I just don’t want the boys to be let down.” There, she’d said it.

Neil steered the truck up a steep section of road and then swung it around a tight bend. In front of them, the road gave way to a driveway that led to a cabin nestled at the edge of the trees that crept down from the mountains.

“We’re here.” Neil opened his truck door and jumped out. After a moment’s hesitation, Leona did the same. She had no choice, since Jack and Harry had turned their expectant faces on her.

Jumping to the ground, she turned to help her sons, but they both scrambled out unaided, running around in the open air. They laughed and she laughed with them, a sound so unfamiliar to her ears. They were free. She reminded herself of that. Free.

“I won’t let them down.” Neil’s words cut through her thoughts. “Whatever I promise, I’ll always deliver, especially for you and your sons.” 

His expression was unfathomable, but it made her heart race and she had to force the air into her lungs. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.” She broke contact with his eyes. “They’ve been so let down. I couldn’t bear it if the same thing happened again.”

“I understand.” He reached out and touched her arm, sending shockwaves through her body. Neil’s touch awakened parts of her she thought long dead. Feelings, sensations, that belonged to the woman she used to be. He breathed life into the very thing Clive had wanted to crush the life out of.

“I don’t want to do anything that might hurt them.” She needed to be honest with Neil. “With social services involved, I have to make sure I provide them with a happy, stable life.”

“You can. You will.” He touched her cheek briefly, so brief it might never have happened, but his fingers seared her skin, marking her as his.

She shook off that idea. She wasn’t his. She wasn’t anyone’s, and that was the way it was going to stay. The boys weren’t the only ones who needed protecting. Leona was aware of how close she had come to breaking. She would never let anyone have that kind of power over her again.

“Let’s go find the axes.” Neil’s voice was like magic to the boys and they stopped what they were doing and ran to him, following him around to the back of the house, their little legs running as they tried to keep up with his long strides.

Damn, he was a good-looking man. She swallowed down the need he’d awoken in her. Leona was going to have to accept the sexual urges she was experiencing. Accept them and ignore them.

She wasn’t ready for any kind of relationship. But if she was…Neil would be the first man on her list. Maybe the only man on her list.


Chapter Six – Neil

“OK, we have the right tools. We’ve dressed your mom up in lots of warm clothes.” He grinned at Leona, who wore his oversized coat over a pair of his oversized coveralls, which would provide an extra layer of warmth, tucked into a pair of Avery’s fleece-lined boots he’d borrowed from the house. “Are we ready?”

“Yes!” Jack and Sam chorused.

“Then let’s go!” He laughed as they ran off in front, heading into the trees. They planned to follow the trail that wound through Jacob’s land, and then cut up through the trees until they found the perfect Christmas tree. He had one in mind: it would be perfect, not too big, not too small.

“So, what do we look for in the perfect Christmas tree?” Leona asked, as she walked next to him up the trail.

“Good height, but not so big we can’t stand it up in your sitting room. Plenty of branches, so you can hang all your Christmas ornaments on it… What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have any ornaments. We can pick some up in town, but until I get a job, funds are tight.” She pressed her lips together, and her eyes had that misted expression that told him she was fighting for control. He was learning to read her expressions and could tell when she was upset. 

“My mom has a stack she doesn’t ever use.”

“Oh, your family has done enough. I can’t accept anything else.” Leona shook her head.

“It’s not charity,” He told her. “Honestly, my mom is always talking about getting rid of some of them.” He glanced sideways at Leona, and then scanned the trees for the boys. They were racing ahead along the trail. “When we were kids, she used to decorate the whole house. Now that it’s just my mom and dad, they only decorate one room. She says Christmas is not the same when you don’t have kids. She’s right, of course.”

“She is.” Leona stared at her boys, and smiled, as if the sun had come out from behind the snow clouds. “They make it so special. I wanted them to have the best Christmas ever…”

Her voice trailed off, and he could imagine her thoughts. With little money, she was going to struggle to give them that special Christmas. Not that Christmas was all about gifts under a tree. But when you were a kid, it was important. That belief in Santa.

“OK. This is it,” Neil called and the boys came running back toward them. Jack slipped over on the icy ground, before springing back up and running on.

“Where’s the tree?” Harry asked.

“We have to go and find one.” Neil pointed with his axe handle. “This way, I think.”

In single file, they all followed Neil, as he wove in and out of the trees. At one point the slope became too steep, and he had to climb up first, and Leona lifted the boys up one at a time, before he took her hand and hauled her up to his side.

This one act made him feel as though they were his family. This was what families did. Worked together, helped each other. His parents had taught him that. Neil and his brothers might have fought a lot, but they were there for each other. Many times, out on the mountain, the three of them had worked together to get up the side of a steep ravine, or across a raging river, swollen by melting snow.

“This is so fun!” Jack exclaimed as he slipped over, valiantly climbing to his feet and dusting himself down.

“Tell that to the washing machine,” Leona joked, her cheeks flushed with color.

“OK. I think this is the one.” Neil stood next to a suitable tree that was about a head taller than Leona. “It should easily fit into your house.”

“Great.” Leona looked it up and down. “What do you think, boys?”

“I like it.” Harry assessed it. “It’s tall, and has lots of branches.” Leona grinned, and caught Neil’s eye: young Harry was mimicking him.

“OK, next we have to decide which way we want it to fall. That determines where we use the axe.” Neil went over the things to consider, and the two boys took in every word. “So where do we hit it?”

“There!” Jack jumped forward and pointed to the tree trunk.

“Correct. I’ll start and then you can each have a turn.”

“Mommy too!” Jack said excitedly.

“Mommy too,” Leona agreed.

Taking off his coat, and laying it on the ground, Neil rubbed his hands on his jeans—for some reason they became sweaty when he thought about his mate—and then gripped the axe, flexing his muscles. Like a proud peacock, out to impress his mate, he raised the axe up and let it swing down. “We have to let the axe and gravity do the work.”

“I think Jack has learned all about gravity today.” Leona offered her hand to her son as his feet slipped from under him once more.

Neil cut about a quarter of the way through the trunk; his axe was sharp and his swing true. “OK, Jack, do you want to go next?”

“Yes.” He stepped forward, took off his coat and laid it down beside Neil’s, then he rubbed his hands on his pants and gripped the axe.

Leona giggled, a sound like a mountain stream bubbling over smooth pebbles. “Go for it, little man.”

Jack tried to lift the axe, but it was heavy, so Neil stood with his arms around him, and gripped the axe further down the handle. “Up, and let it drop.”

Jack, his face full of concentration, hacked through the tree, a huge sense of achievement on his face. “Look what I’ve done.”

“Is it my turn?” Harry asked. He’d stood patiently watching his brother.

“Yes, it is.” Neil lifted the axe, and an uncomplaining Jack ducked out from under his arms. Harry took his place, repeating the same motions of removing his coat and wiping his hands.

So this was what it was like to have kids, to teach them the things your dad had taught you, and his dad before that. Neil didn’t care that these kids weren’t his: his need to protect them, to teach them, to love them, was too strong to ever be ignored.

“We’re nearly through.” Harry looked at Leona. “Mommy, your turn, you can chop it right down.”

“I’m OK, if you two want to finish it.” 

Jack grabbed her hand and tugged her forward. “No, you have to have a turn, then it really will be a family Christmas tree.”

Neil raised his brow at her, inviting her to come and take a turn. “Do you think you can handle it alone?”

Leona grasped the axe and lifted it. “I might need a little help.”

Neil wrapped his arms around her, his hands covering hers for an instant before they slid lower down the wooden handle. “Ready?”

She nodded, her back pressed against his chest, his breath warm on her neck as the axe sliced through the air, and struck the tree trunk. “Again?”

“Again.” His muscles tightened, pressing against her, holding her. She leaned into him, her body responding to his. They were drawn together in an inexplicable way, that only he understood. Leona didn’t fight it, she didn’t run from him.

“It’s cracking!” Jack yelled.

“One more hit and it should be down. Do you know what we have to say?” Neil asked, tearing his mind back to the job they were doing, although his senses wanted to be consumed by Leona.

“Timber,” Harry said very matter-of-factly.

“You’ve got it. Ready?” Leona lifted the axe, with little help from Neil. She hadn’t needed his help, but she had accepted it. Or did she long for the contact between their bodies as much as he did?

The axe bit into the wood, but didn’t finish the job, so they pulled the axe back one more time. When it bit into the wood, there was a loud crack, and the tree fell.

“Timber!” Four voices mingled together as one, as the small pine tree fell to the ground.

“Yes!” Jack yelled, his small high voice filling the forest. “We did it.”

“Now we have to drag it back down the mountain.” Neil took the rope he was carrying and lashed it around the lower branches, tugging it to ensure it was firmly attached. Then he looped it over his shoulder, with enough free rope in front of him for the two young boys to hold onto. “Leona, can you remember the way back down?”

“I can,” she confirmed. “Coats back on first boys.” Leona helped them wrestle their way back into their warm coats.

“Ready? Jack, you go here, and Harry here,” Neil directed the boys to their places, “we can follow your mom back down to the house.”

The boys took the strain of the rope; in reality, they were pulling Neil along, but he had to go behind them in case the tree slid too fast. He didn’t want them to get squashed by a runaway tree.

“Heave.” Harry and Jack pulled, and they began their slow journey back down to the trail. Occasionally they had to stop and work together to navigate their way between crowded tree trunks, or around a dense thicket, but eventually, they made their way down to the wide trail, where they picked up speed.

“Glad you had that breakfast now?” Neil asked Leona as she dropped back to walk beside him.

“I am.” She glanced at him. “Thank you. This was such a generous thing for you to do. Your time must be important to you.”

“Not as important as making two boys happy at Christmas.”

“I haven’t seen them this happy for months. Years. Ever.” She didn’t look at him as she continued. “Their dad isn’t an outdoors kind of a guy. He works in an office and likes to spend his evenings watching sports rather than taking part in it.”

“And you, what do you like doing?” 

She hesitated. “I don’t even know anymore. I used to like going out and socializing. Not drinking, but meeting new people. When I got married, my world shrank. Clive, my husband, liked it to be just us.” She kicked a stone down the trail. “I used to think it was romantic until I woke up one morning and realized how isolated I was.”

“But you are free of him now.”

Leona shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever be free. He’s like this specter hanging over us. Maybe with time that will fade. But…”

“Go on.” Neil wanted to tell her he was here for her; instead, he added, “What you say to me, stays between us.”

Leona looked up at him. “Suzie is your sister-in-law.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m going to run and tell her what you tell me in confidence.”

“Last night, it was the first night we’ve been in our own place since we left him.”

“And you are scared he’ll find out where you live and come after you?” Neil wasn’t sure if that was the problem, but Leona’s expression said it was. “Listen, I’m going to give you my number. Anytime, day or night, if you are scared, call me.”

“I can’t.” She shook her head firmly.

“Why not?” he asked.

Leona stopped and turned to him. “Because I can’t use you as a crutch. If I do… One day I’ll have to stand on my own two feet, and that one day needs to be now. You’re a good man, Neil, and a woman would have to be crazy not to see that and snap you up.”

“That’s not going to happen.” He blurted the words out.

“Why?” Leona frowned, and then her face cleared. “Are you gay?”

“No!” He shook his head. “No, not that I have anything against homosexuals. But I’m a red-blooded male who plans to have a wife and family.”

“There, see.”

He’d talked himself into a hole and he wasn’t sure how to set it straight. “Leona. I will always be there for you. I promise.”

“And you don’t break your promises,” she replied, her voice light as if making a joke of it.

“No, I don’t.” They walked together in silence, the boys running ahead, picking up sticks and sword-fighting as the first flakes of snow began to drift down from the heavy gray clouds.

They reached Jacob’s house and heaved the tree into the back of the truck, something Neil could have done one-handed, but the boys insisted on helping. When they climbed into the truck and started singing Christmas songs, Neil acknowledged that today had been one of the best days of his life, and it wasn’t even lunchtime.


Chapter Seven – Leona

Leona couldn’t look at Neil right now, because every time she did, her heart did this wild fluttering thing that reminded her of a schoolgirl crush she’d had on Darren Roberts when she was eleven and he was fourteen. She had to remind herself she was a grown woman, a mother of two young boys, and completely smitten with a man she’d just met.

On the rebound, that had to be it. She was simply looking for a kind word, and a loving smile wherever she could find it. 

“We can drop the tree back at your house, and then go to my parents’ house. I called them earlier and told them we would be visiting. My mom promised to get out all the Christmas decorations they no longer use.”

“That’s so kind of her,” Leona murmured, not trusting herself to say any more.

“We can also cut down some holly from her garden.” He looked at them and smiled sheepishly. “Don’t worry, she’ll be ecstatic, she’s been asking me to cut down the holly bush for weeks.”

“Can we help?” Jack asked.

“You sure can, but you’d better wear gloves, the holly bush is very prickly.” He drove into town, steering his truck onto the road where their little house was tucked away at the end. “OK, who is feeling strong?”

Jack and Harry clambered out of the truck behind Neil, leaving Leona to muse over the fact that she wasn’t the only one enamored with Neil. Jack and Harry adored him, which made her more determined to ensure they didn’t get too dependent on him. It would break their hearts if Neil suddenly found a woman to fulfill his dream of wife and children. Leona would never be the one who came between Neil and the woman he loved. 

Goodness knows, she knew exactly what it was to be betrayed by the man you loved. Loved. Her love for Clive was past tense, so past that she couldn’t truly remember when she did love him. At what point had he stopped being the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with?

Somewhere around Harry’s second birthday. When he’d let her son down, and forgotten to pick up the birthday cake for his party. It was then that all the little signs began to add up. It was then that she knew her husband was not as committed to their life together as he once was.

“We need the keys, Mom.” Jack stood looking up at her.

“Sorry.” She woke from her reverie and fished the keys out of her purse. Unlocking the door, she helped as they managed to squeeze the tree into the sitting room.

“You need a stand for it. Let’s go and see if my mom has one, if not, we can get one from town.” They went back outside, the snowflakes were drifting down, lazily settling on Neil’s truck before melting.

Jack and Harry stood with their mouths open, heads tilted back to catch a snowflake. It was harder than they figured, but they were determined. 

“Come on, you two. There’ll be plenty of time for that later. If the snow comes down heavy, we won’t have time to get the decorations and we’ll have a bare Christmas tree.” Leona looked up at the sky. The gray clouds were rolling down over the mountain, the higher slopes now lost from view. 

“We have time. And I have snow chains in my truck.” He pulled the door open and got in, and the boys came running over and climbed in too. “Which reminds me, I have some spare snow chains at home you can borrow.”

She opened her mouth to tell him not to go to so much trouble for them, but then clamped it shut. Maybe he just liked helping people; as a fireman, that was his job. “Thanks. Could you show me how to use them?” She climbed into the truck and checked that the boys were buckled in.

“Yes. There’s a knack to it, but it’s easy when you know how.” He drove out of their road, and followed the main road through town and out the other side. The houses here were bigger, and the roads wider. Meandering along for a couple of miles, Neil, at last, turned into a lane and followed it to the end, where he pulled up outside a large house.

“Is this where your mom and dad live?” Leona asked, nervous at meeting them for the first time.

“Yes. This is the house I grew up in.” He got out of the truck, and no sooner had his feet touched the ground than a middle-aged woman who bore a striking resemblance to Neil came out to meet them.

“Hello there. My, you look as if you’ve had a good time. Are you hungry? I made soup and fresh bread.”

“I don’t…” Leona began, but was cut off by Jack.

“What kind of soup?” His eyes were bright from the fresh air.

“Tomato. I grew them in my garden in the summer. Do you want to come and try some?” Karen didn’t have to ask twice. “Come in, Leona, it’s so good to meet you.”

“Good to meet you too.” Leona instantly warmed to Neil’s mom.

“Call me Karen.” Karen shot Neil a look Leona couldn’t read, and said, “I’ll take these two inside, if that’s OK?”

“Sure, if it’s no trouble.” 

“No trouble at all. I miss the noise and excitement, especially at this time of year.” 

“She hates that we’re all grown up,” Neil confided as he shut the truck door and sauntered toward the house. “I hope you don’t mind her spoiling them.”

“Not at all. My mom and dad were older parents when they had me. They passed away before Jack and Harry were born. And Clive’s parents were never interested in grandchildren. They are serial vacationers. Spending his inheritance, Clive used to say.”

They reached the house, and Neil held the door open for her; she slid past him, their bodies touching, and she was sure sparks flew. Wishful thinking, she told herself. Brought on by a longing to be part of this family. They were so warm and welcoming.

“Come sit down, Leona.” Karen beckoned her over. “Neil, the coffee is fresh.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Neil poured two steaming mugs of coffee and placed one down in front of Leona. “Can I get you a cup, Mom?”

“Yes, please. And your dad will be in soon. Although I think he’s bringing a bottle of his homemade wine.” Karen looked apologetically at Leona. “It’s a little rough around the edges.”

“With a punch that knocks you off your feet in two glasses or less.” Neil chuckled. “It’s Dad’s new hobby.”

“We need something to occupy us.” Karen smiled indulgently at Jack and Harry, who were so busy eating, they had fallen silent except for the occasional slurp. “We’re waiting for grandkids. And had just about given up. I can’t tell you how happy we are that all our boys have finally found their mates.”

Karen’s eyes opened wide, and she looked horrified as she looked at Neil. There was that word again, mates. And what did Karen mean, when she said “all our boys” had found their mate? Neil said he wanted a wife and kids, but had implied that he wasn’t in a relationship.

The door opened right then and a middle-aged man appeared with a bottle of wine in his hand. “You’re already here.” His smile was broad and welcoming.

“Scott, this is Leona. Leona, this is Neil’s dad.” Karen bustled around the kitchen. “I’ll get you a bowl of hot soup. Then you can tell us what you think of your new house and Bear Creek.”

“We love it,” Jack said with his mouth full.

“Jack, manners,” Leona warned. “But he’s right, we do love it. Everyone is so friendly. I just hope I can find a job.”

“I never asked Jacob,” Neil said apologetically. “I’ll call him now.” 

Before Leona had a chance to tell him there was no rush, Neil had slipped out of the room, his phone to his ear. Karen set a bowl of rich tomato soup, and several thick slices of fresh bread, in front of her. “Eat up.”

“You have a lovely garden.” Even in the winter, with the first flurries of snow settling on everything, Leona could tell it was well cared for and tended.

“Suzie’s mom, Elizabeth, planned it for us. Ready for Suzie and Kit to get married here, she did all the work. Then she got married here too. Along with Louise and Zak.” Karen sighed. “I do love a nice wedding.”

“What about Jacob and Avery? Will they get married here too?” Leona asked.

“I don’t know. Avery has family in Holloway County, so she might get married there. But truthfully, I don’t think they are rushing into things. She’s just taken up the deputy’s job.” Karen looked wistfully at Jack and Harry. “No grandchildren there for a few years.”

“You and your grandchildren,” Scott said, coming back into the kitchen. “I’ll pop the cork on this one and you can tell me what you think, Leona.”

“Thanks, Scott.” Leona finished her coffee and her soup, and hoped that the added wine on top of so much liquid was not going to make her ill.

“Jacob’s going to ask around,” Neil said, coming back into the kitchen and sitting down at the table. Karen placed a bowl of soup in front of him, and cut some more bread.

“Scott can ask around too.” Karen watched Scott as he used the corkscrew to open his bottle of wine. “Just small glasses.”

“It’s good stuff.” Scott smiled with glee. “Our Christmas gifts this year are all homemade.”

Karen looked at Leona and rolled her eyes. “We might not have any friends left after Christmas Day.”

“Your jam is good,” Scott replied.

“I don’t think Mom is worried about the jam,” Neil said, ignoring the glare from his mom.

“Try it,” Scott said, pouring a small glass for Leona.

“Not for me, Dad, I’m driving.” Neil dug into his soup. “Did you get a chance to sort through the Christmas decorations, Mom?”

“I did. I brought them down from the attic. As soon as you’ve finished, we’ll go and look at them.” She drank her coffee. “You are welcome to whatever you want. We’ve already got our decorations up, and the rest of them are just left in the attic to go dusty.”

“Thank you, Karen.” Leona lifted her glass and took a sniff. “Smells good.”

“It does.” Scott took a sip of his wine. “A little dry.”

Neil kept his mouth straight with some effort as Leona put the wine glass to her lips. Tipping her glass, she took a sip. “A little dry.” Her voice caught in her throat. “And strong.”

“Everyone we know will be asleep by eight o’clock if they drink too much of your wine on Christmas Day, Dad.” Neil finished his soup.

“Any more?” Karen asked.

Jack and Harry, who had been very quiet, shook their heads, their faces flushed from the cold air. “Can we look at the decorations, please?” Jack asked.

“Yes, if we’re all ready.” Karen led the way, and Leona took a bigger gulp of her wine, managing not to wince, and then set the glass down on the table.

“Take it with you,” Scott urged.

Leona smiled graciously and took the glass through to the sitting room, where Jack and Harry were gathered around the boxes of decorations. Karen was getting them out and placing them on the floor. 

“These are beautiful, Karen.” Leona knelt on the floor next to her sons.

“I love Christmas. I’d love for you to have these.”

“Why don’t you come over and help us decorate?” Leona asked.

“Oh, I don’t want to intrude.” Karen’s face lit up at the suggestion, despite her words.

“It’s the least we can do. I don’t have anything to serve you, though,” Leona apologized, wishing she’d bought more groceries this morning.

“A cup of tea would be great. I tell you what, I have some cakes I can bring. Is that all right with you, Neil, if I tag along?”

“Of course.” Neil picked up the boxes. “Shall we take them all, and we can bring back what we don’t use?”

“Sure.” Karen grabbed her coat and was ready to leave in five minutes. Neil packed the boxes into her car and bundled everyone else into the truck.

“I’ll follow in my car,” Karen called.

“OK, see you there.” Leona waved as Karen got into her car. “Your parents are so nice.”

“They like you,” Neil said it as if it was important to him. “All of you.”

As they drove back to her rented house, Leona realized it was important to her too. She wanted to fit in, be part of Bear Creek, but more than anything, she wanted to be part of Neil’s life.


Chapter Eight – Neil

“She’s nice.” Karen and Neil stood outside his parents’ house, the box with the unused decorations in his arms. They had spent the afternoon decorating the tree, and then the rest of the house. Now he had accompanied his mom back home. Once he’d carried the unused decorations inside, he planned to go home and then go for a run. “The kids are too.”

“What am I supposed to do, Mom?” Neil asked.

The snow was beginning to fall in earnest, a white blanket over the ground. They walked toward the house, his mom silent as she sorted through her thoughts. Neil had always trusted his mom’s judgment, and this was no different. 

If it were up to his bear, he could go rushing in paws first, not thinking of the consequences. But the consequences were too big this time around. If he got it wrong, made one wrong move, then he might lose his mate forever. 

“Take it slow.” Karen opened the back door and let them in. “Coffee?”

“No, thanks, I’m going to get home and then go for a run. I need to clear my head.” He set the box down on the counter. “I need to figure a few things out.”

“My advice?” Karen patted him on the shoulder. “You just be yourself. Don’t push her, but be there for her. And above all, she needs to believe that happy endings really do happen.”

“That I can do.” He nodded. “Maybe if I can make her believe in the magic of Christmas, then she will believe in happy endings.”

“Good idea. And so far, you’ve done a grand job. Those boys love the tree.” His mom gave Neil an expression he knew too well. “Leona doesn’t have much money, does she?”

“No.” 

“Would it be too much if we help put a few presents under the tree?” Karen asked.

“I’ll talk to Suzie, see if she has any suggestions. Leona is a proud woman. She needs to have confidence in herself.” 

Karen laughed. “You are a lucky man to have a mate like Leona, and two sons. But she is lucky to have a man like you, Neil.”

“I hope she sees it that way.” He kissed his mom on the cheek.

“You are the most sensitive out of all my boys. And that is just what Leona needs. The fact that you’re a fireman too, with those boyish good looks, and all those muscles, well, they just add to your charms. Don’t you worry, Leona will come around.”

“I always knew I was your favorite,” Neil said lightly.

“Ah, I never said that,” Karen told him. “You all have your unique qualities.”

“Night, Mom. Say good night to Dad for me.” Neil backed out the door. 

“Take care of yourself, and don’t worry.” His mom waved and watched him as he walked away. Neil was reminded of when he lived here, his childhood was carefree, he never worried about anything. Even school was never a problem since his brothers always had his back. Yes, they might fight, and goodness knows they teased him, but there was never anything he couldn’t handle.

Driving home, he tried to get inside the head of Leona’s husband, and figure out what would drive a man to hurt his family, to drive them away. Another woman? Damn, he could never imagine cheating on Leona. In the weeks and months after his brothers found their mates, he’d been consumed with doubt that his own mate was out there. He’d spent nights out on the mountains, cursing his luck at being born a bear shifter. Cursing not having a free will when it came to meeting his woman.

Now, he would not have it any other way. He knew she was the one for him. And he would find a way to make her believe it too.

Believe in a happy ending. But how?

He drove up into the mountains instead of going home, his snow tires biting into the newly fallen snow. Parking his truck on the side of the road, he got out, and shifted in mid-air, his giant bear paws landing on the ground, his short, thick legs powering him forward up along the trail that led to the higher peaks. The snow was thicker here, and if he hadn’t known the trail so well, he would have been lost.

But these mountains were his second home, and he ran, with snowflakes in his face. He didn’t have long before he would have to return to his truck, but he savored every minute. 

Up ahead he sensed another bear. Neil stopped, his breath a cloud of vapor, as he scented the air. He recognized the scent, and ran toward the other bear, bowling into the sturdy body of Jacob, sending him sprawling to the ground. Jacob twisted his body and leaped to his feet. He was the swiftest of the brothers, his body lighter, his legs longer.

Jacob’s bear stood with legs spread apart and lowered his head. Neil shuffled from side to side, before launching himself at Jacob, who sidestepped him. But Neil knew this move and turned at the last moment, his teeth snapping at Jacob’s legs. The bears tumbled to the ground together, rolling over and over down a slope before landing in a heap at the bottom.

They lay there, before Neil turned onto his back and rolled in the cold white snow. Jacob did the same, then they stood up and shook off the snow that clung to their pelts. Neil looked up at the sky: there were no stars, no moon, just snowflakes, big, plump snowflakes. It was time for him to go home before the mountain roads became impassable.

He shifted into his human form, and Jacob did the same. “I need to go, I parked my truck on the road. If this gets any heavier, I’ll never make it back down.”

“Good, you can give me a ride. Avery is working late, if you take me into town, I’ll get a ride home with her. I know she can handle herself, but I still worry.” He gave Neil a wolfish grin. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

“I won’t.” They shifted back into their bears and ran along the snow-covered ground, leaving a trail that would be covered in a matter of minutes. By the time they reached his truck, the snow was halfway up his tires, but he managed to turn around and crawl back down the hill, carefully navigating the bends in the road.

“How is Leona?” Jacob asked.

“Good, I think. I’m trying to take it slow, but damn, it’s hard.”

“Tell me about it. The hardest thing I ever did was keep my bear a secret from Avery. And that was only for a couple of days.”

“I can’t see there ever being a right time to tell Leona. And what about Jack and Harry?” Neil shook his head. “I’m going to need the patience of a saint.”

“Do you want me to ask Avery to talk to her?” Jacob asked. “It might sound better, coming from an officer of the law.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I can’t see that it’s ever going to be an easy thing for Leona to understand.” He turned onto the main road, which was still relatively clear; the snow plows had been out already, keeping the main route into town open.

“When it’s the right time, you’ll know,” Jacob assured him. “Fate brought you together. So it’s going to work out. You know that.”

“I don’t want to hurt her. I don’t know what happened, not all of it, but I know she’s hurting, and I don’t want to make thing worse.”

“How can true love ever make it worse?” Jacob asked as Neil pulled up outside the sheriff’s office.

“Thanks, Jacob.”

“Hey, what are brothers for?” He laughed as he got out of the truck. “Oh yeah, whooping your ass. That’s what brothers are for.”

“In your dreams,” Neil called after him.

“Night.” Jacob waved, the snow covering him as he ran to the sheriff’s office where his mate was waiting for him.

As Neil drove slowly to his house, he passed the end of the street where Leona lived. If only he was heading home to his mate. Instead, he was going home to an empty house. But at least his heart wasn’t empty. It was filled with love for his mate. Jacob was right; he just had to be patient.


Chapter Nine – Leona

The world outside was white as Leona sat in her sitting room, drinking her first coffee of the day, watching the twinkling lights on their Christmas tree and admiring the decorations. Switching on the Christmas tree lights was the first thing she’d done after making a fresh pot of coffee. Watching the lights reminded her of last night, when Neil and Karen had helped decorate the tree. Karen had told stories of her three sons and their escapades, leaving Leona feeling closer than ever to the Malvern family.

“Mommy.” Jack’s voice came from the doorway. “Why are you crying?”

Leona took a shaky breath and wiped the tears from her eyes. “These are happy tears.”

Jack came and hugged her. “I want you to be happy. Daddy made you so sad.”

“I’m happy now, I promise.” She hugged him close and kissed his warm cheeks, inhaling the scent of her little boy. “I love our tree, too.”

“Me too!” His eyes brightened. “I was worried Santa might not come if we didn’t have a tree.”

“I’m sure he’ll always find his way,” Leona assured Jack, wishing she had the money to fill the room with presents for her boys. Maybe next year. “Have you seen the snow?”

Taking Jack’s hand, she walked to the window and pulled back the drapes. “Wow, it’s so deep. Can we go outside and play in it?”

“First we have to have breakfast, and then you have to wrap up very warm.” She laughed at his wide eyes and excited face. “Come on, let’s get some cereal. And some toast.”

“Will Neil come and play with us?” Jack asked as he followed Leona to the kitchen.

“I don’t know, he might have errands of his own to run.” Leona searched for the cereal bowls, her thoughts a jumble as she pictured Neil, the way he smiled, the gentleness of his big arms as they wrapped themselves around her.

“He promised when it snowed he’d take us sledding.” Harry stood in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. “And he said he never breaks his promises.”

“I know. But he’s also a fireman, and might have to work,” Leona said gently. “You know, people have jobs. Just like I’ll need a job.”

“What will we do when you work?” Jack took the box of cereal, and Harry carried the bowls and spoons, while Leona balanced the milk, orange juice, and glasses on a tray into the dining room. Leona had always been there for them when they came home from preschool or school.

“I’ll look around for someone to look after you. It’ll only be for a couple of hours after school.” Leona opened the big box of cereal and poured some into each of the bowls. “These do not look healthy.” The cereals were chocolate-coated wheat puffs.

Jack held up his spoon, his eyes wide. “I have an idea. Maybe Karen could look after us? She said we make her feel young again.” Harry and Jack both nodded happily.

“Oh, I don’t know if she would have time. She might have a job too.” This was a minefield: one wrong move and they would feel unwanted, but she couldn’t let them fall into the trap of thinking the Malvern family had adopted them. Even if she wanted to fall into that same trap and never escape.

“We could ask her,” Jack suggested. “I liked her.”

“Why don’t we concentrate on eating our cereal and enjoying the snow? Everything else can wait until after Christmas.” She scooped up a spoonful of chocolate puffs and put them in her mouth. They were surprisingly good. “I like these.”

Jack giggled. “Daddy would never have let us eat them.”

“No, he wouldn’t.”

“But he’s not here,” Harry said conspiratorially and stuffed a large spoonful into his mouth.

No, and he probably never would be again. A sadness swept over Leona. Not for herself, but for Clive, who would miss so much of his kids growing up, and didn’t seem to care. She never told the boys, but when she went back to the house to collect the items of furniture he’d allowed her to take, there had been a note tucked into their photo album. 

She closed her eyes, fought back tears, and won. No more tears for the man who’d told her to take the photo album, since there was nothing in there he wanted to remember. Then, when Leona had gone to their bedroom to collect her clothes, she’d found them cut up and placed in trash bags. In her closet hung new clothes that didn’t belong to her. She’d been replaced.

No sooner had Leona taken the kids and left, then he’d moved his mistress into their house. He thought he’d won. He had no idea that he might have won this one battle, but she was going divorce him, take her share of the house, and make him pay for the children. Clive might think he could wipe them out of his life, but he had another thing coming.

Leona put her spoon down, a nervous tension in her stomach. Could she find the strength? Her hand went to her ribs; she could still feel the bruise, even though she had long since healed. Would a restraining order be enough to keep him out of their lives? Or would his anger overflow and bring him to their door? Leona was glad she had Neil’s number, even though she knew she would never call it. She couldn’t have him involved in anything where he might get hurt.

Not that she had any doubt Neil could look after himself.

She reached out and held the small hands of her children. “I love you guys.”

“Love you too, Mommy,” Jack said through a chocolaty mouthful of cereal.

“Me too,” Harry agreed.

“OK, I am going to make some toast and drink some coffee. Then we can go and play in the snow.” She got up from the table.

“What are you going to wear?” Harry asked, concerned.

“I still have Neil’s coat. But no boots.”

“Call Neil and ask him to borrow Avery’s again,” Jack suggested.

“I can’t.” Leona shook her head. “I’ll think of something.” She looked at their disappointed faces. “I’ll think of something, trust me.”

They went back to eating cereal while she went to the kitchen and made toast. As she poured a fresh cup of coffee, there was a knock at the door. Pulling her robe around her, she went to see who it was, but the boys had gotten there first.

“It’s Neil, I can see his truck on the road.” Jack reached to open the door. “It’s OK to open it, isn’t it, Mommy?”

“Yes. Yes, it is.” Her stomach fluttered as her son pulled open the door. There, standing with a pair of long snow boots, was Neil.

“I’m not too early?” Neil looked incredible, his eyes alive with joy, his smile wide and infectious. “Kit and Jacob are going to join us too. I’m on standby at the station, so if I get called out, they can take over. Plus, Kit is a doctor, so any injuries up on the slope, he can take care of them.”

“Yesss! Let’s go get dressed,” Jack said to Harry excitedly.

“I should get dressed too.” Leona pulled her robe closer but didn’t move. “Coffee?”

“I would love some.” He gave her a bashful look, his smile softer, but his eyes still danced with pure joy.

“I’d like some of whatever you have going on,” Leona cast over her shoulder as she walked to the kitchen.

“And what do I have going on?” he asked, leaning against the counter while she poured him a cup of coffee.

“You look as excited as my boys. You really are a big kid at heart.” She passed the coffee to him, her hand lingering on the cup, wanting to brush her fingers against his. Leona wanted that physical contact, for his skin to burn hers, to brand her as his.

“I admit it. And having you all here. It makes it more fun. Reminds me of being a kid. Isn’t that what kids are for?” Neil asked, taking a sip of his coffee.

“When I first had Jack, I had big dreams of showing him how wonderful the world is. But soon you realize that they show you how wonderful the world is. Seeing everything as they see it, through the eyes of a child, makes the world come alive.” 

“You love them a lot.”

“More than anything.” She ducked her head and wiped her finger under her eye. “I was trying to go a whole day without crying. It’s not started well.”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with tears. You’ve had a traumatic time, it’s understandable that your emotions are raw.” He gave her a reassuring look. “Don’t hold it in.”

Neil took a step toward her, closing the space between them and robbing the air from her lungs. Her breasts heaved, and she couldn’t look at him, scared of what she might see there, but equally scared of what might be missing. Did he care for her? Did he care for her more than as a friend?

“Mommy,” Jack called her from upstairs, and she placed her cup on the counter and slid past Neil. Leona was running, but she didn’t want to run anymore, she wanted to reach out and grab hold of him and ask him if she was right about their connection.

But as she climbed the stairs, and saw Jack and Harry, all wrapped up in their warmest clothes, she knew she could not be that selfish. What if she asked Neil? What if she was open about her growing feelings toward him, and he said no? Her sons would lose out again, and she couldn’t have that.

“What’s up?” Leona hunkered down to their level.

“I can only find one glove.” Jack held up his hands, one encased in a warm woolen glove, the other bare.

“Have you checked your pockets?” Leona asked.

“Yes.” 

“Have you checked the floor? It might have dropped out.” They went into his room and searched the floor, eventually finding it tucked under his bedspread. “OK, I am going to go and get dressed.”

“Be quick, we have snowballs to throw.” Jack and Harry went downstairs and Leona stood for a moment listening to the sound of them talking to Neil. 

Closing her eyes, she calmed her emotions; she had to keep them under control, she had to let go of her need for Neil. She was on the rebound, and he was simply being a good friend and welcoming the new family to town.

But as she got dressed, as she pulled on her warmest clothes, bought from a thrift shop, she wished that Neil was here, undressing her, stroking her skin, kissing her lips. It had been so long since she’d been intimate with a man, and she missed that closeness. That tenderness, of two bodies joining in an act of love.

“Mommy!” Harry called. “Are you ready?”

“Coming.” Leona pulled on her sweater and tied her hair back in a ponytail, then she went downstairs, a smile fixed on her face, determined to enjoy the day.

“Right, let’s go.” Neil clapped his hands together. Jack and Harry ran to the door, and he followed behind Leona, his hand on the small of her back as they went outside. That one touch told her she hadn’t imagined their connection. This was real, but neither of them knew how to make the first move.

“Thank you. For coming this morning.” Leona pulled on the boots he’d brought with him. They were new. She wanted to protest, to tell him he didn’t have to keep spending his money on them. But she didn’t.

“I promised.” He watched her every move, and her body thrilled with a deep-seated need.

“I wanted to…” Leona’s words were cut off by a snowball that hit Neil in the face, spraying her with frozen flakes as it broke up.

Neil leaned forward, his lips brushing her cheek as his tongue flicked out and licked a piece of melting ice from her lips. She stood rigidly, and then her body softened, her eyes meeting his. “I know.” He nodded, and then added, “But I have to go and retaliate. It’s in my blood.” He winked at her, and bent down to scoop up a handful of snow. “Oh, it’s on.”

Leona stood and watched as a snowball war unfolded before her. Whoops of laughter mingled with cheers as snowballs hit their target. Other children came out of their houses and joined in, and unable to stand on the sidelines, Leona scooped snow into a ball and ran forward, aiming for Jack. “Shot!”

“Mom!” He wiped the snow off his face, bent down, and then launched a snowball at her. She ducked, but it hit her back, and his face lit up with a beaming smile that soon turned to a gasp as another child hit him with snow.

By the time they got into Neil’s truck to go to the mountain, they were all wet, but happy, and in no time, they had launched into Christmas songs. 

“Best Christmas ever,” Jack muttered. With no gifts in sight.


Chapter Ten – Neil

The truck’s snow chains kept them on the road and moving forward. Inside the cab of the truck, the excitement level grew, infectious in its intensity. This was the meaning of life. All those professors in their labs might experiment and theorize, but they missed the point. Life only had real meaning when you were surrounded by people to love. And he loved this family already.

“There’s Jacob’s truck.” He pointed to the truck parked on the side of the road and pulled up behind it. “And there is Jacob.”

Jacob and Kit were at the top of the slope, sleds in hand. Turning, he saw them look at each other, Kit was counting down; they were going to race. As Kit reached one, they both jumped onto the sleds and pushed themselves off down the steep slope, their cries reaching all the way down to where Neil was helping Jack and Harry out of the truck.

“It’s deep.” Neil set them down in the snow, and they both immediately ran off, taking short strides and bringing their knees up high. 

“Snow angels.” Harry flopped down on his back and disappeared from view.

“Are they OK?” Leona asked.

“Yes, they’re light, they won’t sink down.” He held out his hand and she took it, jumping out of the truck to land beside him. He could scent her skin, and the shampoo she’d used on her hair. Apple blossom, reminding him of the spring and new beginnings.

“Thanks.” She stood looking at him, her eyes questioning. 

“Leona…” He didn’t know what to say.

“Later.” She nodded. “Maybe you could come over for dinner tonight?”

“I’d like that.” He nodded and leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “I’d like that a lot.” He whispered in her ear, his breath caressing her cold skin, making her shiver.

“I can’t promise…”

“You don’t have to promise anything. We can take things as slow as you want.” He stroked her cheek. “I want you to be happy, all of you. And I know your sons will always come first.”

Leona looked across to where they were both getting up out of the snow. “They have been through so much turmoil.”

“But they have come through it.” He took her hand and they walked after Jack and Harry.

“Look at my snow angel.” Jack was covered in snow, and Leona let go of Neil’s hand to go and brush it off.

“You two will freeze.” Leona rubbed their hands between hers. “There. Now let’s go and have some fun.”

“You’ll soon warm up. Come on.” He took hold of Jack and Harry and helped them wade through the snow to where Kit and Jacob were waiting.

“Hi there.” Kit raised his hand. “Who wants to go on the fastest sled on the slope?”

“I want a rematch later,” Jacob told his brother.

“Bad loser.” Kit gave his brother a friendly punch.

“Jack, why don’t you go with Kit, and Harry can come with me and Jacob?” 

“Hey, Leona.” Kit glowed with victory. “Avery said she’d come pick you up in half an hour. She thought you might like to go into town and do some Christmas shopping while we occupy Jack and Harry. Suzie and Mom are meeting up with her too.” Kit sat Jack on his sled and pulled him toward the slope.

“I’d love to. If you don’t mind looking after the boys.”

“We don’t mind at all. We’ll go back to my place for food. And one of us can drop them back to you later.” Jacob helped Harry onto the second sled. “You’re on call, aren’t you, Neil?”

“I am. With all this snow, we’re all on standby.” Snow brought more than its fair share of dangers on the roads. Plus, buildings had a habit of collapsing under the weight of the snow, and fires often started as people tried to keep themselves warm. “I also have a few people to check in on.”

“Me too,” Kit replied. “But that’s for later. Right now, it’s sled wars!”

Kit and Jacob set off at a run to the top of the slope, trailing their sleds behind them, with a giggling Harry and Jack on board.

“I’m beginning to think your brothers might be a bad influence on my sons,” Leona said lightly. “Are they always this competitive?”

“Yes, middle and oldest children.” He shrugged. “You got lucky with the youngest.”

Her smiled faltered and she looked at him, searching his face. “I’m scared that I’m on the rebound. I don’t want to hurt you, Neil.”

“I’m big enough to take care of myself. And I know exactly what I’m getting into. Sometimes you just have to believe in fate.” He wanted to tell her about the mating bond, to explain to her he knew she was the one for him. But the words were not there. This wasn’t the right time. But maybe tonight, when they were alone, it might be.

“I used to believe in fate. I used to believe that things were meant to be. But I don’t believe in anything anymore.”

“Not even Santa?” Neil joked.

“Not even Santa.” Leona shook her head. “I just hope that doesn’t rub off on Jack and Harry. Especially since Christmas gifts are going to be a little lean this year.” She pointed her finger at him. “That does not mean I need you to buy us anything. Promise me.”

“I can’t promise that.” Neil wanted to buy them the world, and tie it up with a pretty bow.

“You can. I don’t want you to think we can’t manage. We’ll have a lean year this year, but once I get divorced, I’ll have some money. Maybe I’ll have enough to buy a small house in Bear Creek.”

“Then let me loan you some money,” Neil offered.

“No. I can’t. Please, I don’t want any strain on our relationship. If we have a relationship.” She rubbed her temples. “I’m making such a mess of this. I don’t know if I am reading too much into us.”

He closed the space between them, his hand on her arm. “No, you aren’t. Believe me, you aren’t.”

The sound of a vehicle on the road made him look up. “Avery is here, I’ll walk you to the car.”

“Are you sure about looking after Jack and Harry?” She turned to watch them as they reached the top of the slope.

“Of course. Here they come.” Neil stood next to her and they watched the sleds skim down the slope.

“That’s so fast.” Leona shielded her eyes from the glare of the sun off the snow.

“But so fun. And the snow is soft if they fall off,” he reassured her. “Which they won’t. Go and have fun. Honestly, they are in safe hands.”

“I trust you.” 

Those words were important to Neil. If she could trust him with her kids, then maybe she could trust him with her heart.

“Hey, Avery.” Neil lifted his hand and waved at Jacob’s mate. “How are you?”

“Cold.” Avery got out of the car and came over to them. “This is more snow than I have ever seen in my entire life.”

“Avery is a city girl,” Neil explained.

“I don’t relish the idea of walking around in snow boots for the next few months.” She looked down at her feet.

“The snow won’t last that long, and anyway, it’s so pretty and such fun.” Neil laughed at Avery’s screwed-up face.

“If you like that kind of thing,” Avery said, unconvinced. “How about you, Leona? Is snow your thing?”

“I like it, but I might change my mind when I have to deal with little freezing hands and toes.”

“Let’s go and meet Suzie and Karen. We can get a hot chocolate and warm up. Then we can formulate a plan for shopping.” She looked up at the slope behind them and waved to Kit. “That man is the biggest kid out here.”

“Jacob got beaten by Kit, I think he’ll keep asking for a rematch until he’s won.” Neil grinned at Avery’s face.

“They are all yours, Neil. I think you have four kids to babysit, not two.” Avery walked back to the car, and Leona half turned to follow. 

“Dinner. Around seven?” Leona asked him.

“I can’t wait.” Neil stood and watched them get into the car. He didn’t move until they drove off into the distance and disappeared around a bend in the road. Then he turned and jogged to join his brothers. He missed being near Leona, but he was going to make sure her boys had fun.

“How’s it going?” Neil asked.

“Great. Want a go?” Jacob asked.

“Sure, if you guys don’t mind.” Neil flexed his muscles; an athlete always warmed up.

“No, you have a turn, it’s such fun.” Jack started to get out.

“You stay in there, buddy, I’ll pull you to the top. It’s a steep climb for your little legs.” Neil hauled the sled up the slope. More people had come to join in the fun on the slopes, but it wasn’t yet crowded. As he reached the top, Neil turned and looked out across the scene below. The snow hung on the bare branches of trees; it clung to the mountain slopes and covered everything as far as he could see.

“Your turn, Neil.” Jack and Harry got out of the sleds, and he and Jacob got in.

“Ready?” Jacob asked from beside him.

“You know I’m going to beat you,” Neil replied.

“You can try.” Jacob patted the side of his sled as Kit counted down. Then they both pushed off, hurtling down the packed snow so fast the wind brought tears to his eyes. Faster and faster he went. Looking to his right, he saw Jacob a nose behind him, and leaned forward, urging the sled on faster.

“Crap, now I’ve lost to both of you,” Jacob cursed.

“What did you expect, for me to let you win?” Neil asked as he clambered out of the sled.

“This never was my thing,” Jacob admitted. “I can always outrun you on four paws.”

“In your dreams,” Neil taunted.

“You know, Jack and Harry aren’t like us.” Jacob looked up the slope to where the two boys stood, talking to Kit.

“They’ve had to stick together.” Neil glanced across to Jacob. “Thank Avery for taking Leona into town.”

“Avery offered. She wants to get to know Leona. After all, they will soon be family.” They began the long climb up the hill.

“I’m having dinner with Leona tonight. I think I’m getting somewhere at last.”

“I’m so pleased for you. I truly am. I’m envious, you know.” Jacob raked his hand through his hair. “I can’t wait to have a kid to play with, and here you have two already. You know Kit and I will be over at your place all the time. Have you seen some of the toys they make for kids?”

“I’m going to need to move,” Neil said. “There’s no way we’re going to all fit in my house.”

“You need a house in the mountains. Room to roam.” Jacob breathed in the cold air and let it out with a rush. “Man, I love the snow.”

“Me too.” They reached the top of the slope. “Who is going next?”

Jack and Harry jumped up and down. “Us.” They got in, chatting happily, then pushed off, urging each other on as they laughed loudly. And the three brothers raced down the slope with them.


Chapter Eleven – Leona

“Hot chocolate with whipped cream and marshmallows.” Avery set the big mug, filled to overflowing, on the table in front of Leona. “And one for me.”

Avery sat down. Suzie and Karen were already drinking their beverages, having gotten to the diner earlier. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. I’m sure you need it after being out in the snow.” Avery shivered at the thought.

“It does take some getting used to,” Suzie agreed, sipping her drink.

Karen chuckled. “You’d better get used to it, we always get snow.”

“You’ve lived here all your life, we’re all newcomers,” Avery replied. “I’ve never seen a white Christmas. It somehow makes everything more special.”

“Any minute now, there’ll be reindeer coming up the main street,” Suzie giggled.

“I’ve seen reindeer,” Karen said. “A couple of years ago, on Christmas Day...”

Avery and Suzie both looked at each other, and Karen paused, leaving her story untold.

Leona was getting used to things being left unsaid around her. Not that she liked it, but small towns had their secrets, and as much as she wanted to be accepted, she knew it might take some time.

“Thank you once again for the Christmas decorations,” Leona said to Karen, letting the whole reindeer thing go. She didn’t want to spoil the day.

“You are welcome.” Karen set her cup down on the table. “And I wanted to ask a favor in return.”

“Shoot, it’s the least I can do.” Leona was apprehensive about what Karen might want as a favor, but it couldn’t be that bad.

Karen blushed. “I’d like to buy Jack and Harry a couple of gifts. I miss that part of Christmas so much.”

Leona placed her hand on Karen’s. She’d made Neil promise not to buy them gifts, but she realized she had it all wrong. Christmas was about giving. That was what made people happy.

“Of course you can.” Leona nodded. “They would love anything you give them, I’m sure.”

“Oh, good,” Karen gushed. “Scott and I were looking online last night and we saw these adorable PJs, and then Scott spotted a Star Wars toy, and we said how much our boys would have loved something like that. Christmas is just not the same without kids.”

“You don’t have to spend too much,” Leona said. “Just a token gift would be fine.”

“Oh.” Karen dropped her gaze.

“You’ve already ordered them,” Avery said and burst out laughing. “You know, Jacob was looking too. He came up with a long list of toys he wanted to buy. He said they were for Jack and Harry, but I think he wanted half of them for himself.”

Suzie laughed. “I am glad my husband is a little more restrained, but that’s because he has a shed-load of toys already. Just in case we foster again, of course.”

They all laughed, and Leona was put at ease. “I never thought gift buying worked as therapy.”

“We are going to need to find you a bigger house, just so you can fit all these gifts in it,” Suzie said, and drained her cup. “OK, who is ready for retail therapy?”

“Me.” Avery stood up. “I have to stop over at the mountain gear store. Those are the kind of toys my big boy likes.”

“Has it reopened, after Mike’s arrest?” Suzie asked.

“Oh, yes,” Karen said, “Didn’t I tell you?”

“No.” Suzie linked arms with Leona as they left the diner. “Do you mind? It’s so slippery and I don’t want to fall.”

“No, you hang on to me.” Leona listened to the conversation, shocked to hear Avery had been part of a drug sting involving her police chief.

“So this new owner is a relative of Mike’s?” Suzie asked.

“A brother,” Avery confirmed.

“And we’re going in here purely on a personal basis?” Suzie asked, raising her eyebrows.

“Purely personal.” Avery turned and gave them an innocent look. “I miss undercover work.”

Suzie shook her head, and they all followed Avery inside.

“Hello, ladies,” a young man said from behind the counter.

“Morning. I bet you’ve had a busy morning,” Avery said. “With all this snow.”

“First thing I did when I took over was order in a few sleds. I’ve nearly sold out.” He smiled, his manner easy. “Is there anything particular you need?”

“Do you have some thermal socks, the lightweight breathable ones for hikers?” Avery asked, wandering around the shop.

“We do. I’m Liam.” He cocked his head and looked at Avery. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

“Did I?” she asked, giving him an innocent look.

“I know you are the deputy in town. I also know you are the police officer who arrested my brother.” 

Avery pressed her lips together and assessed Liam. “Are you going to sell me the socks or ask me to leave?”

Liam let a short laugh. “I bear no grudge. My brother has been way out of line for a long time. He’d have run this store into the ground and lost all the money my mom loaned him. Now I have a chance to take it over and make it a success.”

“Good. I’m really glad to hear that.” Avery offered Liam her hand. “I was just doing my job.”

“And I want to do mine. I am expanding.” Liam walked around the counter and took the socks off Avery and scanned them.

“Expanding how?” Suzie asked, leading Leona over to the counter.

“I’m turning more of the rooms out back into storage areas. I’ll expand the range I stock and set up a website. I plan to more than double the turnover.”

“So, are you looking for any new employees?” Suzie asked, nudging Leona.

“I will be in the New Year. Someone I can train to work in here while I concentrate on the mail order service.”

“I know just the person.” Suzie pushed Leona forward. “This is Leona.”

“Hi, Leona.” Liam gave her a friendly smile, but Leona was mortified he’d been put in such a position. “Are you looking for a job?”

“Yes.” Her voice came out like a squeak. “Yes. I just moved here. I have two boys, and I need a job.” She frowned. “I don’t have any experience with hiking or anything.”

“I can teach you, and if you have two young boys, you’ll soon learn. I imagine they can’t wait to get on that mountain.” Liam gave her a confidence-boosting smile, which she returned.

“That’s so kind of you to consider me.” She blushed, hating being the center of attention.

“The job is yours. If you want it. A three-month probation period, and we’ll go from there.” Liam gave her an encouraging smile. She liked him; he seemed a genuine guy. Even though his brother was a drug dealer.

“OK.” Leona’s face cracked into a smile. “OK, that’s great.”

“Come in after the New Year and we’ll discuss money and hours. The hours might be short until I get established.”

“Anything will help.” She sounded desperate even to her own ears.

“How much do I owe you, Liam?” Avery asked.

“I thought you were going to ask for them on the house.”

“You think in a small town like Bear Creek the police officers receive bribes in socks?” she asked, her face serious.

Liam opened and closed his mouth, before saying, “It was a joke.”

Avery kept her face deadly serious for a second, making Liam look worried. “Ahh, I got you.” She paid for her items and then held out her hand to Liam. “Good to meet you.”

“You too. Hey, you know the local ranger, don’t you?” Liam asked.

Avery tensed, “I do.”

“I wanted to join the mountain rescue team. Do you think you could ask him to drop by when he has time?” Liam looked so young, and Leona wondered what it would be like to work for someone younger than herself. He couldn’t be more than nineteen or twenty, but he had his head screwed on, and was trying to be part of the community.

“I’ll send him in. Good to meet you, Liam.”

“Bye, Liam,” they all chorused.

“Bye, ladies, don’t be strangers, and I’ll see you soon, Leona.”

“Thanks, Liam.” She left the store feeling numb.

“You have a job,” Suzie said, thrilled for Leona. “It’s all working out for you.”

“Now I just have to figure out childcare.”

“Oh, me,” Karen said. “Please. I would love to have your boys over after school. They can help me in the garden, and we can go out hiking. I’m good at homework too.”

“Karen, I can’t ask you to do that.” Leona loved the idea, though. Jack and Harry had taken to Neil’s mom instantly.

“You aren’t asking, I’m offering.” Karen’s mouth turned down. “I’m sorry, I’m being pushy.”

“No, you aren’t.” Leona stopped and the other women gathered around her. “You all have been so kind. You don’t really know me, but you’ve done so much.”

“You are part of the family.” Karen looked at Suzie and Avery. “Come on, Leona knows how Neil really feels about her, don’t you?”

“It’s all so sudden. I’m not sure I’m ready.” Leona’s argument was a hollow one. “I’m scared for the boys. What if they grow to love Neil and then we split up?”

“That won’t happen, the Malvern men mate for life,” Suzie reassured her. “Like swans.”

“Suzie is right. Neil will never leave you. He’s yours for as long as you want him.”

Karen huffed. “You make him sound like a pair of old slippers.”

“You know what I mean, Karen,” Avery told her. “It’s what I find most endearing about Jacob. I know how much I mean to him, but he still offered to walk away if it was best for me. Not many men would do that.”

“You raised a good family, Karen.” Suzie linked arms with her mother-in-law.

“I hope we still think that when they come off the mountain,” Avery added. “They are so competitive.”

“Here’s the toy store,” Leona said, wanting to change the subject. “I’m going to go in and have a look. Then I have to go to the grocery store. Neil is coming over for dinner tonight.”

“Oh my goodness, you kept that one quiet.” Suzie beamed her amazing smile. She was radiant, her pregnancy obviously agreed with her. “I’ll come in here too. I want to buy a little gift to put under the tree for this little baby. I can’t believe we’ll have a child next time Christmas comes around.”

“OK, shall we arrange to meet back here in half an hour? We can grab a coffee and then head home.” Avery had them all organized and watches synched before they went their separate ways.

As Leona chose toys for Jack and Harry, she was thankful that Karen and Jacob were also getting the boys gifts. Her money didn’t stretch very far.

“Do you want to borrow some money?” Suzie asked. “You can pay me back when you get divorced.”

“Neil offered me the same thing, and I said no. But thank you.” 

“Are you sure?”

“It’s not pride,” Leona said. “I just need to be able to manage my money. What if Clive gets out of paying me anything? What if he doesn’t sell the house? I can’t end up in debt.”

“OK, good point. So can I buy Jack and Harry a gift instead?” She placed five Nerf guns on the counter. “You know, for the big kids and the little ones.”

“That would be awesome.” 

“When we talk about the Malvern men being around for the long haul, we mean it. You are the woman for Neil; he knew it as soon as he saw you.”

“How?” Leona asked, a thrill of excitement passing through her.

“They just know.” Suzie paid for her items and packed them in a bag.

“I’ll carry those,” Leona offered.

“Thanks.” Suzie put her purse on her shoulder and picked up the plush toy she’d bought for the baby. “I couldn’t wish for a better man for you and Jack and Harry. Neil will look after you all.”

“I was determined not to need looking after,” Leona confessed.

“Oh, Leona, we all need looking after sometimes.” They headed to the grocery store, where Leona bought ingredients for dinner, then they stood outside waiting for the others.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to pay everyone back for their kindness,” Leona confided in Suzie.

“My step-dad, Dean, lives by the mantra that you have to pay it forward. So someone helps you now, and one day, you help someone else in return.”

“I like that,” Leona said. She liked it a lot.


Chapter Twelve – Neil

Neil stood in front of the full-length mirror in his bedroom, assessing his shirt and black pants. Was this too formal? Or not formal enough? He could change into a t-shirt, but was that too casual?

She won’t mind what we wear, his bear said.

And if we are going to tell her about you, what I’m wearing is the least of our problems.

She’ll love me, how can she not?

Neil took one last look and went downstairs. He grabbed his coat, and headed for the door. He was about to get into his truck when his cell phone rang. “No.”

He pulled it out of his pocket and tapped the screen. “Hello, Chief?”

“Sorry, Neil, accident out on the road leading to Bear Bluff. We need you here. I hope you didn’t have plans.”

“Nothing I can’t put off. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 

“OK, don’t rush, some of the boys have to come from the mountain. Luckily it’s not life-threatening, and the Bear Bluff crew is already on the scene.”

“OK, Chief.” Neil got into his truck and drove toward the fire station. His route took him past Leona’s place. Instead of calling her with the news, he decided to tell her in person. Taking a quick detour down her road, he pulled up outside and jumped out.

“Hello.” Jack opened the door. “Mommy said to come in.”

“I can’t,” Neil apologized. “Is your mom here?”

“Mom! Neil can’t stay.” Jack looked disappointed. “Why can’t you stay?”

“I have to go and help someone who had an accident in the snow.” He looked up as Leona came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands. “I’m so sorry, I’ve been called out to a job.”

“Oh.” Her disappointment matched Jack’s. “Another time.”

“If it’s not too late, maybe I could swing by later?” Now that he was here he could not bear to think of leaving. But he had to. This was his job, and part of his job was accepting the unsociable hours.

“Of course. I’ll keep dinner warm for you.” Leona looked hopeful, which reassured him. She really did care that he couldn’t stay.

“Thanks.” He leaned forward and ruffled Jack’s hair, and kissed Leona on the cheek.

“Can I stay up until Neil comes back?” Jack asked.

“We’ll see.” Leona looked down at Jack, her hand on his shoulder. “Come on, now, Neil has to go.”

“I’ll see you later.” It was a promise. No matter what time he finished, he would come back, he had to see her again.

“Take care of yourself, Neil.”

“Is Neil going to be OK?” Jack asked as they stood together in the doorway and watched him trudge back to his truck. He had to concentrate hard and place his feet carefully on the packed snow; the surface had turned to ice, making it very slippery.

“I’ll be fine, buddy.” Neil gave him a wave, and the little boy waved back, smiling.

“Neil knows what he’s doing,” Leona said before she shut the door.

He backed up the truck and drove to the firehouse, where he got ready and went to join the others as they waited for two more of the crew to arrive. 

“The conditions are treacherous on the roads, I’m sorry to have called you in,” Chief Turner was saying.

“No problem, Chief,” Cal said.

“Those folks trapped in their cars are going to appreciate it too.” Chief Turner looked out of the window. “Wes and Dan are here. Let’s get to our positions. As soon as they are suited up, we need to get going.”

“Chief, is the rig ready?” Neil asked.

“Should be, but if you want to double-check the snow chains, I am not going to say no.” Chief Turner answered his phone as it rang. “We’ll be on our way in five minutes. Hold tight.”

The crew made their way out to the rig. The temperature was dropping so fast, the windshield of the rig already had a film of ice forming. Ryan got in and started the engine, and Neil went around with Cal to check all the wheels.

“Good this side,” Cal said.

“This side too,” Neil added.

“OK, good luck. Let’s hope we don’t have another emergency while you’re out.”

“Famous last words, Chief.” Cal climbed inside the rig, and once they were all ready, Ryan drove them out of the firehouse. The roads leading to the firehouse had been cleared, and the main route through town had been plowed and sanded. But once they left the main roads, the journey slowed to a crawl as Ryan guided the rig expertly along the roads.

The ten-minute drive took half an hour, but at last, they reached the scene of the accident. An ambulance was standing nearby and the paramedics were talking to someone who was trapped inside the car.

“Hi there, Dermot, what have we got?” Neil asked as the crew approached the car. 

“Hey, Neil,” Dermot replied. “This is Melissa. She was traveling home from Bear Bluff when her car skidded. Unfortunately, a truck was coming the other way and they collided.”

The crew quickly assessed the situation. The other crew was working on getting the truck driver out since he’d skidded across the road and ended up in a ditch. With the freezing water up to the man’s waist, it was a fight against time, but they had it under control.

Neil’s crew were set to work freeing Melissa; her legs were trapped, the front of her small car having crumpled under the stress of the impact.

“Hang in there, Melissa, we’ll have you out in no time.” Neil went around the car, checking for fuel leaks. Only when the car was deemed safe, did the crew begin to cut through the wreckage.

It took half an hour to cut Melissa free. A second ambulance crew arrived to take her back to Bear Bluff, where doctors were waiting to treat her. Dermot and his paramedic partner stayed to help the truck driver.

“It’s taking too long,” Chief Goode, the head of the other crew, confided. “We’ve tried pulling the truck out of the water with the rig, but the road is too slippery.”

“What if we use bear power?” Dermot suggested. “Our claws can dig into the compacted ice.”

“How many of us are there?” Chief Goode asked.

“Enough. Fifteen, we could always call in some others from town,” Dermot suggested. “Let me get on the radio and call Declan. He can round up a few bears from Bear Bluff. Brad can do the same for Bear Creek.”

“It could work.” Damon nodded. “Let’s at least try. We can use the hoses. Dermot, ask Declan to bring as much rope as he can.”

They worked fast, pulling the hoses from the rigs and fashioning a makeshift harness. In no time at all, cars began to arrive out of the darkness as the shifters asked to volunteer made their way to the crash site.

“Brad, Jacob, thanks for coming,” Neil said. 

“Kit is at the hospital, or he would have come too,” Jacob informed them.

“Avery is making a roadblock a mile or so back. Declan is doing the same on the Bear Bluff side. We don’t want this ending up on Facebook.” Brad passed a long line of rope to Neil. “Will stopped off at the Project, he’s bringing all the rope he can get his hands on.”

“Good.” Neil went back to the truck and passed the rope to Damon, who was organizing everyone. “We might only have one shot at this. We only need to pull the truck back enough for the cutting crews to do their job. Is everyone clear?”

They nodded, and everyone who could shifted into their bear. The non-shifters had the responsibility of putting a makeshift harness on the bears and checking that the ropes and hoses were securely attached to the truck.

Neil stood breast to breast with Jacob and Brad. Behind him were the brothers Dermot, Declan, and Damon. When Chief Goode shouted heave, they all pulled as one, the ropes straining as the bears walked forward one slow step at a time. There was a moment when their paws slid on the ice, and the truck tipped back toward the water, but the bears doubled down, their stocky legs powering forward.

Painfully slowly, the truck moved toward the road. Once its back wheels were on solid ground, it was easier to pull and they knew they had won. 

“OK. Stop there.” Chief Goode called.

The bears all stopped and stood still while the ropes were removed. Then they shifted back to their human forms, the atmosphere charged with a sense of accomplishment.

“We did it.” Damon shook his brother Dermot’s hand. “I thought we were going to have to ask Vicky to come and sprinkle some of her magic dust on the truck to make it fly.”

“I always forget you are married to one of Santa’s reindeer,” Neil said.

“Yeah, this is a magical time of year, especially when we have a couple of kids.” He dropped his voice conspiratorially. “I don’t mind that she brings work home this time of year.”

“You mean the sleigh?” Jacob asked.

“Yeah, the kids have a ride in it. A perk of the job.”

“Hey, would there be room in there for two more boys? They’ve had a tough year, and a reminder of the magic of Christmas might be just what they need.” Jacob’s idea sounded amazing, but crazy at the same time.

“They don’t know about shifters,” Neil told Jacob.

“They don’t have to. They only need to believe in Christmas magic.” Dermot nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. Right now, I have to get back to work.”

The fire crew from Bear Bluff cut the driver free, and Dermot and his partner took him to the hospital in the ambulance. Once he was safely out of the way, the fire crews cleared the road and then headed back to their stations. 

It was midnight before he was back in his truck and heading over to Leona’s house, a burning need to hold her in his arms almost too much to bear.


Chapter Thirteen – Leona

Leona dozed on the sofa, an arm wrapped around each of her children, who had insisted on waiting up for Neil. The book she had been reading had dropped out of her hand. It lay on the floor, her page lost.

She sat for a moment, disoriented as the lights from the Christmas tree flickered on and off. Why wasn’t she in bed? Then she remembered.

Neil.

A light knock on the door told her he was here. The sound of his truck must have woken her. Extricating herself carefully from Jack and Harry, she tiptoed to the door to let him in.

“Hi.” He looked tired, and she wanted to take him by the hand and lead him to bed. She longed to wrap her arms around him and sleep next to his warm body, and feel wanted.

“Hi. Come in.” She stepped back and ushered him inside, shutting the door quietly behind him.

“I’m sorry to be so late. Do you want me to go?” He sounded unsure.

“No,” she answered, too quickly. “Although your dinner might be dried up.”

“I don’t care about food.” Her insides squirmed, and she wanted to ask him what he did care about.

“Mommy?” Harry’s sleepy voice came from the sitting room.

“They wanted to wait up,” Leona explained.

Neil smiled and took her hand, leading her to the sitting room. “Hi there, Harry. Do you want me to carry you to bed?”

“Hmm.” Harry held up his arms.

“Me too.” Jack sat up and wound his arms around Neil, who lifted them both up effortlessly.

“This way,” Leona whispered and led Neil upstairs, where he carefully deposited each of the boys into their respective beds. 

Leona pulled their covers up over them to ward off the chill winter air. Then she kissed them good night, taking a moment to watch them from their doorway, as sleep overtook them. She loved this time of night when they were safely in bed, and another day over and they were free to dream. Closing the door, she walked along the hallway to where Neil was waiting.

“Thank you.” Leona stood next to Neil; he was so close, she only had to lift her hand to touch him. After a second of hesitation, that was what she did. 

Her fingers were light on the front of his shirt, her fingers picking at one of his buttons, not brave enough to undo it. Neil reached for her, his fingertips tracing the curve of her cheek. Slowly he lowered his head and kissed her. She trembled, her mouth refusing to obey her brain until his tongue slid along her lower lip, igniting a fire that had been all but quenched by her marriage.

Tendrils of desire unfurled in her belly, waking her desire. Leona placed her hands on his chest, and pressed her body against his, needing him to prove to her this was real. Neil slipped his hand around her waist and pulled her close, she could feel his arousal, his hardened length pressed against her hip.

Leona was a mass of confusion, her body was shouting yes, go for it, grab hold of this man and don’t let go, but her heart was full of betrayal. She was a married woman who had only left her husband a couple of weeks ago, yet here she was in the arms of another man, contemplating making love to him.

She told herself her marriage had been over long before she left Clive, that he had stopped being her husband years ago. But Leona was a faithful woman, and in her head, this still felt wrong, but to her body, it felt so right.

Neil slid his hands over her shoulders, and down her back, to cup her bottom, and hold her against him. She thrust her hips forward, aching for more, aching for his touch in her most intimate places. His lips tempted and teased her, and she responded to him, kissing him back, opening her mouth, their tongues entwining, and she longed for their bodies to be joined too.

“Damn it.” Leona pulled back, her breathing coming in short gasps as she leaned back against the wall.

“Too soon?” he asked, with no recriminations in his voice.

“Maybe.” She looked at him, saw the concern etched into his face, and knew right there, right then, this was what she wanted. “No.” She shut down the part of her brain that told her she belonged to Clive, and instead reached out and took Neil’s hand, leading him to her bedroom.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Absolutely.” Her voice was firm, tapping into the same inner strength that had finally made her leave the man who had bullied her.

“If you say stop, I will.” The hunger in his eyes said that might be difficult, but she believed him. Neil would never hurt her. Could never hurt her. He was different than anyone she’d ever met. There was something about him, a mystery that she was yet to unravel. It was hinted at by Suzie and Avery, but he wasn't ready to tell her yet. Or perhaps he thought she wasn’t ready to hear it.

And maybe that was true. She wanted their lovemaking to be simple, uncomplicated, pure.

Leona undid the buttons of his shirt, and pushed it off his shoulders, to reveal his hard toned chest. She traced the curve of Neil’s muscles, her fingertips caressing his nipples, and he bit his bottom lip, fighting for control. Then she trailed her fingers lower, over his washboard abs, until she reached his belt. This was the point of no return. If she undid his belt and dropped his pants to the floor, she would go all the way. She would make love to another man for the first time since she married Clive.

Neil stood like a statue, a warm, vibrant statue. He wasn't going to sway her either way. Did he know that one touch on her heated skin would be enough to send her spiraling into a world where she would beg him to make love to her? He was like a drug, and she was an addict: each look, each touch, made her want him more.

Leona stared at her fingers resting on his belt. Then she raised her eyes to look at his, acknowledging the connection between them. A sigh escaped her lips, and she took hold of his belt, at the same time taking hold of her own destiny.

Neil tensed as her hands unbuckled his belt and let his pants drop to the floor. She didn’t break eye contact with him as her hand curled around his cock, and slowly inched up and down. He took a sharp intake of breath, his hips thrusting forward, and he groaned, a primal, animalistic sound that made her blood drum in her veins.

When he moved, he was confident, sure he had won her over. And he was right.

She helped him tear her clothes from her body, a desperate need to be skin to skin with him consuming her. Leona thought their lovemaking would be swift, that his need to be inside her would overpower him, but she was wrong.

Neil maneuvered them toward the bed, his hands stroking her skin, caressing her flesh. He lifted her up and placed her on the bed, easing her thighs apart, and positioning himself between them. His hand cupped her mound and stroked her lightly. Only then did she realize she was rigid, her body stiff as a board. Putting her hand over his, she encouraged him to touch her, to explore her, while she concentrated on her breathing. Her body had gone into shock mode, shutting down her senses. It was a trick she had used when Clive was at his worst. But Neil was not Clive, and never would be.

Neil kissed her stomach, his fingers dipping inside her sex, before trailing back up to rub her clit. He repeated the same motion, over and over until she was writhing beneath him. Her orgasm was close, and he could sense it. His mouth moved lower, kissing, licking, sucking her stomach, and then he moved lower, and his mouth covered her clit. Neil flicked his tongue out, piercing her arousal; her hips bucked and she threaded her hands through his hair, rolling her head from side to side.

Two, three fingers moved inside her, stretching her, stroking her inner walls, while his mouth tortured her clit. In the seven years she had been married, Clive had never touched her like this, as if her need was of all-consuming importance. Leona cried out as her orgasm rushed toward her like a freight train. Turning her head she buried it in the pillow, drowning out the sound. She didn’t want Jack and Harry to hear her and think she was in pain.

Leona drew her knees up and thrust herself forward into Neil’s mouth, her body tense as her orgasm hit her. He fingered her as she came, her sex pulsing around him, strong, powerful. That was how Neil made her feel, a woman in charge of her own pleasure, her own destiny.

When her orgasm passed she lay with her eyes closed, trying to calm her breathing. Neil moved to lie beside her, pulling her into his arms and stroking her hair. Leona wrapped her arms around him and clung to him as if he were the only thing to anchor her to this place in space and time.

She sobbed against him, her emotions overwhelming. Neil soothed her, talking to her as if she were a beaten dog. In so many ways that was what she was, beaten and cowed by a man. Now brought back to life by another.

“Make love to me,” she whispered in his ear.

“Leona, we don’t have to.”

“Yes, we do. I want this. I need this.” She moved, pushing him onto his back, and straddled him, holding his hands above his head. “I want you.”

She leaned down, her breasts brushing his chest as she kissed him, hot eager kisses, which awoke her arousal once more. Letting his hands go, she slipped her hand over his cock and lifted herself up on her knees. More awkward than sexy, she guided his cock toward her, rubbing the head against her sex, before lowering herself down onto him.

He groaned, and placed his hands on her hips, helping her to guide herself down, lower and lower, until he impaled her. Neil was big, so much bigger than her husband, and he filled her, stretching her. Leona had been worried that after giving birth to two children she might not be able to satisfy Neil. Clive had always been derogatory in his comments about her sexual prowess, or lack of it. But with Neil…

Stop comparing. She silenced that side of her brain once and for all. There was no comparison. Neil was everything she would ever need, everything and more. And the burning hunger and desire in his face told her he felt the same. If not more.

Leona began to move, spurred on by his need for her. She was the most attractive woman in the world as she rode Neil, her hips circling, stretching her sex around him, while she moved up and down, the friction between their bodies incredible.

Neil sat up, his hands cupping her breasts. Licking them each in turn, he then covered her right nipple with his mouth and sucked, hard. Her hips bucked and she bit down on her lower lip to stop herself from crying out. His tongue rolled her nipples, round and round each in turn until they were sore and oversensitive, the sensations connecting with every other nerve ending in her body, culminating in an orgasm that shattered her world.

His cock pulsed and throbbed inside her, and he ground his hips off the bed to drive himself deep inside her, his seed a hot flash inside her. She rode him as he threaded his hand between their bodies and touched her clit, making her come again and again.

When at last they lay under the covers, his arms around her, his lips whispering endearments in her ear, she knew this was where she belonged. This man had claimed her and made her his, each touch of his fingers, each kiss of his lips branding her as a Malvern woman, and god help anyone who might try to tear them apart.


Chapter Fourteen – Neil

He woke up with his arms wrapped around his mate. Neil had to take a moment to check that it was real. Only two days ago he was lonely, the odd one out of his brothers, who had both found their mates, and now here he was, with his woman, and two amazing kids he wanted to adopt as soon as he and Leona got married.

Neil buried his face in Leona’s neck and inhaled deeply. She was intoxicating.

“Morning.” He kissed her and she rolled over in his arms to face him.

“Good morning.” Leona stroked his face, trailing her fingertips over his lips. “Things didn’t turn out quite as I expected them to.”

“In a good way, I hope.”

“Very good.” Leona kissed his lips and then sat up, pulling the bedcovers around her. “I need coffee.”

He caught her hand as she went to get out of bed. “Are we good?”

She lay back down by his side, looking into his eyes. “Yes, of course. I just don’t know if I want the boys to…” Leona broke eye contact.

“Hey, I understand, they’ve been through enough, and I don’t want them to think I’m coming between you all.”

“They won’t think that. They really like you.” She kissed him quickly and then slipped out of bed, pulling on her robe. “It’s me. I don’t know, I feel as if I’m cheating on my marriage.”

Neil sat up, and reached for his clothes. “It’s only natural, you were married for…how many years?”

“Seven years and counting.” She stood in the doorway, and he longed to pull her back into bed. “I think it will be easier once we’re divorced. However long that takes.”

He pulled on his pants, and with his t-shirt in his hand, went to her. Neil placed his hand on her cheek, feeling the flush of heat across her cheeks. “If it’s easier, we can wait, until after you get divorced.”

She nodded. “Maybe, let me… I need this to sink in. I need… A little bit of time.” She took hold of his hand and drew it to her mouth, kissing his palm. “I don’t regret what happened.”

“Neither do I.” He kissed her. “Now, did you say coffee?”

They went downstairs together, keeping their footsteps light on the stairs, but neither Jack nor Harry stirred. Leona made coffee and toast, and they made small talk while they ate, skirting around what had passed between them the night before.

“I got a job,” Leona suddenly said. “Or at least a potential job. At the mountain gear store.”

“That’s just reopened. Good for you.” Neil was genuinely pleased; a job meant Leona was setting down roots here in town.

“It was Avery and Suzie, really, they are so together.” She put her cup down.

“They don’t have to handle two boisterous boys and an almost ex-husband,” Neil reminded her. “You don’t have to prove anything, and you don’t have to compare yourself to anyone.”

“I know.” She walked across the kitchen to him and ducked under his arms. “Your mom offered to take care of the kids after school.”

“I bet she did.” He kissed the top of her head, inhaling her scent.

“Do you mind? I don’t want to impose on your whole family.”

“Impose away. They won’t complain.” Neil looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, I hate to run out on you, but I have to go, my shift starts in half an hour.”

“Oh, you’re working today?” Leona sounded as if she had expected him to stay, as if she wanted him to stay. 

“I am, then I have some errands to run. Can I take you all out to dinner tonight?” 

“You don’t have to…”

“Listen.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, fighting the temptation not to take things further, but he respected her decision to take a step back. “If we were dating, I’d take you on a date. Since you have Jack and Harry, I need to date you all. So, I’ll take you all out on a date.”

“That has to be the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. But I accept.”

“Good, shall I pick you up at six? My guess is boys like to be fed early.”

“They do,” Leona agreed with a giggle, “or else they turn into three-headed monsters and scream feed me.”

“I’ll see you all then.” He kissed her cheek. “If I go now, they won’t know I stayed over.”

“Neil.” She pulled him back toward her and kissed him. “You’re not my guilty secret, and last night was amazing…” Leona rested her head on his chest. “I want to…sound them out about it.”

“Whatever you think best is fine with me, honestly. Take your time, you know them best.” He kissed her lips and groaned. “I have to go.”

“See you later.” She walked him out and stood on the doorstep as he trudged down the driveway to his truck.

“Do you think it might snow again later?” Leona asked from the doorway.

Neil looked up at the heavy skies. “I think so. After work, I have some people I have to check up on. So I’ll make the reservations for six, and pick you up at 5:45.”

“OK, have a good day.” Leona stood and watched him as he turned his truck around and drove off. When he glanced in his rearview mirror, she was still there. What was she thinking? He couldn’t tell, but Neil hoped she didn’t think last night was a mistake.

Neil had just enough time before his shift started to get home, shower, check his messages, and visit the grocery store, where he picked up the supplies he’d ordered. Beverly was there and helped him load his truck.

“So are you and the new woman in town an item?” Beverly asked.

“We are.” Neil shut the back of his truck and went to the driver’s door, pulling it open.

“That was quick.” Beverly folded her arms studying Neil as he got inside the cab. “What is it with this town?”

“What do you mean?” Neil asked, buckling his seatbelt, needing to be on his way. His shift started in five minutes.

“Take you, for example, you don’t date for months, and then a stranger arrives in town and you look like a lovesick puppy.” Beverly sounded disappointed.

“That’s the way fate works.” Neil started the engine. “One day you’ll see that for yourself, Beverly. I have to go.” 

She leaned on the door and pushed it closed, saying, “I hope it’s before all the good ones are taken.”

“I hope so too, Beverly. Bye. Thanks for the help.”

He drove away, his mind on making dinner reservations. Reaching the firehouse, he parked his truck, and ran inside, catching the eye of Chief Turner. “Only just in time there, Neil.”

“Sorry, Chief, I had to pick up some groceries.”

“You should shop on your own time.” Chief Turner wasn’t a hardass, but he ran a tight ship.

“These are groceries for the residents who can’t get out in the snow. I have a few to check in on later.”

“Ahh, OK. Well, if we’re quiet and they are local, I might be able to spare you for an hour.” Chief Turner looked outside. “We’re forecasted another foot or two of snow overnight, I’d rather you did your home visits before we get hit.”

“Thanks, Chief.” Neil went to his locker and joined the rest of his crew.

“I thought we might get to work clearing some of the sidewalks and driveways for those who can’t do it themselves.” Chief Turner looked at a clipboard in his hand. “Neil also reminded me that a lot of people can’t get out, so why don’t we check in on anyone who might be housebound with the snow.”

“The local store has a roster for those who call and can’t get out,” Neil chimed in.

“OK, so let’s work together to make sure everyone has what they need. Work in teams, keep your pagers on. If we have an emergency, you know the drill.” He raised his eyebrows and waited for the small ripple of laughter that he always expected when he made that joke. “Let’s get busy.”

Busy was exactly the day they had. There were no call-outs, but by the end of the shift, nearly everyone in Bear Creek who was vulnerable had food and other essentials delivered. Neil’s truck was emptied of its supplies, and he made it home by about four, giving him two hours to kill.

“Damn, the reservation.” He’d completely forgotten to call the restaurant. After making a fresh pot of coffee, Neil went to the phone. He had another couple of messages; the first was a message from one of the folks the crew had helped this afternoon, the other was from Dermot.

“Hi there, Neil, sorry, I don’t have your cell number. I talked to Vicky and tonight is the night if you want to take your kids for a ride. Call me back.”

Neil picked up the phone and did just that. “Hi, Dermot. It’s Neil.”

“Hi Neil, glad you got my message.”

“Me too. I’d love to bring Jack and Harry along for a sleigh ride.”

“OK, we need to meet somewhere secluded. I thought maybe your brother Jacob’s house.”

“Perfect, what time?” Neil asked.

“Seven OK?”

“Sure. We’ll be there.”

“Dress warmly.”

“Thanks, Dermot, and thank Vicky for me.”

“I will. She loves making kids happy.”

Neil put the phone down and stood for a moment trying to figure out what to do. There was no way they were going to fit in a meal at a restaurant before that. “Takeout.”

He called Leona. “Hi, can we do takeout instead?”

“Sure, is anything wrong?” she asked.

“I have a surprise for you all. Can I come around now, and bring takeout, we need to be at Jacob’s house by seven.”

“OK.” She sounded suspicious. “Is everything OK?”

“Yes, it is. I can’t say more.” Because she would not believe him if he did. “But it will be unlike anything you have ever experienced.”

“Now I’m nervous!”

“Don’t be. See you soon. And get the boys to dress in warm clothes.” He ended the call, grabbed his coat, and headed back out. 

By the time he knocked on Leona’s door, he was about as excited as a man could be. He was going to take his mate and her kids on a ride of their life. He only hoped they were ready to believe in the magic of Christmas. And the magic of shifters.


Chapter Fifteen – Leona

“Are you going to give us a clue?” Leona asked. She was huddled in the front of his truck, the first new flurries of snow obscuring much of the road ahead.

“Nope.” Neil looked at the three cold faces beside him and grinned. “It’ll soon warm up in here.”

“I’m more concerned about what is waiting for us at Jacob’s house.”

“It’s a secret,” Neil replied. “But a good secret.”

“Can we guess?” Jack asked.

“I don’t think you’ll guess it,” Neil answered.

“You are a good secret-keeper,” Leona accused.

“Only because if I told you, you would think I was crazy, verging on delusional.”

“That does not make me feel any better.” Leona hugged her boys tighter.

“It’s a good surprise,” Neil assured her.

Leona chose to believe him, but with tomorrow being Christmas Eve, she was worried something was going to happen to ruin everything. She reminded herself she trusted Neil more than anyone in the world. And they were going to Jacob’s house, and since Avery was the deputy in town, whatever they found couldn’t be that bad, could it?

As they reached the track leading up to Jacob’s house, she convinced herself whatever it was, Neil had his heart in the right place, and wouldn’t hurt them, or purposely ruin Christmas.

He parked the truck outside of the house. The front door opened and Avery and Jacob came out, looking just as excited as Neil. What the hell was going on?

“Hi there. Are you ready?”

“We have no idea what we’re supposed to be ready for.” Leona walked over to join them. “But I guess you are in on the secret.”

“We are.” Avery linked arms with Leona. “It’s very special. But first, Neil has something to tell you, so I’m going to take Jack and Harry inside. If that’s OK.”

Nothing about this seemed OK. But Leona agreed. “Sure.”

“You’ve got this, bro’,” Jacob said and went back into the house too.

Leona stood facing Jacob, her teeth chattering, more from nerves than from the cold. “What’s going on?”

Neil held his hands out as if trying to calm her down. Which made her more nervous. “This might take a moment to sink in.”

“Go on.”

“Well, you know we always talk about mates, and how we know when we find the right partner in our lives?”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the nagging feeling Neil was about to ruin their relationship, that he was going to tell her he’d only ever been interested in sex and she was just another notch on his bedpost. Opening them again, she told herself to stop being so dramatic, that wasn't who Neil was. He certainly wasn’t cruel enough to drag her halfway up a mountain to tell her she’d been played.

“We’re different. A lot of people in Bear Creek are different.”

“In what way?” A chill crept through her body, and she hugged herself, trying to prepare for whatever Neil was trying to tell her.

“We’re shifters. Able to turn from a human into an animal, and back again.”

She stood staring at him, sure she’d misunderstood what he’d told her. “Is this a joke?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“You brought me all this way to lie to me?” she asked, anger bubbling up inside her.

“It’s not a lie.” He closed the space between them, his hands resting on her upper arms. “I was going to wait, and tell you after Christmas, but then something came up.”

“Something came up?” She nodded, wanting to slap his face, but violence was never the answer. “I trusted you. After all the crap I’ve been through, I trusted you as one of the good guys.”

“I am a good guy.” He smiled and touched her cheek. “I’m everything you think I am and more.”

“More? So tell me, what kind of animal do you turn into? A rat?” She was talking with unmistakable anger in her voice.

“A bear.” He looked up at the sky as if he could hear something. “I want to show you. But there’s no time.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve managed to get us a ride on a sleigh.”

“A sleigh.” She shook her head. “Pulled by Santa’s reindeer, I suppose?”

“Yes.” He looked over his shoulder. “Get the boys, they are not going to want to miss this.”

“Neil. I don’t want…” She followed the direction he was looking in. “What the…”

Behind her, the door was flung open. Jack and Harry, followed by Avery and Jacob, came out. “Wow, is that the sleigh?” Jacob asked.

“I believe it is,” Avery said in awe. “I never thought…”

“Is Santa on the sleigh?” Harry asked nervously. “Will he know if I’ve been naughty?”

“Buddy, I don’t think you’ve been naughty, do you?” Jacob asked, putting his hand on Harry’s shoulder.

“I hope not.” Harry swallowed nervously. “Mom, what’s going on?”

Leona glanced at Neil, who cast a big smile her way. “Neil arranged for us to go on a sleigh ride.”

“We’re actually going to go in the sleigh? And fly?” Jack asked, slipping his hand into Leona’s.

“Are we, Neil?” Leona asked nervously, not sure whether to believe this or not. But it was hard not to believe what her own eyes were telling her.

“We are,” Neil said, with wonder in his voice.

The sleigh grew bigger as it got closer, the reindeer running through the air, pulling the sleigh toward them. As they came in to land, Leona saw two excited faces grinning, and then the children waved. “Are you coming with us?” one of the girls asked.

“Yes!” Jack yelled. He put his hand in Neil’s. “I never knew you were friends with Santa.”

“I’m not,” Neil admitted. “But I do know Vicky Vixen, one of Santa’s reindeer, and these are her children, and Dermot is her husband. He’s also a paramedic.”

“The reindeer is married to a man?” Harry asked, confused.

“Yes. Although most of the time she’s a human. But at this special time of year she can fly.”

“But only if you believe,” the girl in the sleigh called as the reindeer landed in the snow outside Jacob’s house.

“Yes, you have to believe,” Dermot said. “Come aboard.” He helped everyone into the sleigh, while the reindeer stamped their feet, eager to be on their way.

Leona was numb as she climbed aboard and sat at the back. She clasped hands with Jack and Harry, afraid to let them go.

“It’s safe,” Neil assured her.

She nodded. “I believe you.”

He laughed. “Do you believe everything I told you?”

“I am still trying to process it all,” Leona admitted.

“Take your time.” He winked, and they all waved at Avery and Jacob as the reindeer ran forward across the snow, and then launched up into the air.

Leona wanted to hold onto something, or maybe they should wear harnesses to stop them from falling out. Or maybe this was all a dream.

“Breathe,” Neil leaned across and whispered in her ear.

“We’re in a sleigh, flying through the air. I think I’ve forgotten how to breathe.”

“It’s fun, Mommy. Look at all the houses down there, look at the twinkling lights.” Harry was pointing and she looked quickly before pulling back.

“It’s so high.”

“Don’t worry, it’s safe,” Dermot said. “I should have made a speech about emergency exits, I suppose.”

“Is one of Santa’s reindeer really your wife?” Harry asked.

“She is.” Dermot called to one of the girls at the front. “Esme, tell Harry and Jack all their names.”

“Come and sit with us.” Esme beckoned.

Reluctantly, Leona let go of her sons’ hands and they clambered over the seats to the front of the sleigh. “I still can’t believe this is real. How does someone even meet a reindeer?”

“We met a few years ago. Vicky came to Bear Bluff to hide away. She’d lost her Christmas spirit and couldn’t fly.”

“You know how crazy that sounds, right?” Leona felt faint, her head spinning.

Dermot laughed loudly. “Oh yeah. But we went all the way to the North Pole to find it.”

“And you did? Find it?”

“We did. And fell in love along the way. I mean, I knew she was the one for me.”

“Because you are a shifter?” Leona looked across to Neil, who was watching her closely.

“Yes. A bear.” Dermot looked at Neil too. “That’s why Neil knew you were his mate the moment he set eyes on you.”

Leona nodded. “I’m beginning to understand that.”

“Don’t just understand it, you have to believe,” Dermot said with passion.

“Right now, I’m trying to trust my senses. Because my brain is telling me I’m crazy, delusional, or drugged.”

“Mass hallucination.” Dermot looked up as they cleared the clouds filled with snow, and burst out into clear skies with the stars above their heads.

“Where are we going?” Leona asked.

“To see Santa. It’s become a family tradition. It’s a test flight, ready for the real thing tomorrow.”

Leona didn’t answer. Flying reindeer was one thing, but Santa? She was not ready to believe in an old man with a beard who climbed down chimneys to deliver gifts.

Instead, she sat back and savored the flight, figuring if it were a dream, she might just as well enjoy it, since she was here. On and on they flew, Neil came to sit beside her and held her hand. “Merry Christmas, Leona. You made me promise not to buy you a gift. So when I saw Dermot last night, I figured I’d ask if we could meet a reindeer instead.”

“And you a bear.” Leona thought Neil had been lying. But he wasn’t. She wasn’t sure how a sane person was supposed to react to that information. 

“Yes. When we’re alone later, I want to show you.”

Leona nodded. “That might be a good idea.”

“I’m still the same man, nothing has changed,” Neil replied earnestly.

“I believe you.” She smiled weakly. “There’s just so much I don’t know.”

“And so much you do. Most people live their lives not knowing this magic exists.” 

She laid her head on his shoulder, listening to the excited chatter of her sons. Neil was right, they now lived in a world of wonder, where anything was possible. Her life before, her life with Clive, was somehow insignificant next to this newfound knowledge, and she knew he could not hurt her now. No matter what the divorce brought, she had a man who would protect her, a man who would always stand by her side. A man who would be the father her sons deserved.

“Thank you.”

“You are most welcome.” He kissed the top of her head and held her close. While before them, the reindeer flew onward, guided by the stars.


Chapter Sixteen – Neil

“We’re going in to land,” Jack yelled excitedly. “It’s the North Pole.”

The sleigh took them lower, the ground getting closer until the sleigh touched down with a soft bump. The reindeer kept running, slowing down as they entered a village with small houses strewn around, the occasional igloo on the packed snow, and to the North, a bigger house could be seen.

The sleigh slowed and then stopped. “End of the line.” Dermot got out, followed by Neil, and they helped the children and Leona disembark. 

“Let’s go and get some hot chocolate. Mrs. Claus always has some ready for us.” Esme and her younger sister, Polly, ran off followed by Jack and Harry.

Dermot went to the front and removed the harness from one of the reindeer. Almost immediately, the air shimmered and a young woman stood in its place. She kissed Dermot on the cheek, and then they both set about taking off the rest of the harnesses. One by one the reindeer shimmered, and a man or woman appeared, wrapped in warm furs.

“I think I’m going to faint,” Leona said.

“Come on, maybe we need hot chocolate too.” Neil took her hand, but she pulled him back.

“First I want to see you.”

“Me? My bear?” He searched her face for confirmation.

“Yes. Maybe if I see you, if I feel your fur, I might believe it, because right now, my brain is telling me this whole thing is a trick, an elaborate joke on me and my boys.”

“It’s not,” Neil assured her. “But I know it’s hard to believe. Avery had trouble at first too.” He took her hand and led her over to Dermot. “We need a few minutes alone.”

“Sure, we’ll watch the kids,” Dermot said.

“Hi, Leona. Good to meet you.” Vicky held out her hand to Leona, who stared at it for a second before shaking it. Vicky pulled her into a hug and kissed her cheek. “Don’t worry. I know it must all seem strange. But once you get your head around it, well, you’ll never see things quite the same again.”

“I’m beginning to understand that,” Leona said.

Still looking dazed, Leona followed Neil away from the other reindeer, who were talking together about drag and wind chill as they walked toward the big house. Neil sensed her reservations at leaving the others behind to follow him.

“Right.” He stopped walking and turned to face her. “Stand there. And don’t scream.”

“Wait. You are going to change into a bear? An actual bear.”

“Yes.”

“Just like those reindeer turned into people.” She nodded, but she was shaking, her breathing come in short sharp bursts of vapor.

“It’s OK.” He went to her. “I won’t hurt you.”

“I know.” Leona placed her hand on her stomach as if she were feeling ill. “I’m scared, though. I can’t help it. Last night was incredible, I thought that life was going so well and I had it all figured out. Now I don’t.”

He cocked his head and gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m still me. And if anything, I hope this proves to you how much you mean to me, and proves to you that you are the only woman for me. It’s ingrained in my DNA.”

Leona pressed her lips together, looking at him as if for the first time. “I get it,” she said when she finally spoke. “I get it now.”

“You still want me to shift, though?”

“Yes. I want to see you, touch you, and know I’m not dreaming.”

He took two quick steps backward, wanting to get it over with. “Ready?”

She nodded and hugged her coat around her body as she watched him under the starlit sky. He let his human self go, and then his bear sprang forward, making an entrance that made Leona step backward. 

Go slow, he told his bear.

Sorry. His bear stepped toward her, and she stepped back. 

His bear put his head down, snuffling, scenting their mate for the first time with his bear senses. 

Leona took a step forward, her hand out as if she were meeting a dog for the first time. His bear lifted his head and smelled her hand, his eyes dilating in ecstasy.

“You are a cuddly old thing,” she said, plunging her hand into his thick, warm fur.

His bear grunted, he wasn’t old, but he sure was cuddly. Diving into the snow, one of his most favorite things, his bear rolled on his back. Snow clung to him, until he looked like a polar bear. Leona giggled and rubbed his tummy.

“Good bear, you like that?” she cooed.

You know you are acting like an overgrown puppy? Neil asked.

Yup, and Leona loves it.

His bear had a point, and Neil was not about to complain since Leona seemed to be having such a good time tickling him and stroking his fur.

“Hey, we’d better go and see where Jack and Harry are,” Leona said, casting a look over her shoulder. “This isn’t contagious, is it? I’m not sure Hannah will accept an explanation of my-kids-turned-into-reindeer when she comes to visit.”

His bear got up and shook the snow from his fur, and then Neil took over, and brought his human from back into the real world, where his mate stood watching, her expression one of shock laced with awe.

“It’s not contagious,” Neil told her, taking her hand and leading her backward the big house. “Our children will be born shifters, though.”

“Our children?” She hung back from him.

“I assumed we would have children.” He frowned, cursing himself for taking so much for granted. “There’s no rush, and of course if you decide you don’t want another child, that’s OK.”

“No, it’s not OK. You deserve kids of your own.” She raked a gloved hand through her hair. “I want us to have kids too.”

“I’m glad.” He was more than glad, he was ecstatic, but jumping up and down and yelling at the top of his lungs might be an overreaction.

Leona stopped in her tracks and put her face in her hands. “This is the most ridiculous thing ever. We’ve just met, I’m not even divorced, and we’re discussing kids while standing at the North Pole, having been brought here in a sleigh pulled by reindeer who can fly, and who can also shift into people.”

“I never said life was going to be normal.” Neil held her in his arms. “Come on, let’s go get some hot chocolate.”

“Served by Mrs. Claus,” Leona reminded him as they walked toward the big house.

“Served by Mrs. Claus.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and they walked across the packed snow to the big house. 

Neil held the door open and Leona slipped past him into the hallway, where they removed their coats and boots. Warmth immediately wrapped around them and the sound of excited chatter led them to a large sitting room where everyone was seated around a huge log fire. Jack and Harry were laughing with Esme and Polly; it was heartwarming to see.

“Hot chocolate?” A lady dressed in slim-fitting black pants and a stylish cardigan brought around a tray of cups with a large jug of hot chocolate.

“Thank you.” Leona took a cup and wrapped her hands around it. “Is this your home?”

“Yes, the view out of the full-length window when the sun comes up over the snow is amazing.” She fetched a cookie jar and offered them around. “I like this time of year when we get visitors. The children’s excited faces make all the hard work worth it.” She smiled at Leona. “You have two wonderful children; they tell me that if they had a Christmas wish, it would be for their Mom to be happy.”

Leona fought back her tears. “If I had a Christmas wish, it would be for them to be happy too.”

“It’s good to hear children wish for something other than game consoles or a plastic toy.” She smiled and drifted away.

Neil took Leona’s hand and led her over to her sons. “How are you two doing?”

“Jack thinks we’re dreaming,” Harry told them frankly.

Jack looked up. “I saw Santa.” He pointed out of the window. “He walked past the window.”

Dermot came to join them. “We have to go soon.”

“So soon?” Jack asked.

“They have to get ready for tomorrow,” Harry told his brother.

“And you have to make sure you are asleep when Santa comes.” Neil drank his hot chocolate and then collected the mugs. Leaving Leona with Jack and Harry, he took the empty mugs over to Mrs. Claus.

“Thank you. And what is your Christmas wish, Neil? As a fireman, you deserve something special in your stocking,” Mrs. Claus teased.

“Only one thing.” He looked across to Leona and the children. “Or maybe three.”

“Santa can’t give you something you already have.” She gave him a gentle smile. “You deserve each other.”

“I want them to be happy.” It was as simple as that. All Neil wanted was for Leona and the boys to be happy. He hoped that happiness included him.

“They are happy.” She took the mugs and left the room.

As he wandered back to the Leona, the others were all getting up and stretching. Vicky came over with Esme and Polly. “Time to go.” She kissed her daughters. “Polly is falling asleep, keep her safe on the journey home.” She kissed Dermot.

“I will.” He picked his daughters up, one in each arm. “Time for Mommy to fly.”

“Thank you, Mommy.” Esme kissed Vicky.

“You are both welcome.” Vicky waved as she left the house and went outside.

“Ahh, there you are.” A man dressed in a red flannel shirt came into the room. “I wanted to see you before you left.”

“Are you the real Santa?” Harry asked.

“I am, and I have a special gift for each of you.” Jack and Harry gathered around while Dermot held his daughters in his arms. Santa produced four perfectly wrapped gifts and handed them over. “Now go and put them under your tree, and I will come visit tomorrow night.”

“As long as we are asleep.” Jack reminded Harry.

“I know.” Harry looked up at Santa, mesmerized by the old man with twinkly eyes.

“Well, I think your sleigh is ready. Merry Christmas.” Santa gave them a wave and backed away.

“Merry Christmas,” they all chorused, and as he left the room, they heard a ho, ho, ho.

“I told you he was real, and that I’d seen him,” Jack said to Harry.

“Wait, you flew here in a sleigh, and you still didn’t believe Santa was real?” Neil asked.

They shrugged. “Daddy said last year that Santa wasn’t real.”

“He didn’t!” Leona was shocked.

“It doesn’t matter.” Harry shrugged it off and shook his gift, holding it close to his ear. “I wonder what it is.”

“Come on, we need to go.” Dermot herded them to the hallway where they pulled on coats and boots before going back out into the cold air.

By the time they were all back in the sleigh, Polly was asleep, and the other children were close to dozing off too. Jack and Harry fought to stay awake as they flew south, back home to Bear Creek. 

As the familiar mountain peaks came into view, the sleigh flew lower, skimming the rocky ridges. The snow clouds that had covered the mountains were gone, leaving the passengers a clear view of the world below. Neil had never seen the mountains and the valleys below from this height, and he could not think of anyone he would rather share it with than Leona, and her sons, who had come to curl up on next to them on the cushioned seats.

Then, from the north, a shadow swooped past the crescent moon, and the reindeer banked, taking them away from the town of Bear Creek, back across the highest peaks.

“Where are we going?” Leona asked nervously.

“Dragons,” Neil whispered.

“There’s no such thing,” Jack said sleepily.

“Until a few hours ago, you thought there was no such thing as Santa,” Harry reminded him, climbing up to kneel on the seat. “Wow!”

Dermot shook Esme and Polly awake. The sleigh sparkled in the starlight, gathering speed as they raced toward four huge shapes with massive wings.

“They really are dragons!” Leona sat up, wide-awake, clutching Jack’s hand as he strained to see them. “Are they?”

“Yes.” Neil nodded.

The biggest dragon breathed and fire erupted from his mouth, making them all jump. The reindeer flew on, their legs moving fast to catch up with the dragons. Then the chase began. 

With an exhilarating roar, the dragons flew down toward a valley below. One by one, they disappeared from view, and the sleigh followed along, weaving between rocky crags and high peaks, the steady thrum of the dragons’ wings filling the air.

The dragons somersaulted in the air, displaying thrilling aerial dynamics that left Neil breathless. He knew about the dragon family; he knew Fiona and Harlan personally and had met their adopted daughters Sapphi and Ruby a few times. But never had he seen them as dragons. Never had he witnessed such a sight.

This was the most magical night in his life, and as the dragons flew on, and the reindeer broke off to return to Bear Creek, he didn’t want it to end. But it had to end so that he could begin his new life with Leona, Jack, and Harry.


Chapter Seventeen – Leona

Leona woke up late. It took her a few moments to realize last night had not been a dream. Flying reindeer and sleighs were one thing, meeting Santa another. Then there were the dragons.

Dragons. She laughed nervously, pulled her knees up to her chest and shook her head. Maybe she’d been drugged. Yeah, that had to be it. Or mass hallucination, because the others had seen it too.

She swung her legs off the side of the bed, taking a moment to collect her thoughts. There was so much to do today to make this Christmas perfect for her boys. Although it would be a long day unless they got out and ran off some of their excited energy. And excited they most certainly would be, even after their late night.

Leona smiled to herself as she dressed, recalling the jingle of bells, the starlight above their heads, and the sight of dragons. Bear Creek truly was the most remarkable place. It was as if they had stumbled across a new world, filled with wonders, filled with love.

She sighed as she went to the bathroom. The reflection looking back at her in the mirror hardly reminded her of the woman who had arrived here only days ago. Then she had felt sad, older than her years, but now…

“Coffee.” She dressed quickly and went quietly downstairs. The boys were still fast asleep, and for once Leona was not going to tell them they should get up. If they woke too early they would be irritable for the rest of the day, and she didn’t want that. Not today.

With coffee and toast in hand, she went to the sitting room, enjoying the peace and tranquility of her own company. This was the moment of calm, before the day erupted into a storm, with two young boys unable to contain themselves at the thought of Santa bringing them gifts tonight. Would they be more excited today, now that they knew Santa was real?

Leona drank her coffee, her eyelids heavy, and sleep reached out to reclaim her. She needed to get busy. Taking her cup and plate back to the kitchen, she did her last-minute Christmas wrapping, all the while listening for any sound of movement upstairs. There was none.

By eleven o’clock and with all her preparations done, Leona went to check on the boys. “Hello there, sleepyhead.” Jack opened his eyes as she entered his room and she went to him, and sat on the side of the bed, stroking his hair. Leaning forward she kissed him. “Did you sleep well?”

He nodded and yawned. “It was real, wasn’t it?”

A smile played across her lips, and she nodded. “All of it.”

“I love it here.” Jack sat up and flung his arms around her neck. “I love it, Mommy. Is that a bad thing?”

“Why would it be a bad thing?” Leona asked, holding him close and stroking his back.

“Because that means I’m happy we left Daddy.”

“We didn’t have a choice, Jack. You know that, right?”

“It’s my fault we left him, though.”

No, it’s not.” Her voice was firm. “Daddy tried to hurt you.” She swallowed down the bubble of emotion that would bring tears. This time she had to stay in control as she recalled Clive, his hand twisting Jack’s arm cruelly. She would never forget the pitiful cry of pain that escaped Jack before Clive let him go. Right then, Leona had packed a bag and left the house, her marriage over, her life forever changed. “And that is not right.”

“Then why didn’t we leave when he hurt you?” Jack’s simple question blindsided her.

“I… I wanted us to stay together as a family. I was scared of what would happen if we left. Scared of where we would live, scared you and Harry would be unhappy at leaving all of your friends behind.”

“Not as scared as when he hurt you and made you cry.” Jack’s voice was a whisper in her ear.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, Mommy. Just be happy.”

“I am happy, Jack, more than I have been for a very long time. I have you and Harry. And a new job. And a house.”

“And Neil. I like Neil, I don’t think he will ever hurt any of us.”

“I don’t think so either, Jack.”

“Do you know what I wished?” Jack pulled back. “I shouldn’t say, because then it won’t come true.”

Leona cocked her head and studied her son. “Why don’t you keep it here.” She pointed to his heart. “Keep your wish in your heart, and tell me when it comes true.”

“OK.” He seemed happy with that. Then the room exploded as Harry came gamboling in, jumping on the bed next to Leona. “It’s Christmas Eve!”

“Is it?” Leona asked. “Are you sure you haven’t slept for days and missed Christmas completely.”

“No,” he said with emphasis.

“Oh, well, in that case, we should go and get breakfast and decide what we are going to do for the day.”

“Can we go out in the snow?” Jack asked.

“Yes!” Harry jumped off the bed and ran to get dressed.

“Breakfast first.” Leona left the boys to dress and went downstairs to get them breakfast. While she put out the cereal bowls and fetched the cereal and milk, there was a knock at the door.

“Someone at the door, Mommy!” Jack called excitedly as he practically threw himself downstairs at high speed.

“Calm down. I do not want to spend Christmas in the hospital with you and a broken leg.” She put on her best stern face, and he slowed down before following her to the door. 

“Who is it?” Jack asked.

Leona shrugged, a sense of apprehension covering her. Maybe it was talking about Clive earlier, she hoped they had not conjured him back into their lives. Not now, not right at Christmas.

A moment’s hesitation and then Leona pulled the door open. “Karen!”

“Hello there, I thought I’d pop round to see if you need a hand. I can look after the children if you need to go out.” Karen waved at Jack. “I hear you had an exciting time last night.”

“We did.” Jack gave Karen a quick hug and then said, “I have to go and eat breakfast so we can go and play in the snow.”

He disappeared into the kitchen, Leona stood back and said, “Come in, Karen. Coffee?”

“I’ve got a car full of gifts,” Karen whispered.

“Oh, do you want to give them to the boys yourself?” Leona asked.

“Oh no, they are to go under the tree. We never had time to send them to Santa.” Karen gave her a wink.

“Well, when the boys are eating breakfast, we could bring them inside.” Leona looked back toward the kitchen to check that the boys weren’t listening.

“They might see. So the plan is, that Neil will be over in half an hour, and he’s going to take you to skate on the creek. It’s frozen over. I can then bring the gifts into the house. But where do you want them?”

Leona laughed. “This is like some high-stakes espionage, isn’t it?” She thought for a moment. “Under the stairs. There’s a closet, the only thing in there is the vacuum cleaner, and the boys never use that, believe me.”

“Perfect.” Karen smiled and stepped into the hallway. “Coffee would be good. I brought some muffins too. Still warm.”

“Oh, thank you.” Leona liked Karen a lot. She was kind, but Leona guessed she was also a no-nonsense woman; she would have to be to raise three headstrong boys. “Can I ask you… About looking after Jack and Harry…”

“I meant it. I’d love to have them while you work. Honestly, I’ve always been the homemaker. I do some charity work, but I lived for my boys. Now that they’ve left home, especially now they have wives and girlfriends… I’ve been at a loss. I’m trying not to be too eager for Suzie to have her baby, and she’s got a mom of her own…”

Leona hugged Karen tightly. “Thank you. I’d forgotten what it was like to have a mom.”

“You have one now. Neil told me that you know all about us. The truth about shifters. I know it will take time, that you don’t want to rush into anything because of your sons, but you will marry Neil one day. Won’t you?”

“Oh, Neil hasn’t asked me.” Leona looked embarrassed. “And I’m still married.” She looked at the two boys who were shoveling cereal into their mouths. “But if he did ask me…” Leona turned to Karen. “And I wasn’t married.”

Karen nodded. “Good girl. Grab life with both hands. I know you’ve had it rough. But Neil will look after you all. He’ll always be there for you. Being the youngest has left him more sensitive than his brothers.”

“Oh, there he is.” A knock on the door sent Leona back along the hallway.

“Good morning!” Neil looked happy and as excited as Jack and Harry. “The creek is frozen.”

“Your mom said.” Leona took a step toward him and kissed his cheek.

“So it’s OK for us to go and skate?” Neil wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I have skates for us all.”

“Yes. Jack and Harry wanted to go out in the snow, so this sounds perfect. I need to tire them out.” Leona pulled away from him and went to fetch her warm clothes. “Will you join us after?” she asked Karen.

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Karen helped Jack on with his coat. “I used to love skating.”

“Can you teach me?” Jack asked her.

“I sure can. Have you ever skated?” Karen asked.

“No,” Jack answered.

“Me neither,” Harry said, taking his turn for Karen to help with his coat.

“Why don’t you take the boys and we’ll join you in half an hour?” Neil suggested to his mom.

“Why aren’t you coming now?” Jack asked.

“I have a couple of last minute errands to run,” Leona said; it was almost the truth. “Karen, what do you say?”

“OK. I’d love to.” Karen held out her hands, and Jack and Harry went to her. 

“Take my truck and we’ll meet you down there.” Neil handed his keys to Karen.

“Right, let’s go. Ice skating school is in.” Karen took Jack and Harry out to the truck, and Leona helped get them inside and settled.

“Behave, do what Karen says and stay away from thin ice.” Although the temperature had dropped so much Leona figured the whole creek would be frozen.

“I went out with the crew and tested it earlier,” Neil said. “It’s completely frozen. And the sun is not warm enough to thaw it today.”

They stood together and watched Karen drive away slowly. “Your mom is quite a woman.”

“She is. She got stuck in with whatever we were doing.” Neil put his arm around her shoulders, and she was thankful for the warmth of his body.

“Let’s get these gifts inside.” Leona opened Karen’s trunk. “Wow, these aren’t all for the boys, are they?”

“No, some are for you.” Neil picked up an armful and carried them carefully to the house.

“I wasn’t expecting anything.”

“We know. But we figured you hadn’t bought yourself anything either. Everyone deserves a gift or two at Christmas.”

“I haven’t bought anything for your family. I need to go and get something, even if it’s a small, token gift.”

Neil reached the house and placed the gifts on the table. “No, you don’t.” He reached out to her, and drew her close, brushing her hair back from her face. “You have given me everything I could ever want. And my family wants to make sure you feel welcome, and so you get gifts.”

“I do feel like part of your family already. They’ve been so welcoming.” Leona rested her head on his chest. “This is the happiest I have ever been in my life, and the boys feel the same way too.”

“Good. I want you to be happy, but not only for Christmas. I want you to be happy forever.”

“Forever is a long time.” 

“I’m banking on it.” He kissed her then, and she let him into her heart, into her life, because she believed in him.


Chapter Eighteen – Neil

“My mom wants me to ask you to spend Christmas Day with us.” Neil steered Karen’s car down toward the creek, which was filled with children skating up and down.

“That’s kind of you, but I already have everything in, and the boys like to stay at home and play with their toys. Why don’t you come over in the afternoon? Your mom and dad too.”

“They won’t want to impose,” Neil replied. He parked the car next to his truck and got out.

“Well, I’d like them to impose, it’s the least I can do.” Leona slammed the car door shut, and Neil fetched a couple of pairs of skates from his truck. Then they walked down to the creek, hand in hand. “I’ve never skated before either.”

Neil looked up at her and smiled. “Good, that gives me a reason to hang on tight to you and not let go.”

“You always look on the bright side, don’t you?”

“I try.” He helped her put her skates on, and then pulled her to her feet. “Off we go.”

They walked across the grass, to the edge of the creek and then he slid onto the ice. He turned back to face Leona and held his hands out for her. She looked at him apprehensively and said, “I am really not sure about this.”

“One step at a time. Stand on the ice, and just get a feel for it. That’s it, relax.” He coached her as they moved around the ice. Leona gradually got the hang of it, at least enough to stay on her feet, but she refused to let go of Neil.

“Here comes your mom. Oh, and the boys. Look at you two!” Leona called, as Jack and Harry came skating smoothly over.

“We can skate!” Jack called to her, as he moved in a clumsy circle, but stayed on his feet. Not happy with his first attempt, Jack increased his momentum and then tried again. This time he skated a perfect circle.

“They are both naturals,” Karen called as she reached them.

“I wish the same could be said for their mom.” Leona looked up at Neil, who was grinning. “What?”

“You just have to learn to let go.” Neil nodded with encouragement.

Leona looked down at her feet, and then at her hands, which grasped hold of Neil so tightly she was in danger of tearing his coat. She was scared, just as she had been scared of letting go of her husband and her marriage. She had stayed with Clive for all the wrong reasons, afraid of letting it all slip through her fingers, afraid of failing, afraid of falling down and not being able to get back up. Neil could understand it all completely. Because now that he had found Leona, he would never want to let go either.

“I’m scared.” Leona’s eyes met his.

“You don’t have to be scared any longer. We’re here for you, but you are strong enough to stand alone.” Neil encouraged. He would always be there for her, but Leona needed to know she was an independent woman, capable of incredible things.

“Come on, Mommy.” Harry slid to a stop in front of her.

“OK.” Leona took a deep breath, and stood up straight, her knees flexed. Slowly she loosened her grip on Neil, until she stood alone, her hands ready to grab hold of him if she needed to. 

“One step. Then another.” 

Leona slid her feet across the ice, wobbling like a newborn foal at first, but then she gained her confidence and flowed across the ice.

“You did it, Mommy!” Jack and Harry skated by her side, while Neil hung back with his mom.

“She’s an amazing woman, Neil.” His mom turned to him. “And you are an incredible man. I’m so happy for you both.”

“Thanks, Mom. For everything. You and Dad taught me so much.”

“And you taught us too. Kids are a blessing, and you are at the start of your own journey to discover that.” She took his hand. “Come on, let’s go catch up with them. Then we can go back to the house for hot chocolate.”

“Leona invited you and Dad over to her house tomorrow. She wants Christmas Day in their house, so the boys can play with their toys.”

“We’d love to.” Karen sighed. “This time next year we’ll have Suzie and Kit’s baby. I’m hoping the year after that, you and Leona might have a baby too.”

“Baby steps, Mom. Baby steps.”

They glided across the ice, the five of them having fun until they were cold, and their legs ached. Afterward, they spent a couple of hours at Karen and Scott’s, before Neil took them home. 

“I think you two will be in bed early tonight,” Neil said. They were in Leona’s small kitchen, making Christmas cookies to leave out for Santa.

“The sooner we go to bed, the sooner we will wake up.” Jack looked as if he could go to sleep right now.

“Will you be here in the morning?” Harry asked.

Leona’s hand paused as she stirred the cookie dough, but she let Neil handle the question.

“Do you want me to be here?” Neil asked.

“Yes. Mommy is terrible at putting toys together,” Jack whispered loudly.

“Thanks,” Leona said, but she didn’t sound offended.

“So will you stay?” Jack asked.

“I could. If it’s OK with you two and your Mom.”

“Say yes, Mommy.” 

“Yes. If Neil wants to stay.” She blushed but concentrated on stirring the cookie dough.

“I’d love to.”

“Yay!” Jack summoned up the energy to shout.

Two hours later, Jack and Harry solemnly put a freshly made chocolate chip cookie and a glass of milk out for Santa, and a carrot for the reindeer too. Then they hung up their stockings and fell into bed. Their excitement was still visible in their eyes, but their bodies were craving sleep.

“This is the best Christmas Eve ever.” Jack snuggled under his covers, and Leona kissed him good night. As she bent down, he encircled her neck with his arms and whispered in her ear.

“That was my Christmas wish too.” She kissed him good night, and then they went to say good night to Harry. 

“Sleep tight.” She kissed him, and backed out of the room. Neil was certain Harry was asleep even before they had left the room.

“So what now?” Neil asked as they went back downstairs.

“Wine?” Leona took a bottle out of the fridge. “I think we deserve a glass.”

“I know what I deserve.” He crossed the small kitchen, and kissed her lips, then reached behind her. “A cookie.”

She slapped his shoulder playfully. “Typical boy, thinking of his stomach.”

“Oh, these are good.” He broke a piece off and offered it to Leona. She took it in her mouth, her lips closing around his fingers, and she sucked on them, hard.

“Shall we see if Santa left an early Christmas gift for you under the tree?” Leona pulled him toward the sitting room.

“I sure hope he did.” Neil followed his mate into the sitting room, where the twinkling Christmas lights lit the room in a magical glow. The smell of pine filled his senses and if he closed his eyes he could almost picture them in the forest, where his love was pulling him to the ground to make love in the wild.

Neil grabbed a throw from the sofa and spread it on the floor, then he laid her down. For a moment he stood and let his other senses roam, listening for any sound that might tell him Jack and Harry were awake. There was none, only the occasional creak of the house settling in the cold winter night.

In a blur of movement, he undressed, his cock hard as he lay down beside Leona. She curled her hand around his length and stroked him. Neil kissed her lips, tasting her, mesmerized by the touch of her hand. But he wanted to kiss more than her lips and he took hold of the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head.

Leona put her arms up, like a child, and he dragged the sweater off, missing the touch of her hand on his cock. However, his need to have her naked beneath him as almost too much. He clawed at her shirt, more than one button popping off in his eagerness. Neil had longed to make love to her again since that first night, but he’d promised himself he wouldn’t pressure her. And he always kept his promises.

His bear chuckled, and Neil was glad he’d stuck to it. Somehow, Leona making the first move made this more special. It proved she wanted him and was ready to take their relationship to the next level. Of course, it helped that Jack and Harry wanted him to stay. 

“Kiss me.” Leona lay naked beneath him, his hands trailing across her skin, and she shivered with longing and opened her thighs for him to dip his fingers into her wet sex.

He leaned over her body and kissed her lips, his tongue probing her mouth, while his fingers probed her sex. In and out, stroking her inner walls, his thumb brushing her clit as her arousal grew. She sucked hard on his tongue, and he groaned, his cock hardening as he imagined being deep inside her, buried to the hilt.

“Make love to me.” She curled her hand around his cock, and he moved to lie between her thighs, as she guided him toward her slick opening. 

Neil thrust forward, filling her with his cock, stretching her as he circled his hips. Leona wrapped her legs around him and spurred him on, eager for him. Neil kissed her neck, along her collarbone, before cupping her breast with his hand and sucking her nipple into his mouth.

Her breath hissed through her teeth, and her hips bucked as he rolled his tongue around the taut bud of her nipple. Leona dug her nails into his back, urging him on. They moved as one, taking each other to new heights, where they flew above the twinkling stars, just as they had last night in the sleigh.

He came too soon, but Leona was there with him, her cries in his ear telling him she was about to reach her climax too. Neil thrust in and out of her with long lunges, reveling in the friction between their bodies. With one long lunge, he buried himself inside her, straining as his essence filled her. Leona tensed, and her inner walls gripped him, milking every ounce of his seed as she came.

They lay together for an eternity afterward, neither speaking. There was no need, they touched and kissed, stroking each other’s skin, a tenderness between them spoke more than words.

He loved her in that moment, a true love that wasn’t simply tied to the mating bond, as they lay beneath the tree, the lights casting red, green, and blue over their skin.

To Neil, all of his Christmases had come at once, and he would never ask for anything more. Because he had everything he would ever need. His mate and a family of his own.


Chapter Nineteen – Leona

A surge of happiness coursed through Leona as the bedroom door opened at 6:30 a.m. the next morning. Two happy children ran into the room and jumped on the bed.

“Santa came! Santa came!” Jack was so excited he could hardly get the words out.

“Did he?” Leona stretched and brushed her hand against the sheets where Neil had slept through most of the night. They had made love, done their duty as Santa, and then slept together until he slipped out of her bed to sleep on the sofa. Jack and Harry might not mind Neil staying over, but Leona wasn’t ready for her children to find him in her bed. 

She remembered Neil’s hands on her skin. He was the best Christmas gift ever.

Aside from the excited faces of her children.

“Look.” Harry hauled his stocking onto the bed.

“Where’s Neil?” Jack asked, calming down as he nestled next to her.

“Downstairs. I think he was guarding the tree.” 

Jack and Harry looked horrified. “What if he didn’t sleep? Santa might not have left any presents under the tree.”

“Shall we go and look?” Leona grabbed her robe, and they made their way downstairs.

“Shh.” Jack put his finger to his lips. “Neil is still asleep.”

“Look at all the presents.” Harry’s eyes widened as he walked around the side of the sofa.

“Neil.” Leona put her hand on his shoulder, and nudged him awake. Although, the excitement on his face told her he had only feigned sleep.

“Did Santa come?” Neil sat up, yawned and rubbed his eyes theatrically.

“Yes. Didn’t you hear him?” Harry asked, kneeling down next to the sofa and staring at the gifts, many of which had been generously given by Neil’s family.

“I thought I heard bells.” Neil swung his legs off the sofa, and winked at Leona.

Leona’s throat tightened, and she swallowed down the lump of emotion that threatened to bring tears of happiness. She was not going to cry today, she didn’t want Jack and Harry to mistake her tears of joy for sadness.

“Shall we open them?” Leona asked, sitting down next to Neil on the sofa. He put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her lips.

“Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.” Leona hugged him, wanting to unwrap him, and take him to bed. But Jack and Harry came first. The two boys were picking up gifts and examining them closely, sharing excited whispers.

“Thank you.” Jack got up and hugged his mom, and then hugged Neil.

“You are very welcome.” Leona kissed his cheek.

“Merry Christmas, kiddo.” Neil hugged Jack right back, and Harry abandoned the gift he had in his hands to hug them both too. Then they returned to opening presents, with such enthusiasm, the room was soon filled with discarded wrapping paper.

“Look, this one is for you, Mommy.” Jack handed her a small gift.

Leona opened it, inside was a silver bracelet with a bear charm hanging from it. “Thank you.” She kissed Neil as he helped her put it on.

“So you don’t forget me.”

“I could never forget you.” She kissed his lips. “You’ve brought me back to life. You’ve brought us all back to life.”

“You have given me the future I always dreamed of.” Neil gazed into her eyes adoringly.

“Enough sloppy talk.” Jack thrust a gift at Neil. “This is one of mine, but you can open it.”

“I can?” Neil joined in the fun, and when all the gifts were opened, Leona went to the kitchen and made coffee, while Neil helped assemble robots and played with light sabers. The noise from the living room rose and Leona stood with her eyes closed, letting it wash over her. This was the best Christmas ever.

After a late lunch, Neil’s family came to wish them a Merry Christmas, and as the afternoon wore on, snow began to fall. The fresh snow making the world look fresh and new. 

“Time to go and walk off some of that Christmas turkey,” Scott told them. “There is snow on the ground, and a nip in the air. A perfect Christmas day.”

They all put on their boots and coats and ventured out for a walk. There were no complaints from Jack and Harry about leaving their toys behind. Not when there were snowballs to make and throw. Neil and Scott joined in the fun.

“It’s a Christmas tradition. We meet up and sing Christmas carols,” Karen told Leona as they walked together, while the boys threw snowballs at each other. “It’s nice to see everyone on Christmas day.”

“I love Bear Creek,” Leona confided. “When Suzie suggested moving here, I wasn’t sure. But I can’t think of a better pace for the boys to grow up.”

“They have settled right in.” Karen put her arm around Leona and gave her a hug. “And so have you.”

“It helps when you find a man who says you’re his mate.” Leona watched Neil as he skidded in the snow and landed on the ground. Jack and Harry immediately took advantage and pelted him with snow.

“I’ve never seen Neil so happy.” Karen looked up as the sound of singing reached them. “There are Suzie and Kit. And Jacob and Avery.” Karen’s voice faltered.

“Are you OK?” Leona asked.

“This time last year, I looked at my boys and despaired. I thought they would never find happiness. And yet here they all are. Girlfriends and wives. And children too.”

“New beginnings.” Leona leaned on Karen’s shoulder.

“New beginnings.” Karen agreed. 

“I am going to go and rescue Neil.”

“It reminds me of when my three boys were young.” Karen laughed and then went to join Scott, who was talking to Suzie and Kit. Leona hoped that time would strengthen her relationship with Neil, that they would look at each other with love in the same way Karen and Scott looked at each other, even after all their years together.

Walking over to Neil and the boys, Leona tried to remember the person she was only days ago, and found she couldn’t recall the sadness that had filled her heart. And she didn’t want to. That was her past, and her future was here in front of her.

As the snow fell thicker all around them, Neil, Jack and Harry finished their snowball fight and stood next to Leona as the carol singers’ voices soared. The words they sweetly sang touched her, bringing hope and happiness.

“I love you,” Neil whispered in her ear.

“And I love you too,” Leona told him, taking his hand and holding it tight. Now that she had found happiness, she was never going to let it go. Not ever. She had everything she could ever want right here in Bear Creek.


Epilogue

Leona walked into the kitchen, a letter in her hand. This was it, after four months of court, four months of battling for a share of her old life, she finally held the divorce papers in her hands, the papers that would sever her ties with Clive, at least on a legal basis. They would always be linked, Leona knew that. Which was why she had not fought Clive’s request for visitation rights to the boys. As long as they were supervised by Hannah, who had proved to be an amazingly supportive social worker. Leona wanted to believe that people could change, just as she had changed, but never at the risk of her children’s welfare.

“All right?” Neil asked. He seemed to be able to read her emotions on a level that sometimes freaked her out. It was as if they were joined on a molecular level.

She held up the envelope. “Divorce papers.”

He put the knife down on the counter; he was preparing dinner with the boys. Leona loved that he cooked for her, and shared the household chores. Particularly since she was busy at work now that spring was here and there was an influx of tourists.

Neil would pick the boys up from school or Karen’s, depending on his shifts, and then bring them home. By cooking dinner, it meant they had more time to be a family. After they’d eaten they would go for walks, either in the mountains or along the creek. Sometimes they would visit with Jacob and Avery, or Kit and Suzie. Suzie, who had become more reliant on Leona as her baby’s birth drew nearer. 

Leona was no longer the one who needed support, and she truly felt she was paying forward all the help she’d received when she needed it most.

“Are you going to open it?” Neil asked.

Leona nodded and slid her finger along the seal, then pulled out a sheaf of papers. Unable to read it out loud, she turned the certificate around and held it up for Neil to see. At times, during the divorce process, when Clive had chosen to argue over the smallest, most trivial things, she thought they would never get through it. Especially since Clive’s new relationship hadn’t worked out, and on more than one occasion Clive’s attorney had hinted that his client had asked about reconciliation.

Every time the subject was broached, Leona gave the same answer “No!”. That part of her life was gone. Clive had behaved deplorably, and he was not getting a second chance. He’d tried to destroy her when it suited him. Now that he was lonely, he had no right to ask her to come back to him.

“Hey. Are you OK?” Neil’s voice was gentle, and when she focused on the room, she saw that not only Neil, but Jack and Harry were looking at her with concern.

“Yes. Relieved.” She nodded and slipped the documents back into the envelope. “This is my life now… Our lives,” she corrected.

Jack took hold of Neil’s hand and pulled it. “Now.”

Neil put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a small box. “If it’s not too soon…”

“One knee,” Harry said firmly.

Neil grinned and bent down on one knee. “Leona, will you marry me?”

“Say yes,” Harry whispered loudly.

“Yes.” Leona held out her hand, and Neil slipped the ring on her finger.

“Yesss!” Jack said happily.

As they hugged each other, Leona couldn’t have been happier. “I love you all,” she told the three men in her life.

“I love you all too,” Neil said, kissing Leona.

They were a family. Not just for Christmas. But forever.

 

***

 

Have you read Christmas Bear Brothers?

Featuring Dermot, Declan and Damon, in one complete box set.

 

[image: ]


Sign up to the 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

And receive an

EXCLUSIVE FREE BOOK

[image: ]

 

A Bond to Bear

plus news of special offers and new releases

 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

 

 *

 

You can also FOLLOW me on Amazon.

 

 

Or LIKE ME on Facebook

 

 

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

 

Facebook

Harmony Raines

 

Website

www.harmonyraines.com


Other Books By Harmony Raines

Other Books By Harmony Raines

Visit Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle

***

***UK Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle***

***

 

Hero Mine

 

Bear my Fate (Hero Mine Prequel Book 0)

Hero Mine - Kurt

 

Bear Bait (Hero Mine Book 1)

 

 

READING ORDER FOR

 

Bear Creek Clan and Bear Bluff Clan

 

 

Complete Box Set

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

(each can be read as a standalone

but why not start at the beginning and get to know all of the characters?)

Rescued by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book One)

Finding Her Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Two)

Tamed by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Three)

Snowbound With The Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Four)

Biker Bear Billionaire (Bear Creek Clan Book Five)

Bound To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book One)

Doctor Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book Two)

Stranded With Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Three)

A Bride for the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Six)

Home Or Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Four)

Fated To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Five)

Lonely Bear (Bear Bluff Book Six)

 

 

Wolf Valley Raiders

 

Complete Box Set Out Now!

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

Redeem the Wolf

To Catch A Wolf

Reclaim the Wolf

Awakening the Alpha

 

Biker Bears

 

Forbidden Bear

Secret Bear

 

Christmas Bear Brothers

 

Complete Box Set Now Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

Santa Paws

Christmas Catastrophe

Bear Humbug

 

Fated and Mated

 

Love at First Site

Her Scars To Bear

Her Choice To Bear

Her Russian Bear

 

 

Who’s the Daddy?

 

Complete Box Set Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

One Bear and a Baby

Her Bear and a Baby

Second Chance Bear and a Baby

Baby Protector Bear

 

 

Return to Bear Bluff

 

Complete Box Set Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

The Bear is Back in Town

His Bear’s Necessity

Black Bear Down

Who Bears Wins

When Bears Collide

Wish Upon A Bear

 

Cowboy Brother Bears

 

Complete Box Set Available

 

[image: ]

 

Cowboy Bear Blues

Cowboy Bear’s Mate

Cowboy Bear’s Fate

 

Return to Bear Creek

 

Daddy Bear

Mountain Bear

Honey Bear

Forever Bear

Storm Bear

Silverback Dragon

P.I. Bear

Doctor Daddy Bear

Bad Boy Bear

Silverback Bear

Ranger Bear

Christmas Bear

 

Christmas Bears

 

Sleighed

Claused

Wrapped

 

Shifters Prime Sleeping Lions

 

Complete Box Set Now Available

[image: ]

 

Living a Lion

Freeing a Lion

Fighting a Lion

 

Chosen by the Karal

Complete Box Set

[image: ]

Or available individually

Deceit

Love

Power

Hunger

Devotion


 

Warriors of Karal

Stranded

Found

Taken

Hunted

Allies

 

Sci-Fi Romance

 

The Princess and her Alien Rogue

The Princess and her Bounty Hunter

 

Her Dragon's Bane Serial

Soul Of The Dragon

Blood Of The Dragon

Heart Of The Dragon

Love Of The Dragon

Fate Of The Minotaur

Mate Of The Dragon

 

Bound To The Flame - A Virgin For The Dragon

When the dragon egg hatches for Trinity she becomes the Dragon Princess and must remain pure until the dragon comes back to claim her as his mate on her twenty first birthday.

An Heir For The Flame (Dragon Fantasy Romance)

The elder dragons have predicted that Trinity will conceive the new dragon child tonight. So she mates with ShanRohit under the full moon.

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

images/00011.jpeg
[ 1ARFIORTIRNIN 1S





images/00010.jpeg
@ 0P
TAREINCIE R

HARMONNERAINES

SHNAMRINERTIO 1

LUNAY SRINERY A






images/00012.jpeg
IPRMONT TN





cover.jpeg
A UPEC RN

(RETURN'{OBIAR CREEK)
HARMONY RAINES





images/00002.jpeg
HARMONY RAINES





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
HARMONY RAINES





images/00003.jpeg
HARMONY RAL






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
IBABYHIOTECTOR BEAR

HIETTBENR AN DI

ONE BENRAND A TN






images/00007.jpeg
HARMONY RAL






images/00009.jpeg
WISH UPON A BEA






