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Silverback Bear

Return to Bear Creek

(Book Ten)

 

Bear shifter, Dean, has almost given up on finding a mate. Instead, he’s carved out a fulfilling role as a foster parent to older kids. Then she walks into his life, the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen. His mate. His life will never be the same again.

 

A birthmark on her face has haunted Elizabeth her whole life. She has always struggled to meet new people and visit new places. But now the one person in her life she truly loves, her daughter Suzie, is getting married. Elizabeth needs to find the strength to overcome her fears and be there for her daughter.

 

An encounter with a bear shifter, who tells her she is his mate, helps change her world, opening up new possibilities she’d never dared dream would be hers.

 

Can she grab hold of her dreams, and not let go? Despite her fears, can she open her heart to a man who promises to love her forever?


Chapter One – Elizabeth

“Mom, this is amazing.” Elizabeth smiled with pride at her daughter’s words. They were stood side by side in the garden where Suzie would be marrying her bear shifter fiancé in three days’ time. Three days. Elizabeth’s smile faltered on her lips, to be replaced by apprehension that she hid from Suzie. Crowds, and any amount of attention, made Elizabeth want to hide away. But for Suzie, she was determined to dig deep and support her daughter through her special day.

“It’s all come together so well.” Elizabeth had been helping to redesign for a couple of weeks. Planning, digging, and planting. The garden now looked amazing, even if she did say so herself. Not that she hadn’t had help; every day Elizabeth had come here to work, one or two other members of the Bear Creek community, friends of Suzie’s and Kit’s, had come along to lend a hand.

Now all the work had paid off, it was like one of those shows on TV where there is a big reveal. Suzie’s face was a picture of happiness, and Elizabeth couldn’t be more pleased.

“Your mom has worked so hard,” Karen, the owner of the garden and Suzie’s soon-to-be mother-in-law, said.

“It’s not as if I’ve done all the work,” Elizabeth said modestly. “There have been so many people offering to help, and bringing plants, and muscle.”

“If there is one thing there is no shortage of in Bear Creek, it’s muscle,” Karen agreed with a giggle.

Elizabeth smiled. Karen had a warmth about her that had made this venture more enjoyable than Elizabeth could imagine. “I won’t tell Scott you said that.” It was Elizabeth’s attempt at a joke, but she wasn’t sure if it sounded as though she was threatening to tell on Karen. Which she would never do.

“Our secret,” Karen winked, and Elizabeth let out a sigh of relief. “And since Suzie and I are spoken for, all the single men are yours, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No man for me.” Her hand twitched, she wanted to lift it up to her face and cover the red birthmark on her left cheek, but she resisted. Ever since she noticed Suzie often had the same social twitch, despite her skin being perfectly smooth and clear, Elizabeth had sworn to herself she would stop. But even after all these years, she had to force herself to keep her hand by her side.

“Mom.” Suzie took hold of Elizabeth’s hand as if reading her awkwardness. “Don’t be afraid to open your heart.”

“Especially if a shifter man comes a-knocking,” Karen added. She placed her hand on Elizabeth’s arm. It was a simple touch, meant to comfort, yet only a couple of months ago, if anyone except Suzie had touched her in such a way, Elizabeth would have broken the contact. “They are a special breed.”

“I will bear that in mind,” Elizabeth said. “If ever one does come a-knocking.” 

“Oh, and there he is,” Karen joked as a knock sounded on the gate leading into the garden from the driveway out front.

The three women laughed, and Karen went to see who it was while Suzie and Elizabeth surveyed the garden. Suzie squeezed her mom’s hand and turned to her, her voice catching in her throat. “I want to tell you how proud I am of you.”

Elizabeth’s eyes pricked with tears, which she fought to control. “Isn’t that what a mother is supposed to say to her daughter?”

“You have, for my entire life. And I don’t say it back to you enough.” Suzie hugged Elizabeth tightly. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you too, Suzie. I want you to know how happy I am for you, and how blessed you are to have a man like Kit by your side.” Elizabeth meant every word. She had raised Suzie alone and knew how difficult it was to be both mom and dad to a child. Suzie would never have to worry about that. Kit was a shifter, and only death would part him from his soon-to-be-wife, and the children they planned to have.

Suzie straightened up, a smile breaking out over her face. “Hi, Dean. Good to see you.”

Suzie pulled out of Elizabeth’s arms, her hand clutching her mom’s as they both turned to look at the new visitor. Elizabeth took a deep breath. She still got nervous when she met someone new, and she had not met Dean before, although Suzie had told her plenty about him.

If Suzie could have chosen a father, Dean was it, although she never actually said that to Elizabeth. A mom could tell these things.

“Hi, Suzie.” Dean’s eyes slid from Suzie to Elizabeth, and there they remained.

Elizabeth felt the color rush to her cheeks, and her hand instinctively tried to follow. Elizabeth pinched the denim of her jeans between her finger and thumb to anchor her hand. Whenever she blushed, her birthmark stood out in a more pronounced way and she longed to shield it, to hide away. Suzie had said Dean was a good man, accepting of everyone, a man who took in older foster kids and turned their lives around. So why was he staring?

“I’m going to go and get a glass of water,” Elizabeth said, pulling away from Suzie. She made her feet stick to a walk, even though she wanted to run and run fast, to get away from Dean.

“No!” Dean ordered, making the three women freeze.

Suzie recovered first. “Dean, are you OK?” Suzie asked, and went to him, her face full of concern. “Dean?”

Dean dragged his eyes away from Elizabeth, who had spun around, ready to defend her daughter from this man if necessary. But he simply looked at Suzie apologetically. “Sorry. A bit of a shock.”

Karen and Suzie exchanged glances, and then they too turned to look at Elizabeth, and then back to Dean. Elizabeth might just as well have been naked in a crowd; she was mortified at the attention, and her face grew redder, hotter until she thought she would ignite. Worse, Suzie was staring too. Suzie, who had never taken any notice of her mother’s disfigurement, and who was always her staunchest supporter.

Elizabeth moved, one slow stride after another as tears ran down her cheeks. This whole thing had been a mistake. She should have stayed in her comfort zone, where she knew everyone and she was safe.

“Mom.” Suzie caught up with her and took hold of her hand. “Mom, don’t go.”

“I think it’s best.” Elizabeth made it into the house. She was going to grab her car keys and her purse and get out of there.

“Mom, you don’t understand,” Suzie pleaded.

“I understand that man thinks I’m a freak,” Elizabeth said, her voice filled with shame.

“No, no, he doesn’t.” Suzie took a deep shuddering breath. “Dean thinks you’re his mate.”

The world stopped, the blood hammered in her ears, and Elizabeth had to reach out to grab hold of the back of a chair to stop herself from dropping to the floor in shock. “I don’t want to be his mate,” she managed to whisper.

“Tough,” Suzie replied, holding onto her mom tightly. “It’s fate.”

“I don’t believe in fate,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. Would fate have given a child a red birthmark and a family who resented her? Would fate have thrown her into the path of a man who had pretended to care for her, and then cast her aside for being ugly when she told him she was carrying their child?

“Well, it believes in you,” Suzie answered. Her smile was joyful and full of hope.

“I’m not ready,” Elizabeth stated firmly.

“Do you think that I was ready?” Suzie asked, pulling back from her mom, and looking her in the eyes, filled with passion and love. “I thought I’d be older, and definitely wiser. Because I didn’t want to be with the wrong man.”

“You mean you didn’t want to be like me?” Elizabeth asked with a sob, remembering the man who had been more than happy to sleep with her, but not be with her, even when she got pregnant. She’d been so young, so naive. So desperate.

“No, I didn’t mean that,” Suzie insisted. “Mom, I have seen the same scenario played out time and time again. The young woman I placed with Dean, Louise, she had the exact same thing happen to her. But she found love with another man. You can too.”

“I can’t tell you how happy it made me when you told me you met Kit. And for him to be a shifter.” Elizabeth had taken a while to get her head around shifters. But now she accepted them: how could she not when she knew that her daughter’s happiness was practically guaranteed? Kit would never leave her.

“You have that same chance, Mom!” Suzie took her hand and pulled Elizabeth back toward the door. “Dean is one of the greatest guys I’ve ever met.” She paused, and then confided, “I’ve never told you this, but if I could choose a dad, it would have been Dean. Not just for me. I choose him to be your husband. He’s kind and generous…”

“He sounds too good.”

“Not for you, Mom. Not for you.” Suzie smiled through her tears. “Please, for me. Do this one thing. I promise not to ask you for anything that takes you outside of your comfort zone ever again.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “You don’t have to make me promises.” 

“Do it for yourself, then. Do it because there is a chance of happiness waiting out there. And do it now, because if Dean is anything like Kit, he will be terrified he’s messed this up,” Suzie implored. She was desperate for this to work out, desperate to see her mom happy. So how could Elizabeth refuse?

“OK. Lead the way.” Elizabeth followed her daughter, trying not to grip her hand too tightly. Suzie was her rock, her guiding light, as she left the sanctuary of Karen’s house and entered the garden to meet her mate.

Maybe she should pinch herself. Perhaps she had hit her head or something, and this was all a dream. Yet as she saw Dean, looking pale and concerned, she knew it was real. And she wanted to embrace the possibilities being the mate of a shifter promised.

Could Elizabeth, after all these years, shake off the person she had always been—a woman who wanted to hide from the world—and become a new person, one with the chance of a happy ever after with a man?

When Dean’s face broke into an unsure smile, Elizabeth felt a fluttering in her stomach, as thousands of butterflies took off. She’d felt them so many times before when she was nervous. Yet this time they were different.

This time the wings fluttered with a different beat. She wasn’t nervous, she was excited. The world once more held promise, the promise of love, a thing she had not experienced since the day she held Suzie in her arms for the first time.

But this love would be different, this bond would be different. Not between mother and child, but between a man and a woman. A shifter and his mate.


Chapter Two – Dean

Dean felt physically sick. When he’d seen Elizabeth and recognized her as his mate, he had been overjoyed. Stunned, but overjoyed. But that joy had turned to fear as she turned and ran away from him.

Suzie had followed, and only Karen’s steadying hand on his arm had stopped him from going too. He had to make this right. He had to show her she belonged with him.

“Give them time,” Karen advised, and of course she was right. Suzie would know how to handle the delicate situation. Suzie, whom he’d grown to admire and love as a confident, professional young woman, whose heart was in the right place. Suzie, who’d talked about her mom, who suffered from social anxiety. Damn, how could he have been so insensitive to her needs? How could he have hurt his mate in such a way?

“Do you think she’s OK?” Dean had asked, as the minutes ticked by and his resolve to stay put waned.

“Yes, Elizabeth is not fond of meeting new people,” Karen informed him.

“I know. But I’m her mate,” Dean had replied as if that made everything right.

“She’s self-conscious because of her birthmark,” Karen said.

“What birthmark?” Dean had asked. He couldn’t remember Suzie having mentioned a birthmark.

“The one on her face.” Karen put her hand up to her left cheek and moved it in a circular motion.

“I didn’t see it,” Dean replied. All he had seen was the most beautiful woman in the world, more beautiful than any of the roses in his garden. 

“That’s because it doesn’t matter,” Karen said. “Especially not to you.” Karen gave him a knowing look. A look of experience, of a woman who knew all about the shifter bond and the joys it would bring.

The door opened, and Suzie came back into the garden with Elizabeth following. Her eyes were on the ground, but then she lifted them to Dean’s face and studied him for a moment before looking away.

Damn, she didn’t like what she saw. He stood up taller and breathed in. He’d always tried to keep himself in shape as he got older. Had he failed? Or maybe she didn’t like his face, not a lot he could do about that. But when you were as beautiful as Elizabeth...

“Dean, this is my mom, Elizabeth.” Suzie broke the silence, a piercing smile on her face. “Mom, this is Dean.”

“Hello, Elizabeth,” Dean said, holding out his hand and then dropping it. Were they supposed to hold hands…or hug? Or maybe a hug would be too forward. He lifted his hand again, while Suzie giggled. “She won’t bite.”

“Hello, Dean,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward and taking his drooping hand. It was about the only thing that was drooping. There was a stirring in his pants that was going to be a whole lot of embarrassing if he wasn’t careful.

Think of something else, his bear advised.

What else is there to think about? Dean replied.

Good point, his bear agreed with a sigh.

“Hi, Elizabeth. It’s so good to meet you.” Finally.

Understatement of the year, his bear chuckled.

“And you—Suzie has told me so much about how you raised her,” Dean said, trying not to gush. Wow, this was harder than he thought. He’d been around shifters his whole life, knew this day might come one day, but was still totally unprepared for the full force of the mating bond.

“You foster children, don’t you?” Elizabeth asked. They were searching for things to say to each other, small talk that would get them through these nervous first few minutes.

“I do. That’s how I met your daughter.” Dean glanced at Suzie, who was still smiling while she watched the exchange with avid interest. At least she looked happy. If Suzie had been disappointed, he didn’t know what he’d do.

“Suzie told me.” The conversation stalled.

“Tea?” Karen asked brightly.

“Yes, please,” Elizabeth replied, grateful for the interruption too.

“Do you want me to give you a hand?” Suzie asked, to which she received a horrified don’t leave me look from Elizabeth.

“No, I can bring a tray out. Why don’t you see where you are going to plant Dean’s rose bush?” Karen suggested.

“Good idea,” Dean said with relief. Why did his tongue feel as if it was three times too big for his mouth? And his brain was filled with cotton balls?

He picked the pot up proudly. “The buds are just forming and should open just in time for the wedding. I should have brought it over earlier, but I’ve been so busy.”

“How are Louise and Storm doing?” Suzie asked.

“Good, really good. Storm is starting to talk. She calls Louise mama. Zak is dada, and I’m deda.” Dean spoke with love and pride; he couldn’t help it. Louise and her baby Storm had entered his life when they needed a home, and he had taken them in. Even after Louise turned eighteen and social services no longer supported them financially, Dean had been happy to pick up the bill, which Louise had not found out about until much later. But by then she had met her own mate, another of his foster kids, bad-boy-turned-good Zak. They were mates, and Dean could not be happier.

“Storm is adorable,” Suzie said wistfully. “She’s certainly growing up fast.”

“Kids always do,” Elizabeth said, her comment aimed at her own daughter.

“I’ll always be your daughter,” Suzie said, and then returned to admiring the blood-red petals, half hidden in their green sheaths. “I love the color. Deeply romantic.”

“This is my favorite, and the scent is divine.” Dean chuckled. “I’m a red-blooded male, honestly.”

“There is nothing wrong with a man who likes to nurture,” Suzie said, linking arms with him, and then with Elizabeth. “Where are we going to plant it?”

“I think over there.” Elizabeth pointed to a sunny spot. “It gets the full sun, so the buds should open in time for the wedding, and the warmth should make the scent fill the air.”

“Just the right spot.” They walked over to the flowerbed Elizabeth had indicated.

“I’ll go grab a spade,” Suzie said and slipped away before anyone could protest.

“It’s a beautiful rose,” Elizabeth said, her attention fixed on the ground.

“Roses are my favorite.” He sighed inwardly, hadn’t he already told Elizabeth that? 

“I love jasmine,” Elizabeth began, her voice faltering. “Night-scented. I love to sit outside as the sun sets and let the scent envelop me.”

Dean swallowed. She was one sexy lady; her voice had the power to carry him away. “I don’t have any jasmine in my garden.”

“I can take a cutting for you.” She smiled, and his heart pounded in his chest so hard she must be able to hear it.

“I’d like that.” He swallowed again, wanting to step closer to her, to bathe in her presence, but instead he placed the rose bush on the ground and held out his hand for the spade as Suzie approached. “Let me do the digging.”

“Are you sure?” Elizabeth asked.

“I have spent so many hours babysitting lately, I need the exercise,” Dean replied. In truth, he got plenty of exercise, but didn’t want to sound like an overbearing male. He was all for equal rights.

Nothing to do with showing off your muscles? his bear asked, a comment Dean chose to ignore.

“It’s going to look beautiful.” Suzie glanced around the garden nervously. “I can’t believe the wedding is so close.”

“It will be ready,” Elizabeth said. “The wedding tent is arriving tomorrow. Karen and Scott are going to take care of that. And I’ll come around the next day to check the garden again.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about the garden, I’m worried about something going wrong, or messing up my vows.” Suzie bit her bottom lip. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous.”

“You’ll do fine,” Dean replied, looking up at her as he paused in his digging. “Just remember, you will be surrounded by people who love you and care about you. If you mess up, it doesn’t matter.”

“Thanks, Dean.” Suzie didn’t look convinced.

“Dean’s right, it’s your special day, and everyone will be behind you. Don’t worry.” Elizabeth gave Suzie a comforting hug, but didn’t look as if she could believe her own words. 

“And if anyone upsets you, they’ll have this old bear to deal with,” Dean said, giving her a wink. “There.” He stood up, looking pleased with himself. “Perfect.”

“I have some compost we can put in the hole, let’s give this rose bush the best start.” Elizabeth went to fetch the compost from the shed, just as Karen appeared with a tray of tea and homemade cake.

“I’ll set it down over here,” Karen said, placing the tray on the table. “We can sit and admire the garden while we drink tea. You deserve a break after all the work you’ve put in.”

“Thanks, Karen, we’ll just finish planting the rose.” Dean stood next to Suzie, and asked, “Are you sure you are OK with all this?”

“All this? You mean you and my mom?” Suzie asked. “Sure. I couldn’t be happier. It’s like all my wishes have come true.” Her eyes filled with emotion. “I sometimes worry it’s all too perfect. I see so much unhappiness in my job…”

“Don’t ever think that,” Dean replied. “You deserve this.”

“Thanks, Dean.” Suzie hugged him and kissed his cheek. “You do too.”

Elizabeth came out of the shed with the bag of compost, and Dean immediately went to take it from her. “Here, let me.”

“I can manage,” Elizabeth said, not letting it go.

“I know you can.” He loosened his grip and straightened up. “I apologize.”

Elizabeth blushed, and said, “I’m used to doing everything for myself, Dean. It’s going to take a lot for me to let that go.”

“I get it.” He grinned. “It’s going to take a lot for me to not want to do everything for you. This old bear is kind of out of his depth.”

Elizabeth stopped. “Here, you can take it this once. I don’t want to stomp on anyone’s chivalrous good nature.”

He took the bag from her with a sigh of relief. “Why don’t we plant the rose together?”

“I’d like that,” Elizabeth said, blushing beautifully, but smiling all the same. “There is something about a rose bush that just can’t be beaten.”

“Here, if you hold the pot, I’ll grasp the rose and try not to get a thorn in my hand.” He held the stem carefully, and between them, with a lot of wriggling, they worked together to remove the rose bush from the pot and place it in the ground. 

“Is that straight?” Dean asked, and Elizabeth backed away to take a look. “A little to the right. Perfect.”

As they worked at filling the dirt back around the roots of the plant, Elizabeth’s body language softened and relaxed. She was getting used to him. A warm flood of emotion coursed through him. He wanted her to more than just get used to him, but he could not afford to rush it. But damn, he wanted to.

“Tea?” Karen called, as they both straightened up and admired their handiwork.

“Sure.” Dean looked at his hands. “I should wash up first.” 

“Me too,” Elizabeth said.

“Elizabeth, can you show Dean where to go?” Karen asked. She was sitting in the sun, with Suzie by her side. Both of them were trying not to stare at the newly bonded mates.

“Sure.” Elizabeth sounded more relaxed already, as she led him toward the house. “There’s a washroom just inside the back door.”

“Suzie told me you’ve been spending all of your free time over here. I should have come and helped out sooner.” Dean opened the back door for Elizabeth and allowed her to enter first.

Never let it be said that you are not a gentleman, his bear guffawed.

“You’ve been busy. Anyway, Suzie made sure there was always someone here to help, especially in the first couple of months when we were mostly digging the new beds over.” Elizabeth switched on the faucet and began to wash her hands. “It’s helped.”

“In what way?” Dean asked, as he began to wash his hands, while Elizabeth dried hers.

“You know, the wedding.” Elizabeth smiled shyly. “Honestly, I’m still not sure if I can handle it, though.”

“You will.” He nodded thoughtfully. “If there is anything I can do to make it easier, just holler.”

“Thank you.” Elizabeth took a step toward the door, but hesitated and turned back to him, her expression changed to one of worry. Dean took a step closer to Elizabeth, and longed to reach out and touch her, to wipe the frown off her face. “It’s such a responsibility, giving your daughter away. I don’t want to embarrass her.”

“Why would you?” Dean asked, wanting to puff his chest out and act all protective, but he kept his cool and let her answer.

“What if I trip up? What if people stare?” Her hand twitched, and she half raised it, then forced it back to her side.

“Everyone thinks the same thing. Just visualize it all going well in your head. You get to choose the story you replay in here,” Dean suggested as he pointed to his own head.

“I’ll try.”

“It will be fine. And I’ll be there for you.” He placed his hand on Elizabeth’s arm, and although he felt her flinch slightly, she didn’t yank her arm away.

“I know.” Elizabeth turned and walked away from him, and he followed, just as he would follow her wherever she went if she asked him to. They shared a bond that would never be broken.


Chapter Three – Elizabeth

Elizabeth and Dean headed back outside, where Karen and Suzie were waiting for them. Thankfully, the staring had stopped, but Elizabeth did catch the sidelong glances that Suzie gave her before they slid across to Dean, to be finished off with a smile.

Elizabeth couldn’t help but smile too. It was wonderful to see Suzie so happy for her. Although some of that happiness was possibly reserved for Suzie herself, since her wish of having Dean as a dad was coming true in a way.

“Are all the wedding arrangements finished?” Karen asked as she poured tea into two mugs. “Help yourself to milk and sugar. And cake.”

“They are, just about.” Suzie helped herself to a slice of cake. “There are just a few loose ends to tie up.”

“I’m so excited,” Karen said. “And Fiona is going to be your maid of honor?”

“Yes, and little Samuel will look so cute in his suit.” Suzie grinned. Having Fiona and Harlan’s young son as a ring bearer was probably asking for trouble. Apparently, he was a little scamp now that he could walk. But Suzie had insisted on him being part of it. While Louise’s daughter Storm, who was also just starting to walk, was also going to be a flower girl. Sapphi would hold hands with one child, Ruby the other, in the hopes of keeping them under control. Both children had only recently learned to walk, and were filled with a need to explore their new, exciting worlds.

“I don’t know who is going to cause the most trouble, Fiona or the two little ones,” Dean said with a chuckle. 

 “You are incorrigible. I know how much you love Fiona too,” Suzie stated.

Elizabeth heard the words and felt a pang of jealousy toward Fiona, which was completely out of character for her. It was as if her new found relationship with Dean had awoken something deep inside her. He’d breathed life into her, and they had not even kissed yet. 

“I’m just happy she’s happy, and Harlan is a good man. I know how lonely it gets being on your own,” Dean replied. 

“Harlan is a gem.” Suzie pulled out her notebook. She’d been carrying it around for weeks; it contained all the notes she’d made about the wedding, including dates of appointments and telephone numbers of all the tradespeople involved. “We have an appointment tomorrow at Bear Brides. It’s the last fitting and then we get to take the dresses home.” 

“Anything else?” Karen asked. “Getting information out of Kit is near impossible.”

“No, I think that’s it. Kit is sorting out suits and gifts for the groomsmen. And the honeymoon.”

“Anywhere nice?” Elizabeth asked. 

“Somewhere warm.” Karen pulled her cardigan around her shoulders. “I can’t wait until summer gets here.”

“I don’t know, he said it’s a surprise,” Suzie grinned. “Which may mean he has been too busy to organize anything, and doesn’t want to tell me.”

“Oh, he has something planned. But…” Karen pretended to zip her lips and throw away the key.

“He does?” Suzie sounded relieved. “I was worried Kit’s idea of a honeymoon was hiking over the mountains.”

Karen stifled a giggle. “It might have been. But his mother set him straight. You both work hard; you need to go somewhere where you can relax. A nice private villa somewhere.”

“That sounds perfect.” Suzie sighed. “Absolutely perfect. Thank you so much, Karen.”

 Karen tilted her head on one side and looked at Suzie. “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you how proud we are to have you as part of the family.”

Suzie blushed, and then her eyes misted up. “I feel the same about you and Scott.” She looked at the three people seated around her. “I love you all so much.”

“Ah, we love you too,” Dean replied, and then added, “I can’t believe one day I’ll get to call you daughter.”

“And I can’t wait to call you Dad. When you and Mom get married.” Suzie looked across to her mom, and then reached out to take her hand. “Although I have had the best mom and dad all in one person growing up.”

Elizabeth sniffed, “You will have me crying soon.”

“Isn’t that what weddings are for?” Karen asked. “And Dean has a point, you will be tying the knot soon.”

“Me?” Elizabeth asked quickly. “We’ve only just met.”

“There’s plenty of time for that,” Dean added.

“Yes,” Karen said, pouring more tea. “But a double wedding would be a thought.”

“Oh no,” Elizabeth said quickly. “This is Suzie and Kit’s day.” Panic fluttered in her chest at the thought of marriage, and what came after. Hell, even what came before. She had not been naked in front of a man for well over twenty years.

“I agree, but it was a nice thought, Karen,” Dean said, his eyes caressing Elizabeth with a possessiveness that made her shiver. Not with cold, but with a delicious warmth that spread through her body, and her skin flushed pink. He left her confused. One second she wanted to cling on to her life as she knew it, the next second she wanted him to whisk her off to some exotic location and make her his.

“You can’t blame me, I’m such a romantic,” Karen admitted. “Well, whenever you two do get hitched, you know I will be willing to pitch in. This garden is all yours, Elizabeth, if you want to get married here too.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeth replied. “Although I’m not sure I would ever want a big wedding.” She sipped her tea, trying to push all thoughts of mates and weddings from her head. It was all becoming overwhelming. 

Elizabeth had spent her life cultivating a routine she could live with and feel safe in. The red birthmark on her face had been a terrible burden all through school; her home life had not been happy either, her parents had always thought more of her younger, prettier sister. Elizabeth didn’t blame them, not at all, even though it hurt deep inside. 

But if they had loved her, if they had made her feel like part of the family, she might not have fallen into the arms of Henry Michael Willis, the only man who had made an effort to be her friend, and more. Or so she thought. But Henry Willis only wanted one thing. Sex. She should have realized, she should have figured it out. Especially when sex was always with the lights out, so he could not see her face.

Those were the words he’d yelled at her when she told him she was pregnant and expected him to do the right thing.

What a fool, she thought bitterly.

“Mom,” Suzie’s hand on hers made her physically jump. “Are you OK?”

“Yes. I’m just…” She smiled apologetically. “I should go, I have to drive back home.”

“Won’t you have dinner with me?” Dean asked. “The kids have been away for a few days, they aren’t due back until late tonight. It’s only me for dinner.”

Elizabeth glanced at Suzie, catching her eager expression before she managed to smooth it over. “And if it’s too late, you can always stay over with us.”

“I have to go home and collect my things,” Elizabeth reminded Suzie. The plan was for Elizabeth to come and stay with Suzie and Kit from tomorrow night on, and once the wedding was over, and Suzie and Kit left for their honeymoon, she was going to house-sit, traveling back to her own house every couple of days to water the plants and collect her mail.

“You can manage for one night. You already have a nightie and a toothbrush in the guest room.” Suzie was not going to let her get out of this. And maybe she was right. She would like to get to know Dean. At least if they didn’t get along, the relationship would be over quickly and she could go back to her old life.

Her lonely life, she reminded herself. Ever since Suzie had moved in with Kit, her life had become one of work, and dinner alone in front of the TV. She lived for the days she came over here to the garden, or to visit Suzie and Kit.

“Sure. I’d like that,” Elizabeth told Dean, making herself believe it, when her nerves got the best of her and her stomach flipped over.

“Great. Well, I should get going,” Suzie said, getting up and kissing Karen on the cheek. “Thanks for the tea.”

“You are always welcome, you know that,” Karen replied.

“We should get going too. We can stop in town and pick up something for dinner,” Dean suggested.

Elizabeth covered her cheek with her hand, but then forced it back down to her side when she realized what she was doing. She had to find a way to be strong. When Suzie talked about Kit, she often talked about how shifters believed in fated mates, that fate somehow had a way of pairing up two people who belonged together. Elizabeth desperately wanted to believe that was true. So she promised herself she would do her best, find the courage to grab this opportunity with both hands.

“If you prefer, I can see what’s in my kitchen cupboards.” Dean’s voice was gentle and supportive, and Elizabeth could see why he was such a good foster parent. Although it did not detract from the maleness that oozed out of every pore. He was a man who knew how to nurture, but would not back down if someone threatened his loved ones.

“No, it’s OK.” She smiled through her nerves.

“You have met half of Bear Creek already,” Suzie reminded her.

“Did you make a schedule for that?” Elizabeth asked, voicing her suspicions.

“Well, kind of,” Suzie admitted. “But truthfully, we were turning people away, so many wanted to help.”

“They wanted to lend a hand to say thank you to Kit,” Karen told them. “He’s treated so many children at the hospital that he has touched most people’s lives here in town.”

“Now who is going to cry?” Suzie asked.

Karen wiped her cheek. “I’m so damn proud of that boy. And his brothers, of course. I don’t have a favorite,” she insisted.

“You raised him well,” Dean agreed. “I have met him at the hospital more times than I would care to remember. Kids should not be wrapped in bubble wrap, but sometimes I wish they were. If they’re not falling out of trees, they’re putting things where they do not belong.”

“And you have enjoyed every minute of it, from what Fiona has told me,” Suzie said.

“Guilty as charged. And I hope that I’ll always have room in my heart for children. Suzie, when the time comes, if you ever need a babysitter, I’m your man.” He grinned. “I always fostered older kids, but having Storm in the house has made me realize how much fun the little ones are.”

“You caught yourself a good man there, Elizabeth,” Karen stated as they all headed out toward the front of the house. “If he hadn’t been waiting for you, I’m sure he would’ve been snapped up years ago.”

“I’m sure he would,” Suzie said. “But he’s landed himself a good catch. Even if I do say so myself.” She linked arms with Elizabeth and guided them to her car.

“You are biased, Suzie,” Elizabeth chided, a little embarrassed that the attention was on her. “All I did was raise you.”

“You are the best mom in the world,” Suzie replied. “And that will never change.”

“I’ll speak to you later, when I know what I’m doing,” Elizabeth said as Suzie got in her car.

“You betcha.” Suzie grinned. “Behave yourselves. We have an early appointment for the dress fittings tomorrow.” She waved as she drove off down the street, leaving Elizabeth alone with a man she didn’t know, but who intended to spend the rest of his life with her.

Suzie had warned her Bear Creek was a unique place, but she had to admit, she was not sure anything could ever have prepared her for coming face to face with a man who said she was his mate.

Nothing at all.


Chapter Four – Dean

“Are you OK?” Dean asked, as he walked across to where she stood, watching Suzie’s car disappear into the distance.

“Yes,” Elizabeth said confidently, but her voice wavered.

“No pressure, just dinner,” Dean promised. Although he wanted more; he was struggling to keep his need for her contained, he’d waited so long, and somewhere, at some time, he had given up hope of ever finding his mate. He’d figured fate had a different path for him to follow. Now he knew he’d simply gone the long way around.

“Just dinner. I can do that.” She tried to sound self-assured, but he could see the panic in her eyes, he’d seen it in scared kids enough times to know. “Shall I follow you there?”

“You can, but it would be easier if we took your car.” He cracked a smile. “I walked here.”

“Oh, I assumed. Because of the rose bush…” She nodded. “Right. Here’s my car.” She led him to her old reliable Ford. “This is me.”

“OK, if ever you need any work done on it, I’m your man.” He tilted his head and smiled at her surprise. “What? Do you think I’m just a male nanny?”

“No. At least I didn’t think you were a nanny at all.” Elizabeth studied him. “You are a man of surprises.”

“Not really, I’m totally predictable, but I’ve learned a lot over the years. Sometimes it’s easier to relate to kids if you share an interest. Getting your hands dirty while you fix something is a great way to bond.”

Elizabeth opened the car door and got in. “Is that what planting the rose was all about?” 

He chuckled. “No, that was because I wanted to do something for Suzie. And it is one of my favorite roses.” He got in the passenger seat, and immediately the enclosed space of the car made him intensely aware of her. 

“Suzie admires you a great deal.” Elizabeth started the engine and pulled away from Karen’s house.

“And I admire her. And her mom.” Dean glanced across at Elizabeth, studying her expression. He’d met kids like her before. Kids who were reluctant to let people in. But she was his mate, and he had to find a way to get under her skin. He wanted her to want him as much as he wanted her. 

What if that never happened? 

Dean had a fleeting moment of terror. He could understand how Zak, one of his former foster kids, had felt when he realized Louise was his mate. Louise wasn’t a shifter, and he’d kept the truth from her at first, because he didn’t want to freak her out. Dean was lucky, Elizabeth at least knew about shifters. That didn’t mean she would blindly go along with the life fate had set out for them.

“I haven’t done anything special,” Elizabeth told him firmly. “I just did what any other mom would’ve done.”

“Hey, don’t sell yourself short. I have fostered kids on my own for a number of years. Believe me, I know how hard it is to be a single parent.” 

“You must love kids.” Elizabeth came to a stop at the end of the street. “Which way?”

Dean quickly gave her instructions and she turned left and followed the road that headed toward his home. “I do love kids. I love helping them become better people. I love seeing them blossom. Especially shifter kids. It’s a difficult time when you are on your own, and this change comes over you. I mean all kids sprout hair where they’ve never had it before at puberty, but shifter kids get claws and tails too.”

“Did you want to stop in town?” Elizabeth came to a stop at an intersection: left took them into Bear Creek, right took them home. Or at least to his home, Sunnyside, where he hoped Elizabeth would one day live too.

“That depends on what you want for dinner.” Dean could rustle something up out of the staples he kept in his kitchen, but since this was the first meal he was going to cook for his mate, he wanted it to be special. But he didn’t want to overwhelm Elizabeth. She’d had enough shocks for one day.

“I’m easy. I had a frozen meal planned for this evening, so anything will be an improvement.” She looked at him, allowing her hair to fall down over the left side of her face. “What I’m trying to say, badly, is it is your call.” Elizabeth smiled ruefully. “I want to shake off this fear of meeting new people. But it’s like it’s ingrained on my soul.”

Her words were about the most honest anyone had ever spoken to him, and he’d heard a lot of words, listened to a lot of reasons why people thought they acted the way they did. Dean reached out for her hand and took it in his own, wanting to send her warmth and love. “It’s not something you can flip a switch on. I understand that. Let me help you.”

Elizabeth gave a short laugh. “I don’t think anyone can help me.” Her eyes sparkled with tears. “I know I’m a coward.”

“No, Elizabeth. No. Don’t say that. You raised a wonderful daughter, and you did it alone.” He shrugged. “Sometimes we just can’t see the way forward, we only see the walls we’ve put up for ourselves.” He squeezed her hand. “Did I tell you I’m good with a sledgehammer?”

Elizabeth swiped at a tear that rolled down her cheek. “Are you offering to break down my walls?”

“I most certainly am.” He let out a long sigh. “And I can’t wait to see what’s behind them.”

Elizabeth giggled, which turned into a laugh. A slightly hysterical laugh. “I have no idea who I am anymore. Before Suzie met Kit it was all so easy. All so compartmentalized. And now it’s as if bits of my life are strewn in all different directions, and I don’t know how to fit it back together.” She rested her forehead on the steering wheel. “I don’t know who I am.”

A car horn sounded behind them, which made her jump, and she sat back up, raised her hand in acknowledgment, and pulled out onto the road heading toward Bear Creek. Dean was pleased she had made the decision to go to town without him telling her. 

“If you pull over outside the bakery, we can get some fresh bread. Then we need to visit the grocery store.” He talked as if it was completely natural for them to be going to town together. In his experience, it was better to act normal, be completely chill, rather than make a big deal out of situations that might not occur.

But if Elizabeth needed him to make a big deal of it, he would. He was just going to follow her lead.

She parked the car just beside the bakery, and switched off the engine, slipping the keys into her purse. Then she gazed out of the window, looking along the street. Dean took his seatbelt off and put his hand on the car door. “Ready?”

She looked nervous, but smiled. “As I’ll ever be.” 

Elizabeth pushed her car door open and got out. Dean couldn’t help noticing she walked with her head slightly bent forward so that her shoulder-length hair fell around her face. It was cut and styled to curl around her cheeks, and he longed to brush his fingers through her chestnut locks and push her hair back from her beautiful face.

However, this was not the time. He could not help her change overnight. Experience told him that patience and love were the two best gifts you could give an insecure person.

Walking around the car, he moved to stand next to her on the sidewalk, and he reached out for her hand. Wordlessly, she looked at his hand and then at his face. Whatever she read in his eyes must have helped, because she slipped her hand into his with a weak smile.

“I’ve never held hands on the street with anyone other than Suzie,” Elizabeth admitted.

“Get used to it,” Dean told her with a look of possession that made her swallow hard.

Don’t blow it, his bear told him.

I don’t intend to, but hell, it’s hard to control myself. 

The funny thing was, he was a master at teaching others the art of self-control and patience. He needed to learn to take his own advice.

“Sorry. This is all new to me too.” He thought about his own past. “You know, I can’t remember that last time I ever walked along a street holding hands either. My foster kids would have run for those mountains if I ever tried to get them to hold my hand.”

“I bet they would.” Elizabeth looked down at their hands. “Today has been all about new experiences.”

“And the night is still young.” She blushed at his words. “I was thinking about my cooking.”

“Are you a good cook?” Elizabeth asked as they walked toward the bakery.

“I like to think so. Although I don’t make fancy dishes. Just good old-fashioned home cooking, that the kids used to like coming home to.” He grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to cook hot dogs or pizza.”

“I like both.” 

“OK, a lady after my own heart. That’s good to know.” Dean pushed open the door of the bakery and held it for her. “Let me cook something special tonight, though. It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper adult to experiment on.”

“Your house, your dinner, your rules.” Elizabeth brushed past him as she entered the bakery, and he inhaled her scent. His mouth watered, more than it would over the fancy dinner he was planning to cook tonight.

As he closed the door and said hi to Mrs. Closh, he wanted to pinch himself to check if this was real.

Oh, it’s real, all right, his bear said with a sigh.

Great, two lovesick fools: the chances of them embarrassing themselves had just shot through the roof.


Chapter Five – Elizabeth

Elizabeth was relieved to get back into her car, it was like a mini sanctuary, just as her house was her main sanctuary. A place where she could be herself, and not worry about the way people looked at her. 

Not that Mrs. Closh had looked at her oddly at all. In Elizabeth’s experience, her birthmark made people react one of two ways; they either looked away immediately, as if they didn’t want to stare, or they looked at her for a moment longer than they might otherwise. 

After their bakery visit, they had then crossed to the grocery store, which was so busy she might as well be invisible. Elizabeth was going to put this down as a successful trip.

“So do we have everything we need?” Elizabeth asked Dean. “Or do we need to stop somewhere else?”

“Nope, we have the chicken, the vegetables, and fresh bread. The only other ingredients are in my garden.” He looked pleased with himself. “I also have a nice bottle of wine chilling in the fridge.”

“OK, then.” Elizabeth pulled out onto the road and headed back the way they had come, taking a left toward Dean’s house. The butterflies in her stomach were back, but they were a gentle flutter, not a manic swarm. Everything was under control.

“Turn right here.” Dean pointed to a narrow road, and she took a right, and then another right into a driveway that led to a house called Sunnyside.

“What a beautiful house.” The house was situated in a slightly elevated position, facing south; Elizabeth guessed this was how it had earned its name. Even in the early spring afternoon, the front of the house was awash with sunlight.

“Thanks. I've lived here for more years than I can remember. I bought it as a family home, but the family never materialized.” There was a hint of sadness in his voice, and Elizabeth’s heart contracted with longing. If only they had met years ago and raised Suzie, along with other kids of their own, together,

“And that’s when you decided to foster?” She could understand the need to fill a void.

“It is. I met Fiona. She was visiting a child who had been placed in Bear Creek. We got talking, and she somehow twisted my arm into giving fostering a try.” 

Elizabeth parked the car in front of his house, and they got out. Between them, they carried the groceries to the front door. While Dean got the key out and unlocked the door, she took the opportunity to survey the outside of the house. It truly was perfect. Back at her own house, she had a small garden that she tended with love and care. It was her favorite place to spend an evening, just puttering around, letting the stress of the day slip away as she weeded the flowerbeds and deadheaded the flowers.

Dean’s garden was something else: it encircled the house, and was filled with bright blooms that had fought their way out from beneath the still-cool ground to herald the summer which would all too soon be upon them. Tulips and daffodils turned their faces to the sun, while a bed of roses was filled with emerging buds. 

“Do you like it?” Dean pushed the front door open and stepped inside.

“I do.” Elizabeth followed, with a wistful backward glance over her shoulder. “It’s a special place.”

“Does that mean you will live here with me?” Dean set his bag of groceries down on the counter in the kitchen and began to unpack it. 

Elizabeth set her bag down next to his. Their arms touched, and she was sure she felt a burst of static electricity course through her. “I…” She took a carton of eggs out of her bag and set them down on the counter. “I’m not sure how to answer that.”

“Too soon?” Dean asked, moving across the kitchen to the fridge where he opened the door, took out a bottle of white wine, and put a carton of milk in its place.

“I may need more than a couple of hours to get used to the idea.” Elizabeth busied herself with the rest of the groceries. She wanted to abandon all sense, to shake off her reservations and throw herself into this relationship with the same complete commitment Dean possessed.

“Sorry.” Dean opened the wine and poured two glasses. “Here. Let’s make some stupidly absurd toast to us, and then I promise to drop it.”

“To us.” They touched glasses, their eyes meeting, and the longing she saw in Dean’s eyes spread more warmth through her body than the wine ever would. 

“To us, and our future happiness,” Dean spoke those words as if her happiness was the most important thing in the world to him. 

“Our future happiness.” She drank, the cool liquid sliding down her throat, while her skin felt hot and feverish. He was getting under her skin, into her bloodstream, and making her pulse quicken. He was making her feel alive. He was giving her a future. “What can I do to help?”

“You can peel the potatoes.” Dean opened a drawer and took out the potato peeler and a chopping board, which he set down on the wooden table situated in the center of the kitchen. 

“I can do that.” Elizabeth sat down, imagining all the family dinners that must have taken place around the well-worn table. That was what she liked about the house, and about Dean. They were lived in, natural, molded by time and life, with no need to be perfect, to be something they were not.

If there was one way she could describe Dean, it was that he was comfortable in his own skin.

While she peeled and chopped the potatoes, Dean prepared the chicken. She watched him work; he didn’t weigh or measure anything, he worked on instinct. He also hummed. She smiled as she recognized the tune: it was an old sea shanty she had not heard since she was a girl. It brought back memories of her high school, but with Dean so close, the memories didn’t seem so sharp, they didn’t cut her so deep.

“Are they done?” Dean asked, and came to stand next to her, before scooping the potatoes up in his large hands and adding them to the pot with the chicken and some stock, then he placed it in the oven.

“What’s next?” Elizabeth got up from the table and washed her hands in the sink.

“Next, we have an excuse to go in the garden to collect herbs.” He drained his wine glass, and she did the same, feeling the slight buzz hit her brain. “Do you want a sweater?”

“Yes, please.” The light from the kitchen window was dimming, the sun was passing behind the mountains, and Bear Creek was getting ready to wrap up in the warm glow of the street lights for the night.

Dean left the kitchen to fetch her a sweater. While she waited, she took a moment to breathe. Elizabeth hadn’t realized just how tense she’d been. She rolled her shoulders, and turned her head from side to side, letting go of her pent-up nervousness. There was no place for it here with Dean.

“I can give you a neck massage if you want.” Dean made her jump as he entered the room.

“I didn’t hear you.” She accepted the sweater from him and put it on, inhaling the scent of fabric softener, mingled with something else: a musky smell, mixed with fresh pine.

“I’m the master of sneaking around.” He laughed at her surprised expression. “Don’t worry, I’m not a stalker or anything. But some of the kids I’ve fostered over the years have come to live here thinking they can fool me. You know, staying up late, drinking the beer from my fridge and thinking I wouldn’t notice.”

“So what? You sneak up on them?” Elizabeth raised her eyebrows at him but smiled all the same. Somehow she could just imagine this man sneaking up on one of his kids and giving him a scare. She remembered when she used to convince Suzie she really did have eyes in the back of her head.

“Yeah, I’ve snuck down those stairs more often than I should remember.” He took her hand and led her out of the kitchen, across the front hall, and down a hallway to the back door. There Dean took down a small basket for the herbs and some cutters. “Not exactly the right time of day for picking herbs, but it will do.”

Elizabeth followed him outside. The garden was bathed in moonlight shadow from the early evening moon. She breathed in the scent of damp earth, and mountain air. “I can see why Suzie likes it here so much.”

“In Bear Creek?” Dean asked as he made his way to a small herb garden and began to snip off sprigs of sage and rosemary. The pungent scents filled the air.

“Yes, it’s the kind of place you can set down roots, and really feel like you belong.” Elizabeth snapped her attention back to Dean. “At least, that’s what she tells me.”

“Sounds about right.” He placed the herbs in the small basket, and then turned to look at her, the moonlight shining on his face. “That just about sums up my experience of life here. I want it to be your experience too, Elizabeth.”

She liked the way her name sounded on his lips. Those wonderfully full, sensual lips. Her tongue slipped out and moistened her lower lip. Was she inviting him to kiss her? Would he pick up on her subtle body language that begged him to take her in his arms and kiss her?

“I don’t want to scare you off.” Dean’s voice was low as it rumbled in his broad chest. Of course, he had read her body language, but she wasn’t certain he couldn’t read her thoughts.

“I don’t scare that easily.” She tried to sound brave, even if she was shivering, despite the thick sweater that belonged to her man, just as she belonged to him. Elizabeth could read it in his eyes, and when he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, she could feel it in his possessive embrace.

Yet, as he lowered his head to kiss her, there was a sense of vulnerability. She might belong to him, but he belonged to her in return. She held his heart in her hands, she held his future in her hands. What was it Suzie had told her? That was it. They were bonded mates. Dean had searched his whole life for her, and now he had found her, he would never be happy if she ever went away.

Dean lifted his hand and brushed her cheek, his fingers trailing over her birthmark. She didn’t flinch or duck her head; maybe it was because she could not think straight as their lips touched and he kissed her. Soft and gentle, his tongue exploring her lower lip tentatively. Sensations came too fast, too many, and her brain experienced an overload that forgot to send a message to tell her knees that they were supposed to support her. She swayed, but Dean tightened his hold on her and kept her upright, their bodies pressed tightly together.

Elizabeth had once thought she might be in love. She had believed that Henry Willis was sex on legs, that his kisses were moments of heaven.

Dean’s touch, Dean’s kiss, had exploded that myth.


Chapter Six – Dean

She tasted divine. He would never taste anything better in his whole life. And she was his. This first step, this first exploration of each other’s body told him all he needed to know. It swept away any doubt. They were meant to be together, and Elizabeth was willing to accept him.

He wanted to jump up and down and shout it out to the world. And his bear wanted to run to the top of the mountain and roar it from the highest peak. They settled for a small sigh of contentment as the kiss broke.

“Wow.” He grinned at her.

She gave a small embarrassed laugh. “Wow.”

“I was worried I had forgotten how to do that.” He gave a small shrug, embarrassed at his own admission. “I’m not good at playing loose and cool.”

Her lips twitched as she smothered another laugh. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. So let’s just be ourselves, and be honest.” Her eyes shone in the moonlight, and he wanted to take her hand and lead her onto the grass and make love to her under the light of the moon. To touch her pale, naked flesh, and kiss her red lips.

“Honest, I can do.” 

Dean wrapped her in his strong arms. He was a good foot or more taller than Elizabeth, although that didn’t make her small. He’d always been one of the tallest when he was at school, and he hadn’t stopped growing, despite his mom’s complaints about always having to buy new clothes. The one advantage of being tall was Elizabeth could rest her head on his chest, and he could kiss the top of her head.

“This is nice.” Elizabeth lifted her arms and hugged him right back.

“We could stay here all night if you want.” He drew her closer to him, warming her with his body. “But we should maybe go inside and eat.”

She drew back from him and tilted her chin to look up at him. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked.

“Picking me.”

“I can’t take credit for that,” Dean told her as he took her hand and led her inside. “The credit goes to fate.” He stopped outside the back door and looked down on her. “But if I did have a choice, if I did get to pick. It would be you.”

She gave him a soft thump in the chest. “Do you teach all your kids to be romantics too?”

He chuckled as they went back inside and he shut the back door against the chill night air. “Honestly, all I do is teach my kids to respect themselves and each other. Boy or girl. It doesn’t matter.”

“So, what do you want me to do?” Elizabeth asked as they reached the warmth of the kitchen once more.

“I want you to sit right there and tell me about yourself.” Dean went over to the oven and pulled out the chicken. He added the herbs and gave it a stir, before adding more stock.

“That smells delicious.” Elizabeth leaned forward and inhaled the aroma of the dish.

“It will taste delicious too.” He put the pan back in the oven and shut the door, before reaching for the bottle of wine and refilling their glasses. “So tell me something about Elizabeth McLeish.”

She shook her head. “There is so little to tell.” She was evading the question.

“I don’t believe that.” He sipped his wine. “OK, I’ll go first. I’m a huge fan of Madonna.”

She laughed. “Really?”

“Yep, I had a young lady staying here for a year or two, and she played Madonna’s songs over and over. Catchy. We even went to a concert.”

“You went to a Madonna concert?” Elizabeth’s eyes danced as she laughed.

“I will do anything for my kids.” He grinned. “At least that’s what I told my buddies. I was never going to admit how much I enjoyed it myself.”

“I’ll keep your secret,” Elizabeth promised.

“Now, your turn. Your deepest, darkest secret.” He sipped his wine and watched her face as she concentrated on her memories. He loved the way her forehead creased in the middle as she drew up her eyebrows.

“I don’t have any secrets.” She looked perplexed.

“No hidden vices, such as liking too much ketchup on your fries?” Dean sat back in his chair as the aroma of the chicken filled the kitchen.

“How boring am I?” Elizabeth asked, sipping her wine, as her expression changed. She looked disappointed in herself.

“Not boring at all.” Dean got up and checked the oven. “Nearly done.”

“Oh, I have one!” Elizabeth’s face lit up. “It’s silly.”

“I swear I won’t tell another soul.” He leaned forward and Elizabeth lowered her voice as if afraid someone else might hear, even though there were only the two of them there.

“I love Halloween.”

“That’s it?” Dean asked.

“I, like, really love it. Or at least I used to, when Suzie was younger. It was the one day I could dress up, put on a mask, and go out with no fear that anyone would make fun of me, or stare. I could pull on this other persona, and throw myself into being someone else, just for a day.” She smiled as she reminisced. “We would decorate the house; it was like Christmas, we would get so excited.”

“OK, I get that,” Dean said supportively. “And just for you, every Halloween, we can throw a party, and invite everyone.”

“You don’t have to.” She shook her head.

“I want to. Halloween kind of passed me by. My kids were always older, and too cool to go trick-or-treating with an old man.”

“You aren’t old,” Elizabeth said firmly.

“Hey, anyone over twenty-five is old to a teenager.” He arched his eyebrow and nodded. “Believe me, to most of my kids, I’m ancient.”

Elizabeth giggled. “OK, a Halloween party it is. Anyway, with Storm around, you have an excuse.”

“I do. I can’t wait to do all those kind of things with her. Halloween, Christmas morning.” He sighed. “I can’t wait.”

“Kids are the most amazing gift.” Elizabeth looked at him with an expression he couldn’t read. 

“That trumps my Madonna secret,” Dean told her. “You are a great mom to go to so much effort.”

Elizabeth’s smile faded. “I always thought I had to try harder. And Halloween was the one day I could cope with the best. Even if really I was just hiding away in a costume, instead of behind my front door.”

“Why do you think you had to try harder?” Dean was coming around to the conclusion that Elizabeth was the best mom a girl could have. Her hang-ups over her face had not tainted Suzie’s view of the world, but instead filled her with compassion.

“Guilt. I was never one of those moms who mixed with the other moms. I always kept myself to myself.” She twirled the stem of her glass between her finger and thumb. “After Suzie’s father. I never allowed anyone in, because I was always scared they were taking pity on me or using me.”

“That’s a lonely life to lead.” 

“I know. And it was stupid. It is stupid. But I found that it became a habit. As much as drugs or drinking can be a habit. It’s easier to stick with normal than it is to try and change.” She sat up straight and looked directly at him. “You should know what you are taking on.”

Dean leaned forward across the table and kissed her lips. “I am not taking you on. I’m making a life with you. Don’t ever think I’m better than you. Don’t ever think any of this is out of pity, or that I’m only with you because fate tells me I should be.”

“It’s going to take time.” The mood had sobered, but Dean was happy she had opened up to him. That she trusted him enough to share a small tidbit of information with him. More importantly, he was happy they had laughed together. For a man like Dean, laughter was part of life. He used it to chase away sorrow and pain.

“I have all the time in the world.” He got up from his seat. “But right now, let’s eat.”

“I’m starving,” Elizabeth admitted.

“Good.” He opened the oven. “Do you want to cut up the bread? Butter is in the fridge.”

Between them, they finished preparing the meal. He could almost let himself believe that they lived here together and this was just another night at home for him and his mate. It was hard for him to believe he had only met Elizabeth today.

“This is good.” Elizabeth complimented him on the food.

“It’s not overly exotic. A few herbs, garlic…”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Elizabeth told him.

“Yes, ma’am.” He set his knife and fork down on his empty plate.

 “Tell me about your fostering,” Elizabeth asked. She hadn’t finished her food and had stopped drinking wine. Of course, she was going to drive home, pity. He’d like her to stay the night and every other night after that.

“What’s to tell?” He thought for a moment. “I love kids, I love helping them, but more than anything, I love learning from them.”

“I thought you were the teacher.”

“We teach each other. Every kid is different: a different set of circumstances, a different set of problems, and usually a different way of handling it all. I’ve had angry kids, depressed kids, kids who think they should be allowed to make their own choices. Even if they’re only fifteen…” 

“And Louise?” Elizabeth asked. “She’s the young woman who lives here with you now, isn’t she?”

“Louise needed a fresh start and to feel secure. She and her baby gave me a completely different perspective on life.” He glanced up at Elizabeth. “Did Suzie tell you Louise’s story mirrors your own?”

“A little. Suzie doesn’t talk about her cases much. She did tell me you didn’t make Louise leave when she turned eighteen.” 

“I couldn’t. She was a kid herself, with a baby. God knows what would’ve happened to them.” He looked down at his hands. “I wish someone had been there for you.”

Elizabeth finished eating, and carefully placed her knife and fork on her plate. “That was delicious. Thank you.”

“Coffee?” Dean asked, getting up and clearing the plates. He wasn’t sure if he had pushed some kind of a boundary.

“Yes, please.” Elizabeth got up. “I’ll wash the dishes.”

“No, you’re my guest,” Dean insisted.

“I’d like to.” 

Her eyes met his, and he wanted to stare at them all night and all day tomorrow, and the day after that. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t.” She moved to the sink, and turned on the faucet. “It’s difficult. In some ways, I wish the same thing, that someone had been there to pick us both up and help us out. But at the same time, I don’t regret any moment I spent with Suzie as a child. It’s a love I didn’t know was possible.”

“I know that feeling.” He turned his back on her and made a fresh pot of coffee.

“Do you regret not having met your mate sooner?” Elizabeth asked.

“I wish we had met sooner, yes,” Dean replied, looking at her over his shoulder. “A lot sooner.”

“And yet if we had, you would not have been here for Louise and Storm,” Elizabeth remarked.

“Oh, you’re good.” He nodded at her. “It’s all fate.”

“I suppose.” Her hand crept to her cheek. “But if I believe in all that, then I have to believe I was given this for a reason. Which means fate is a cruel mistress.”

Dean left the coffee pot and crossed the kitchen in two strides to scoop Elizabeth up in his arms. “Let’s forget all about fate. We are both here. Right now.” He kissed her, pouring all his love for her into that one kiss.

He had no answers, only what was in his heart. And that was enough for him.


Chapter Seven – Elizabeth

Elizabeth wanted the evening to last forever. But she certainly wasn’t ready to stay the night. She also thought it would be best for Dean to break the news he’d found his mate to Louise and Zak, without her here. She didn’t want to seem like an intruder in their lives, and she truly hoped that wasn’t what they would think of her.

This evening with Dean was the most fun she could ever remember having. He was funny, and open, as if he wanted to let her into his life, and make her part of it. But Louise, Zak, and Storm were already a huge, established part of his life. There was no way she wanted Dean to have to choose between her and them.

“Can I get you anything else?” Dean asked.

“No, I can’t eat or drink another thing. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He turned his head to look out of the window where the darkness was now complete. “Can I show you something?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Sure.” Her interest was piqued.

“Come with me.” He got up from his chair and came across the room, offering her his hand. She slipped her hand into his, feeling the warmth of his skin, and the strength of his body when he pulled her to her feet.

“Where are we going?” she asked as he led her from the room.

“I thought we could go and enjoy the stars.” He went to the closet under the stairs and fetched her a coat. “You might need this.”

“Are these the children you’ve fostered?” Elizabeth took the coat from him and put it on over his sweater. She was certainly going to be toasty and warm.

“They are.” He stood next to her and admired the photographs on the wall. “Amazing how many kids have been through this house. How many have slept under my roof, and then went on to make their own lives and find their own happiness.”

“This must be Louise and Storm.” Elizabeth pointed to the newest photograph on the wall, which showed a picture of a young woman holding a baby.

“It is.” He smiled. “I have to keep taking photos of Storm, she grows so fast.”

Elizabeth turned to look at Dean. “You love them a lot.”

“Yes, Louise is like a daughter to me. And Storm, well, she’s a revelation. Makes me wish I’d fostered younger children.”

“Like Kit.”

“Yes, like Kit. We made a good team, though. I took the older kids, he took the younger ones. As much as we could, anyway. No child went without a bed if either of us had a room free.”

“And what now?” Elizabeth turned back to the photographs on the wall. All the faces were smiling. Some held up medals or trophies, others a fish, and one was leaning against a car.

“I know Kit still hopes to carry on fostering, as long as Suzie doesn’t mind. But when they have kids of their own…” Dean shrugged. “I’m hoping someone will step in and fill the void.”

“And what about you?” Elizabeth hadn’t had time to think about the implications of living with a man who fostered children. Was it something she could learn to enjoy? Would she have to accept being called names because of her birthmark? She knew not all kids were cruel, but those that were could cut deep with their taunts.

“I planned to. After Louise and Zak move into their own place.” He threaded his fingers through hers as he took her hand once more. “But that is now a joint decision.”

“I’d have to give it some thought.” It was an honest answer. She couldn’t make such a huge decision, without first learning all the job entailed. Not that it was exactly a job, more of a way of life.

He lifted her hand and kissed the sensitive skin covering the back of it. “There’s no hurry. No need to make any decisions now.”

“I know it’s your passion…” Elizabeth pulled her hand out of his. This was all a dream; she’d thought that they would simply fit into each other’s lives, but it wasn’t as simple as that. For most couples, it would be a matter of discussing where they lived, and how they would fit in around each other's jobs. But for Elizabeth and Dean, it went much deeper. He loved fostering, and she had no idea if she was capable of being a foster parent. 

“It’s OK. You are my passion too.” He pulled her toward the back door and she was glad when he opened the door and they went out into the cool night air.

He walked sure-footedly in the dark, and she followed him across the grass to a bench in the corner of the garden. The moon had risen high in the sky, its light shining down brightly. Not the best night for stargazing, but when Dean put his arm around her and she laid her head on his shoulder, it didn't matter. She was where she was supposed to be and if she closed her eyes, she was certain she could see her own galaxy of stars. Her mind exploded in a riot of color as she snuggled next to him. He ignited her passion, and her need for a deeper meaning to her life.

Placing her hand on his, where it rested in his lap, she said, “I know how much fostering means to you. I know how important it is, too, from what Suzie tells me. I just need to think how I fit into all this. I want to try to open myself up to everything life has to offer. Everything you have to offer.”

“We’ll take it slow. Together.”

“I just don’t want you to resent me, if fostering is something I can’t do,” Elizabeth said.

“Never.” He pulled her closer and kissed the top of her head. “Look, if it wasn’t for the shifter mating bond, we would’ve met, talked some, gotten to know each other, and figured out our lives together over months, if not years.”

“And we are on fast forward.” Elizabeth was still sure this was all a dream. Until it sunk in properly that Dean was in her life, making any decision was going to need time.

“Exactly.” He pulled away from her and stood up. She immediately missed the warmth of his hands around hers. “My bear wants to meet you.”

That was the strangest sentence she had ever heard. “I would like to meet him too.” Her voice didn’t sound as excited as she felt inside. It wobbled with nerves. And who wouldn’t be nervous about meeting a bear?

“He won’t hurt you.” Dean looked around. “It’s dark enough that no one else will see me.” He held out his hands as he backed away. “But please don’t scream. Because if someone did happen to see a big grizzly bear here with you, they might think I’m trying to eat you. I don’t want to be shot, or pepper-sprayed.”

“I’m not the screaming type,” Elizabeth assured him.

“Have you ever come face to face with a bear before?” he asked.

“Nope, funnily enough, I haven’t.” She moved to sit in the center of the bench. “But I’ve always thought it would be amazing.”

“He likes you a lot already,” Dean told her. “And is out to impress.”

“He has an ego?”

“Oh, yeah.” Dean grinned. “Stay right there. You’ll see for yourself”

He stood up straight, and after one last look around, turned back to face her. Then the most incredible thing happened: the air around Dean shimmered, and she heard a faint popping and sizzling before her newfound mate disappeared from this world.

Elizabeth held her breath. For some reason, she had not anticipated this. She wasn't sure what she had thought would happen, but disappearing entirely had not been it. Then, just before she began to panic, thinking Dean had gotten lost in… well, wherever it was he’d disappeared to, a large dark shape, low to the ground, began to loom in front of her.

“Amazing.” Elizabeth leaned forward but didn’t get up. She didn’t want to spook him. She should have asked Dean who exactly the bear was. Was it Dean inside a bear body, or a wild bear? Dean had said his bear wanted to meet her; that made it sound as if they were separate entities.

However, when the bear had fully materialized and approached her slowly, she could see the shadow of Dean in his eyes. They were the same, linked on some molecular level she would probably never comprehend.

Dean was like her little bit of magic. 

“Can I stroke you?” Elizabeth extended her hand but waited for the bear to give her permission in whatever way he chose. The bear turned his head to one side and looked at her kind of funny, before taking a step closer and reaching out his snout. She edged forward and touched the tip of his nose, before running her hand along his snout and up between his eyes to stroke his forehead.

“You are all kinds of handsome,” she crooned as her hand smoothed his fur. The bear closed his eyes in bliss. “You like that, huh?”

Elizabeth, feeling braver, got up and stood by the side of the bear. He was huge, much bigger than she expected; his shoulder was nearly as tall as hers. If she had met him in the wild, she would have been terrified, but here in Dean’s backyard, knowing it was Dean inside this bear, she felt safe, protected.

“You wouldn’t let anything hurt me, would you?” she asked, and then leaned forward and buried her face in his thick luxurious fur. As she pulled back, she ran her hand across his back. “You have silver hair.” It was true, the ends of his fur were a silvery color, and as she pulled back and the moon shone down on him, Elizabeth could see his silver-tinged fur more clearly.

It made him unique. 

Elizabeth sank down onto her knees and wrapped her arms around the bear’s neck and cuddled him as if he were a giant plush toy. “One day, will you show me the mountains?”

The bear turned to her and nodded before licking her hand. Then he pulled away and walked a few steps backwards from her before the air shimmered once more, and the man she was falling in love with, stood looking at her.

“We would be honored to take you into the mountains. How about tomorrow?” Dean asked.

“I have to meet Suzie at Bear Brides for her last fitting.” Elizabeth could just make out the vague silhouette of the mountains in the moonlight. “But I’m free in the afternoon.”

“The afternoon it is.” He took her hand and they walked back to the house. “I’ll make a picnic.”

“I’d like that.” She stopped outside the back door. “I should go.”

“Are you going to stay with Suzie?”

“Yes. I think it might be a good idea. Since I’m going to Bear Brides with her anyway.” Elizabeth moved to take off his coat and sweater.

“No, keep them on. Give them back to me tomorrow. Or give me them back never.” He leaned forward and kissed her lips. “What is mine is yours.”

“Dean, I…” She looked into his eyes and saw the deep, deep longing lodged there, and let her words slip away. It didn’t matter what she said. That was the truth he lived by now.

And part of her was ready to live by that same truth. Their lives were gradually entwining, and she wanted them to be bound together forever. And ever. 

“Goodnight,” she said hoarsely and kissed his cheek, before turning and walking away without looking back, because to look back would be to give into temptation.

As she got in the car, she caught her reflection in the rearview mirror, and put her hand to her face. Not once this evening had she even thought about the raised red mark on her face. It didn’t matter to Dean, and at last, she thought that maybe it didn’t have to matter to her.


Chapter Eight – Dean

“Hey, how are you?” Dean hugged Louise as she entered the kitchen, Zak following with Storm asleep in his arms. “I’m sure she has grown.” It was late, and they all looked tired. Maybe his news should wait until the morning.

“We’ve only been gone for a few days,” Louise told him, hugging him back. “She missed you, though.”

“And I missed her.” Dean crossed the kitchen to take a closer look at Storm, who sensed his presence and lifted her head to give a sleepy smile before sleep pulled her back.

“I’m going to take her up to bed,” Zak said, slipping back out of the door before he poked his head back in. “Did something happen?”

“Like what?” Dean asked, color creeping to his cheeks.

“It did.” Zak’s voice rose in pitch and Storm started, looking around.

“Hey, go take her to bed, I’ll make some coffee, and then Dean can tell us his news,” Louise ushered Zak up the stairs, before coming to stand in front of Dean. “Are you OK?”

“I am perfectly OK.” Dean cracked a grin and then broke into a chuckle. “Are you hungry?”

Louise sniffed the air. “You’ve been cooking.”

“I have to eat,” Dean insisted.

“Usually when you are eating alone you make do with something less extravagant.” Louise opened the fridge and looked at the leftovers. “So who is she?”

“I’m going to wait until Zak comes back down and then we’ll talk.” Dean put a fresh pot of coffee on. “Unless you would rather have wine?”

“I’d like some tea, actually. And I might just run up and change into my PJs.”

“OK, take your time.”

“Are you joking? I can’t wait to find out what you’ve been up to while we’ve been gone.” She left the kitchen, shaking her head. “Five days. We can’t even trust you alone for that long.”

“You sound like my mother,” Dean called after her good-naturedly.

He listened to Louise go upstairs and got busy making tea, and pouring the coffee. He also dug out some cookies, which he set on the kitchen table. By the time Louise and Zak reappeared in the kitchen, he was sitting down trying to figure out what he was going to say.

“So?” Louise asked, sliding into the chair opposite him.

“So…” He sipped his too-hot coffee, and then put the mug down on the table. “I’ve met someone.”

“Someone…” Louise glanced sideways at Zak with a knowing look.

“He means his mate,” Zak told her with a grin.

“I know.” Louise shook her head and rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to be a shifter to read that on Dean’s face.”

“I forget how good you are at reading people,” Zak conceded, and smirked at her before drinking his coffee.

“Maybe it’s from hanging around with animals all day. It makes you guys easy to read.” She looked at Dean expectantly. “So? Or are you going to leave us in suspense?”

“It’s Suzie’s mom.”

“Hot damn,” Louise said, placing her mug down on the table. “How about that!” Her face flushed with happiness. “That makes us as good as family to Suzie.”

Dean had treated Louise as more of a daughter than any other child he had fostered, to the point that when she turned eighteen he let her and Storm stay, even though he had received no funding from Social Services. There was no way he was going to let them go out into the world alone. As the months had gone by, he knew she started to see him as the father she wished she’d had. And he could not be happier that Louise saw herself as part of his family.

“It does.” He grinned, unable to contain his happiness. “I took a rose bush over to Karen’s garden, and there she was.”

“I’m so very happy for you.” Louise pushed her chair back and got up to come and give him a hug.

“Me too, Dean,” Zak said. “Me too.” He looked at Louise, and they exchanged a look Dean could not fathom.

“Looks as if you two kids have your own news.”

Louise slipped back into her seat. “We do. At least, it’s something we’ve talked about while we were on vacation.”

“And that is?” Dean asked.

“We’re getting married. Soon.” Zak took hold of Louise’s hand and pressed his lips to it. “Because we have some other news.”

Dean didn’t have to be a mind reader to guess what it was, Louise’s glowing face said it all. But he let them tell the news anyway. 

“I’m pregnant,” Louise said, her eyes brimming with tears.

“I hope those are because you are happy.” Dean reached for a tissue and passed it to her.

“I am. I mean, I was never sure when we first met, but lately, well, we both knew we wanted Storm to have a brother or sister. And it kind of happened quicker than we thought.” Louise looked apologetic, although she had no reason to feel that way. Zak looked like the proudest man in the world.

“Wow, this house is going to be full to bursting,” Dean remarked, which induced another exchange of glances. “You’re moving out.” He wanted to save them the need to find the words to tell him.

“We’ve talked about it. There’s a house overlooking the creek. It would make a good family home. And it’s a five-minute walk away. I know how much Storm loves you. So we want to be close.” Now he knew why Louise had looked so apologetic.

“We didn’t want to leave you rattling around here alone. But we didn’t think it was fair to take over your house. You’ve always fostered kids… We don’t want to be the reason you stop.” Zak shrugged. “We’d stay if you wanted us to.”

“I’m not going to ask you to leave, this is your home. But you have your own lives. I always figured you two would want your own place someday.” He wanted them to know how much he loved them all. And he also needed them to know he didn’t expect them to hang around because of him. “You two are on the cusp of a new life. Literally.”

“And so are you.” Zak laughed. “You old dog, I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Thanks.” Dean tried to sound as if Zak had hurt his feelings, but he was too happy. Much too happy. The taste of Elizabeth was still on his lips, the scent of her still in the air. OK, so maybe it was his imagination, but it was as real to him as if she were sitting here in his kitchen.

“When can we meet her?” Zak asked, leaning forward excitedly.

“Well, she’s coming over tomorrow afternoon. We’re going for a picnic on the mountain.”

“Romantic,” Louise said. “Do you think she’ll mind if we ambush her before you go? We really should make sure she is suitable for you.”

“Hey, I’m the adult here,” Dean laughed. “I’d love you to meet her. I’ll warn you, she is shy, though.”

“We promise to be on our best behavior.” Zak drained his coffee cup and stretched. “We should get to bed.”

“We should, it’s been a long drive.” Louise got up and took the mugs to the sink.

“Hey, I’ll do that, you two kids get up to bed.” Dean got up and took over washing the cups up.

“Are you sure?” Zak asked.

“Yeah, I’m too wired to sleep anyway. I may go for a run.” He looked out of the kitchen window; the mountain could vaguely be seen as a shadow against the moonlit sky. “I don’t want to sleep yet. I’m scared I’ll wake up and it was all a dream.”

Louise hugged him. “Good night, Dean. And we’re so pleased.” She stood back from him. “Which reminds me.” She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. “Would you give me away? When we get married.”

Dean hugged her close. “I would be honored, Louise. And listen, if you two want to go on your honeymoon and leave Storm with me, I would be more than happy to look after her. You guys haven’t had any time to yourselves since you met.”

“We talked about it and decided that we’re going to go to Australia for a couple of weeks after we get married. I want to show Louise all the places I traveled to when I lived there. Storm is coming with us.”

“He says it like it’s so romantic, but he also wants to go and catch up with all his Aussie friends,” Louise teased.

“Come on, you said you’d love to see Australia.” 

“I did. And since I have this little bump growing, we plan to get married soon. Like in the next couple of weeks. But we won’t announce a date until after Suzie’s wedding.” Louise hopped up and down on the spot. “Although I’m going to have trouble keeping it to myself.”

“I don’t blame you one bit. If I had my way, I’d walk Elizabeth down the aisle tomorrow. But, one step at a time.” 

“One step at a time,” Louise said and took hold of Zak’s hand.

“Night,” Dean called after them.

“Night.” They left him alone with his thoughts. The house sure was going to be empty without them, but at least they were going to be living close by. And soon he hoped Elizabeth would move in with him.

As for marriage, he wasn’t sure how that would play out. Dean knew how nervous Elizabeth was in crowds. Maybe she would prefer to go and get married on a beach somewhere. 

Although Dean had always dreamed of a wedding surrounded by friends and family, including the kids he’d raised over the years. If Elizabeth didn’t want that, he’d be OK with it.

Anything to make his mate happy. Anything at all.


Chapter Nine – Elizabeth

“I can’t believe we only have two more days until the wedding,” Suzie said, her voice high with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

“You have everything under control,” Elizabeth said soothingly. “I’m sorry I haven’t been more help.”

“Don’t be silly. You’ve done so much.” Suzie looked at her mom sideways. “I mean it. You helped with the menus, the cake design, invitations… I honestly could not have done this without you.”

“Thanks, Suzie.” 

“You don’t sound convinced,” Suzie told her mom. “But I do mean it. Just because you didn’t visit the stores with me, doesn’t mean you haven’t helped. These decisions have been some of the hardest in my life. With Kit so busy at the hospital, having you to talk them over with has made it easier. And I can’t even tell you how thrilled I am about the makeover of Karen’s garden. It’s so beautiful, and makes the wedding seem so much more personal.”

“I’m going to let you win this one.” Elizabeth concentrated on the road ahead.

“That’s because you know I’m right.” Suzie burst out laughing.

Elizabeth laughed out loud. Her heart was feeling light, as if she were floating on a cloud. Today was going to be a good day. A really good day.

She turned down the street where Bear Brides was located. The store had been expanded and extended into the building next to it, making Bear Brides the go-to store for everything wedding. There was also a wedding planner, Olivia, who worked closely with Bear Brides and was happy to recommend businesses she had worked with and trusted. Everything from caterers to cars. 

Parking her car in front of the store, Elizabeth leaned forward to look at the bridal display in the window. The dresses were all beautiful. She could never imagine wearing a dress like that. Elizabeth looked down at her clothes. Denim jeans and a loose shirt, that was what she wore most days. She’d never really thought a dress suited her.

However, Elizabeth had picked out a dress for Suzie’s wedding: it was plain, in a pastel color. She had tried it on several times since she’d bought it, and was getting used to the way the fabric swished around her calves. Maybe, given time, she might work up the courage to wear one of those dresses in the window for her own wedding. Then again, maybe not. Keep it plain and simple. 

However, deep down, Elizabeth wished she had the confidence to throw herself into dressing up, and standing out. And she did not mean in a Halloween costume.

Elizabeth and Suzie got out of the car and headed for the store. Pushing the door open they were greeted by warm smiles. “Hi, Elizabeth. And Suzie, our beautiful bride,” Alli, the owner of Bear Brides, greeted them. 

“We have all the dresses ready.” Melanie came from the room at the back of the store, where the fitting rooms were situated. “Why don’t you come through and try your dress on, Suzie? The others should be here soon.”

“OK.” Suzie followed Melanie. “Come on, Mom.”

“Yes, come through.” Melanie beckoned to Elizabeth.

“This way, Mom, time to play dress-up.” Suzie kissed her mom’s cheek and took her hand. “Come on, we’re taking over the changing area at the back.

“Since all the other ladies are trying on dresses, I also figured it might be fun for you to try on some dresses while we’re waiting.” Melanie waved her hand at an array of dresses. “Since wedding bells might be in the near future for you too.”

“How do you know?” Elizabeth asked. She’d become relaxed around the ladies of Bear Brides, but now felt self-conscious, as if everyone had been talking about her behind her back.

“Fiona called earlier to say she wouldn’t be bringing Samuel today. She let it slip.” Melanie smiled encouragingly. “Please, I love this part of my job.”

“Oh, no, I don’t want to be any trouble.” News certainly traveled fast around Bear Creek.

Suzie faced Elizabeth. “Go on, Mom. For me.” Suzie gave her a look she never could resist. And there really was no reason she shouldn’t try on the dress. Just this once.

“We’re not even engaged.” That was her own argument against seeing what the dress looked like on her. But Melanie shot that argument straight down.

“So? You’re Dean’s mate, that is more of a lifetime deal than engagement rings and weddings. He doesn’t get to change his mind, because you and he are perfect together.”

“Perfect,” Elizabeth repeated and blushed.

“Oh my goodness. That tells me it was more than perfect.” Suzie’s voice filled with excitement, and she flung her arms around Elizabeth. “I want you to be as happy as I am, Mom. I truly do, you deserve it.”

“Thanks.” Elizabeth hugged her daughter tightly. “OK,” she sniffed, “Let’s take a look at these dresses.”

Elizabeth wasn’t used to so much attention, but Suzie and Melanie were determined to find the perfect dress for her. 

“We’re here for you, Suzie. Not me,” Elizabeth had to remind them.

“This takes my mind off things,” Suzie told her mom. “So let me have some fun.”

“This one.” Melanie held up a stunning ivory dress triumphantly.

“Yes!” Suzie exclaimed.

“Oh, that is just too pretty,” Elizabeth said as Melanie brought the dress to her. The bodice was decorated with small beads in the shape of flowers, with off the shoulder sleeves, and a skirt that flowed down to the floor

“Try it on. For me.” Suzie took it from Melanie and pushed her mom toward the changing room.

“I can’t wear it.” But Elizabeth’s words were ignored.

“Try it on anyway. Melanie doesn’t mind, and I’d like to see you in it.” Suzie stood with her arms folded, looking like the stern parent. “Please. Just this once.”

“OK.” Elizabeth knew when she was beaten, but secretly, she wanted to try the dress on; it was like playing dress-up, something she had rarely done as a child. 

Elizabeth shut herself in the changing room, and without looking at her reflection in the mirror, stepped into the dress and pulled it up over her curvy thighs. With a wiggle and a little maneuvering, she soon had the dress on.

“Suzie, would you help me with the fastenings?” Elizabeth called quietly.

“Sure, Mom.” Suzie slipped into the cubicle beside her, and caught Elizabeth's reflection in the mirror. “Wow.”

Elizabeth dared to take a look and had to agree, the dress was a wow. “It’s beautiful.” She slid her hands down the skirt, which hung perfectly. The beaded bodice fitted her perfectly too once Suzie had buttoned up the back of the dress. 

“The dress isn’t the only beautiful thing I can see. Come out, let’s have a proper look at it.” Suzie coaxed her mom out into an area that had so many mirrors, she could see herself from every angle.

Elizabeth walked around, swishing the skirt, and feeling like a princess. Why not enjoy dress-up? But she would need something more formal when…if…she married Dean.

“Here, these shoes will go with the dress.” Melanie placed a pair of ivory shoes in her size.

Glancing at Suzie, who looked teary-eyed, Elizabeth stepped into the shoes. They were higher than she usually wore, but she had to agree they were just right and made her look taller, and a little slimmer.

“You look gorgeous.” Suzie took out her phone and snapped a picture.

“Oh, Suzie, you know I hate photos.” But Elizabeth could not help smiling as she looked at herself in the mirrors. Maybe when she got married, she could wear a dress like this. Before today, she’d thought she would be happy marrying Dean in a plain dress with no guests. Now she wasn’t so sure.

“Daydreamer,” Suzie said coming to stand next to her mom.

“There’s nothing wrong with dreams.”

“No, there is not.” Suzie kissed her mom’s cheek. “I want you to remember that, you taught me the same thing when I was growing up. Now you have to remember it applies equally to you.”

Elizabeth stared at herself for a few moments. “I never thought I would find happiness. Not with a man.” She placed her hand on Suzie’s arm. “You always made me happy, of course. But…” Her voice faltered.

“Everyone else let you down, so you never let anyone else in,” Suzie finished.

“Yes.” Elizabeth sniffed loudly. “But not anymore.” She nodded thoughtfully. “I just need to find the strength.”

“Mom, you were always the strongest person I know. You can have it all.” Suzie stepped back and smiled. “And I’m never too old for a brother or sister.”

Elizabeth spun around. “I’m too old.”

“No, you are not. Women have babies into their forties these days.”

Elizabeth turned away from Suzie, staring at herself in the mirror. Did Dean expect them to have children? There was no doubt he loved kids. Just as Elizabeth had loved having Suzie. There was nothing to compare with watching a child grow and develop. She had poured all her love and pride into her daughter because Suzie was all she had. But what was it like to bring up a child with another person? Sharing responsibility, compromising on ideals. Did she really want to do it all over again?

The sound of voices entering the store made her look up. “I’ll go and get changed.”

Elizabeth went back to the changing room, not wanting anyone else to see her in the dress. Of course, she could not take it off; the fastenings needed an extra pair of hands.

“Have I upset you?” Suzie asked, poking her head inside.

“No.” Elizabeth put her face in her hands, but she was determined not to cry.

“Overwhelmed?” Suzie asked.

“Yes. This time yesterday I was single. Now I have a man in my life, who wants to marry me at the earliest convenience. And then the thought of children…”

“I’m sorry.” Suzie worked on the buttons and then helped Elizabeth step out of the dress.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. I overreacted.” Elizabeth pulled on her jeans and sweater. “The dress is beautiful, but it’s not for me.”

“But you do like it?” Suzie asked, picking the shoes up, and laying the dress over her arm.

“I do.” Elizabeth straightened her hair, pulling it around her face. “But if I do marry Dean, I can just wear the dress I bought for your wedding.”

“Your choice. But you truly looked beautiful, Mom.” Suzie backed out of the changing room.

“Thanks, Suzie.”

“Fiona and the girls are here.” Suzie’s voice wavered, her nerves showing. “This really is it. It’s like a last dress rehearsal.”

“You’re ready. Now go and change into your dress, while I help with the others.” Elizabeth said confidently, even though she didn’t feel it. However, all through Suzie’s childhood years, it was only when her daughter was nervous, or felt threatened, that Elizabeth found the well of courage deep inside her. 

That’s what had changed these last few years. Suzie had no longer been the catalyst that drove her forward, that made her deal with her emotions and fears. Once Suzie had become able to fight her own battles as a grown woman, Elizabeth had allowed herself to almost retire from the world.

But that could not happen. Not anymore.

“Hello, Elizabeth.” Fiona came to meet Elizabeth.

“Hi, Fiona, how are you?” They kissed on the cheek, while Fiona’s adopted daughters came and sat down. 

“I’m fine. It’s nice to be free for five minutes. I never knew having a small child would be so intense.”

“And you love every minute of it,” Sapphi interjected from across the room, where she was checking her phone.

“I do.” Fiona smiled, her face softening. Elizabeth had always thought Fiona was a hard woman, bossy, not always able to empathize with other people, but that her heart was in the right place. Not that Elizabeth was an expert on Fiona. They had only met a couple of times before, so most of Elizabeth’s knowledge came from conversations with Suzie.

However, Elizabeth had to admit Fiona was a different woman now that she had a husband and a family to love and take care of. 

“Where are we going to start?” Melanie asked.

“I’ll help Fiona, Sapphi, and Ruby,” Elizabeth offered.

“Sounds good,” Sapphi got up and put her phone in her purse. “Come on, Mom, let’s get you into your dress. Just think, after the wedding, you won’t be able to tell us you have never been a bridesmaid.”

“I can’t help it if I’m excited. When you are as old as me, there are not many things you haven’t done. And being a bridesmaid is one of them.” Fiona looked excited, and Elizabeth found herself making comparisons between her life and Fiona’s.

Being a dragon shifter, Fiona was older than Elizabeth by far, but that hadn’t stopped her from finding a mate, adopting two children, who now called her mom, and having a child of her own. All things were possible. With the love and support of others. 

A lump formed in Elizabeth’s throat. She also had love and support. More than at any time in her life. Her days of struggling to prove she could be a good mother to Suzie had been her lowest, her loneliest, but she had somehow come full circle and would never be alone again.


Chapter Ten – Dean

“Hey, how did the fitting go?” Dean asked. He’d gone outside to meet Elizabeth as she pulled up in the driveway. Even through the windshield, he could see her eyes dart across to where Louise’s old car was parked. No matter how much Zak had insisted on buying her a new car, Louise was adamant she was OK with what she already had.

“Good. Then we had coffee and lunch in town.” She walked across to Dean, looking shy. The confident woman from last night had slipped away. 

“You want to escape up to into the mountain? It’s quiet, and away from everyone.” He gave her a soft smile.

“You read my mind.” She rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache. “They’re wonderful people. But it’s overwhelming. For me.” She gave a shaky laugh. “Plus, the dress fitting made me realize just how close Suzie’s wedding is. The day after tomorrow.” 

“Hey, it will all be great. Suzie and Kit have everything under control.” He watched Elizabeth’s smile falter, and she turned away from him. “Elizabeth, what’s wrong?”

“I want her to be happy.” She shook her head and took a step away from him. “And she will be.”

“Yes, she will.” Dean closed the distance between them. “And so will we.”

Dean put his hands on Elizabeth’s shoulders and felt her sigh as he turned her around to face him. Then he bent his head and kissed her lightly on the lips. He savored the moment, just the two of them in their own little bubble of love.

“Thank you. I needed that.” She rested her head on his chest. “I get lost in it all sometimes, and can’t find a way through.”

Dean rubbed her back with his hands, as if soothing her. “Have you ever looked back and seen how far you’ve come?”

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked.

“Well, are you the same woman you were when you first started working on the garden?” Dean asked.

“No.” He felt her shake her head against his chest. “I was so scared. What would I ever speak to strangers about?”

“But you did it all the same, for Suzie?” 

“Of course.” She took a step back. “I know she planned the whole thing.” Her eyes widened. “Oh my god, you helped her plan the whole thing.”

“No, I swear I was not involved, other than when Suzie asked me if it was a good idea.” He pulled her back toward him. “And it was a good idea. It worked.”

“It has.” Elizabeth slumped against his chest. “Part of me yearns to go back to being the hermit I was before. But another part of me, a bigger part of me, wants to grow and expand. But it’s hard. When I think about it too much, I feel as if I can’t breathe.”

“I’m with you every step of the way. Suzie will always be there too. Whenever you think you can’t cope, talk to one of us.” He held her close, hugging her tightly until he was scared he might crush her.

“Sometimes it feels as if I am the child, and Suzie is the adult.” Elizabeth made the quiet confession as she pressed her face into his chest.

“She doesn’t see it that way. You are her mom. You have been there through everything.” He stood up straight and pushed Elizabeth away from him. “And so what? This is a new start. From today, you make your new life. And if it doesn’t go according to plan, you start again. I always tell my kids, the past is the past, and you make your new future with every new breath you take.”

“You should have been a shrink,” Elizabeth said.

“I was, once upon a time. But that was my other lifetime ago.” He took her hand. “Louise and Zak would love to meet you. Is that OK?”

“A new future.” She pressed her hand to her cheek, and then let it drop to her side. “OK.”

“There’s my brave girl,” Dean said with pride.

They walked hand in hand to the house. His shifter hearing was more acute than a normal human’s, and it told him Louise and Zak had been watching out of the sitting room window but were now hightailing it to the kitchen. He smiled. They were going to have to learn to sneak around a lot more quietly.

“Shall we have coffee?” Dean asked Elizabeth. “Before we go?”

“Sure.” Elizabeth followed him to the kitchen, her hand tensing in his. This was a big step; she was trying to overcome her fears, and he hoped to help her. But there was little he could do except for lending her his strength, through the touch of his hand.

“Hi there, Elizabeth.” Louise looked up from where she was sitting at the kitchen table. Storm was next to her in her high chair, a spoon in her hand and yogurt on her face.

“Hello.” Elizabeth stood in the doorway, as if afraid to intrude, but Dean pulled her into the room.

“Good to meet you at last,” Zak came across the room and kissed Elizabeth on the cheek. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Thanks, and I have heard a lot about you guys, particularly from Suzie.” Elizabeth rubbed the fabric of her jeans with her finger and thumb, a look on her face telling Dean she was fighting hard to resist the urge to bolt for the door. But she stayed put.

“I owe Suzie and Kit so much. I should have come over and helped in the garden, but I never had the time,” Louise confessed.

“I’m not surprised. I’m sure Storm keeps you busy, and your job at the sanctuary.” Elizabeth’s voice was filled with kindness and understanding.

“We are having coffee. Do you want some?” Dean asked, trying to break the tension in the room. Louise and Elizabeth were so alike, both socially awkward around new people.

“Yes, please, we have just enough time before we go and take a look around the house we were telling you about.” Zak pulled out a chair for Elizabeth. “Sit here, you will be out of projectile range. Storm is finding new and unique ways to get food anywhere other than her mouth.”

“Thanks.” Elizabeth sat down. “Are you moving out?” She glanced at Dean, did she think they were leaving because Dean had found his mate.

“We are thinking about it,” Zak began, before looking to Louise, who nodded. “We’re having a baby.”

“Oh, congratulations!” Elizabeth sounded genuinely excited, and Dean was surprised when he was hit by a pang of not jealousy, but longing. He truly would have loved a child of his own. He’d simply have to live through fatherhood vicariously through Zak and Louise.

“I’m going to miss them.” He leaned down and kissed Storm on the cheek. “Yum, strawberry.”

Storm giggled and reached her sticky hand out for him, but he dodged out of the way. As he poured the coffee, a sense of loss hit him. He was going to miss Louise, Zak and most of all Storm, more than he could ever have guessed. He’d had kids come and go, but these three people were different, they were as close to a family of his own as he had ever gotten.

“We are a five-minute walk away,” Louise assured him. “And the door will always be open for you and Elizabeth.” She grinned. “And we hoped you might help out with the yard work.”

“I’m your man. And I’ve seen the magic Elizabeth can perform on a garden. Karen and Scott have the most beautiful garden to enjoy now that she’s finished.” 

“I’d love to help.” Elizabeth oozed enthusiasm.

“You haven’t seen it. The whole house needs work,” Zak told them. “But it’s exactly what we want.”

“Ah, it’s the old Miller place.” Dean sat down next to Elizabeth. “It’s been empty for years.”

“Well, Zak wanted a project.” Louise patted her stomach. “And now we have a deadline.”

“Does that mean you won’t be moving out right away if you buy it?” Dean asked. Damn, he should have kept his voice more even.

“A couple of months or more, if that’s OK with you both?” Louise looked at Dean and then Elizabeth.

Elizabeth tensed. “This is between you and Dean.”

“Well, this is going to be your home too soon.” Zak frowned as he looked at Dean, and then at Elizabeth. “Have I said something wrong?”

“It’s not something we discussed yet.” Dean clasped Elizabeth’s hand in his. “We plan to take it slow.”

“Sorry,” Zak said sincerely. “I just assumed. Since Suzie was already living in Bear Creek. I thought Elizabeth would be excited to come live here too, to be close to her.”

“I am,” Elizabeth said softly. “But we haven’t talked it over. I’m concentrating on getting through Suzie’s wedding first.”

“Of course, it’s only a couple of days away.” Louise wiped Storm’s mouth, with some effort, since the little girl wouldn’t keep her head still. “I bet she’s nervous. I know I would be. But we want to get married and then move into the new house before we have the baby.”

“Have you two set a date yet?” Elizabeth sipped her coffee, concentrating on the mug as she placed it down on the kitchen table.

“Not yet. But we have a rough idea.” Louise put her face in her hands. “Honestly, I think we’re crazy, it’s all happening at once with the baby and everything.”

“Hey, we will have it all under control,” Zak assured her.

“And I’ll help in any way I can,” Dean soothed her.

“But you have your own life now,” Louise said, and her expression dropped. “So sorry, that came out wrong, I don’t begrudge you finding your mate, you know that, right?”

“We both do,” Elizabeth said, her unique insight into how Louise felt making her compassion tangible. “And I’d really like to help. Once Suzie’s wedding is out of the way, I have a clear schedule for any work you need done. We have to help each other.”

“Thanks.” Louise got up and went around and hugged Dean and Elizabeth. “I’m truly happy to have you as part of the family. Suzie has always been so kind to me. And now I can see exactly where she gets it from.”

A happy glow burned inside Dean. His life was changing, in so many ways fragmenting, and he had no idea how it was going to go back together. But he knew it would work out. And they would be happy.

And eternally thankful for the life he’d been blessed with.


Chapter Eleven – Elizabeth

“Louise and Zak make a wonderful couple,” Elizabeth said to Dean as he drove his truck up into the mountains. She’d never been this deep into the wilderness, but the sight of the big tall pines towering above them, and the glimpses of expansive views through gaps in the trees, gave her a thrill of excitement.

“They are. I’ve been blessed to share a part of their lives with them.” He steered his truck skillfully around a tight bend in the road. “You don’t mind me helping them out so much?”

Elizabeth turned to Dean, not knowing how to phrase her words. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings or make their relationship out to be less than it was, but she also couldn’t let him think she was some jealous, overbearing girlfriend. She smiled. She wasn’t exactly a girl anymore.

“We’ve only just met, Dean. Louise and Zak were a big part of your life before you found me, and they will be a big part of your life forever. Just as Suzie will be part of my life. We each have ties, we each have loyalties to other people. We have baggage.” She turned back to watch the view unfold before them. “There is us. And there are the other people we love. There is room for both.”

He chuckled. “Well said. It’s a little more complicated for me. My shifter blood pumps hot in my veins, and if I had my way, I’d likely carry you off to a cave somewhere and make a den, and never share you with another person again.”

“Oh.”

He chuckled. “It’s a primal animalistic drive to procreate and protect you. Luckily, I do have it under control.”

“I never knew it was that powerful.” A thrill of excitement passed through Elizabeth. Not that the idea of being carried off by a bear shifter was a thing she wanted. Hell, she would kick and scream enough to wake the whole mountain if that happened. Yet what woman would not appreciate being desired by a man so strongly he would practically do anything for you?

“Very powerful.” He pulled the truck over to the side of the road. There was a small clearing just about big enough to park the truck. Around them was nothing but mountain and trees.

“Is this it?” Elizabeth asked, heat prickling along her spine at the thought of being out here in the middle of nowhere with Dean after his last admission.

“It is. The trail leads through the trees, and we come out on a plateau that overlooks the town. You aren’t scared of heights, are you?” Dean asked as he got out the truck and went to the back to fetch the picnic that he’d packed into a backpack.

“No, not at all.” She looked around while he put the pack on and adjusted the straps. “Funny, I’m afraid of so many things in life, but wide open spaces are not one of them. It’s confined places that make me scared. The more people are in those confined spaces, the worse it is.”

“Then welcome to heaven.” He gave her a wink and a smile. “This is my domain, the place where I grew up exploring.”

“Then I’m honored to share it with you.” She genuinely was. Coming here with Dean was as if he was opening himself up to her, allowing her a sneak peek at the man underneath the hard-toned exterior. She knew about the softer side of him, the side that cared for kids, but this was his primal side, the part of him that simmered under the surface.

Dean led the way to the trail, and she followed behind, inhaling the scent of pine needles and damp earth. It made her feel safe, as if the tall trees were watching over her. Elizabeth wondered if there were real wild bears and other creatures in the forest, or just shifters. It would be weird as hell to come across a bear and not know if it was a shifter.

“Is there any way to tell the difference between a shifter and a real animal?” Elizabeth asked.

“Not really. Not unless you are a shifter yourself. I can tell by scent. For a human, it’s more tricky. I mean, often you can tell, because a shifter animal will be non-aggressive, and more likely than not scent you first and avoid you completely. We’re more discreet than wild animals, because we know one wrong move and a hunter could put a bullet in our brain.”

“Wow.” She was shocked at that.

“Not that hunting is encouraged around these parts. In fact, Sheriff Brad tries to discourage any kind of hunting.” Dean swung around and walked backward a few steps. “There are rabbit shifters, and bird shifters too. So any animal killed up here might be a shifter.”

“This whole area should be made into a nature conservation area,” Elizabeth suggested.

Dean nodded. “You know, that is a great idea.” He stopped on the edge of the trees and looked around. He was happy, relaxed, at home here. “We’re careful what gets built in town, we’ve tried to keep any new developments to a minimum. But the world around us marches on.”

“This should be preserved.” Elizabeth stood beside him, taking in the view down the steep slope to the valley below.

“I’ll talk to Ronni over at the Animal Sanctuary in Bear Bluff. She’s always been the champion of these kind of things.” He nodded, and then put his arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder. “This is my world.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder. “I want to be a part of it, more than I’ve ever wanted to be a part of anything in my life.” Tears pricked her eyes and she couldn’t blink them away before they trickled down her cheeks.

“Are you OK?” Dean asked.

“Yes, I’m perfectly fine. Just perfect.” She sighed. “You know, it feels as if I’ve found what I’ve been searching for my whole life. And it was sitting on my doorstep the whole time.”

“That’s how I feel about us. I’ve known Suzie for so long. If only I’d called in to say hello, or she’d invited me to dinner…” He kissed Elizabeth’s lips, a long, lingering kiss filled with longing. “But the best things are worth waiting for.”

“So where is this plateau of yours?” Elizabeth followed Dean, lost in her own thoughts. He was right, they had been connected by Suzie for so long, and yet had never met. Dean hadn’t even visited the garden until it was finished. It truly was as if fate had its own agenda.

“We just need to walk a little further.” Dean pointed into the distance. Elizabeth could see where the trail sloped down, and after that, a green expanse disappeared into the distance. That must be it.

A breeze sprang up as they walked, reminding them that the seasons were still in flux and that the weather could change in an instant. Yet Elizabeth didn’t feel threatened by the elements, not when she was with Dean. Here, like everywhere else, he made her feel safe. He made her feel wanted, he made her feel normal. He’d seen so much of life, dealt with kids who needed a guiding hand, learned skills so that he could talk to them on their own level, and he’d been the one who taught young people who were alone in the world how to cope with being different. 

The path widened, she caught up with him and they walked side by side, the breeze dragging her hair back from her face. Normally she would want to drag it back, and hide behind the carefully cut style that always hid her cheeks. Not today. Not with Dean. She would never hide from him.

“I’ve never felt so free.” She blurted the words out before her brain could filter them.

Dean slipped an arm over her shoulder. “Me neither. Which is weird, since I’m more committed to you than anything in my life before. But it’s a relief, as if my search is over.”

“Oh, so you will be taking me for granted.” She grinned as she spoke. 

“Never.” He breathed in the mountain air and let it go. “That’s the spot where I first shifted.”

“Really.” She followed his gaze. “Did you mom or your dad teach you?”

“My dad. My mom wasn’t a shifter.” He chuckled as he thought of a memory, and Elizabeth knew she could spend her whole life listening to him speak about his childhood and his life here. For as much as hers was bereft of love, she was certain Dean’s had been full of it.

“How did they meet?” 

“My mom came here to Bear Creek on vacation. She stayed at the local hotel. With her boyfriend.”

“And your dad stole her from him?” Elizabeth asked. 

“Not exactly. My dad made a fool of himself. Talk about head over heels in love. And my mom thought he was a jerk.” 

“What happened, how did he redeem himself?” Elizabeth was intrigued.

“My mom came up here with her boyfriend, as I said. The guy told her he was experienced at trail walking. He might have gotten away with it if the mist didn’t roll in. They were lost. The alert was raised at the hotel that two guests were missing and mountain rescue was called.”

“And your dad found your mom?” Elizabeth asked. “That is kind of romantic.”

“Let’s go with that.” Dean chuckled again.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

They had reached the point where the trail became less visible as it opened up onto the wide grassy plain. She could see why Dean had asked her if she minded heights. There was a sheer drop to their left, but the view was amazing. Bear Creek sat below them, a green jewel, with a silvery thread meandering toward it that could only be the creek.

“It means that my mom was a strongly opinionated woman. Explaining the whole bear shifter thing was not easy. She thought he was still being a jerk. And when he shifted to prove it, she was not impressed.” Dean set the pack down on the grass. “But she soon accepted him, and they have lived happily ever after ever since.”

“They still live in Bear Creek?” Elizabeth asked.

“They do. Although they go on long cruises when the winter comes.” He sat down on the ground and Elizabeth did the same.

“I can’t imagine having those kind of deep roots. I’ve always felt like tumbleweed.” She helped him unpack the picnic, which included a bottle of wine. “Shall I pour?”

“Yes.” He passed her a couple of cups. “I didn’t bring wine glasses, sorry.”

“I didn't expect wine, let alone glasses.” She poured the wine and passed a cup to Dean. “The last picnic I went on, Suzie was ten, and we had cheese pinwheel sandwiches, and drank lemonade she had made.” Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. “It was super sour.”

“I sometimes regret not having younger kids. I never did picnics and sleepovers.” Dean offered her a chicken salad sandwich.”

“Thank you.” Elizabeth held it in her hand while she figured out if she really wanted to ask her next question.

Dean looked at her sideways. “I know that thoughtful expression. Come on, out with it.”

“Are you…” Elizabeth blushed furiously. “When we…”

“Just say it, and we’ll make sense of the question afterward.” He bit into his sandwich.

“Do you expect us to have children?”

Dean stopped chewing for a moment, and looked at her, with an unfathomable expression. Slowly he started to chew the food in his mouth, swallowed, and then took a gulp of his wine. “You mean us. Have children. Our own children.”

“Yes, it was something Suzie said…” She shook her head, and then added, “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“I’m happy you did,” Dean told her. He ate his sandwich in silence, and Elizabeth wondered if he was going to answer the question or simply let it go. But if he didn’t answer, it would stand between them, an impenetrable barrier.

Elizabeth sat looking out over the valley below. She ate but didn’t taste the chicken, or the bread, or the salad, in her sandwich. The silence stretched on until finally, Dean cleared his throat.

“I’ve always dreamed of having children, you know that already. When my mate didn't materialize, I filled my life with other people’s children, those in need, who had no home, no parent, for whatever reason.”

Dean slid across the ground to sit close to her. Reaching for her hand, he looked into her eyes. “If we are blessed with children, I would be the happiest man alive. But if we are not, for whatever reason, I would still be the happiest man alive, because you are in my life.”

“That doesn’t exactly answer the question.” Elizabeth didn’t know what she was more afraid of, Dean saying he did want children, or if he told her he didn’t. Somehow, seeing Dean with Storm, seeing the love he had for her, and how Louise, Zak, and her own Suzie looked on him as a dad, made her want to give him a child. A child of his own so that he could experience the joy and exquisite pain of being a parent.

“I would love to have a child with you, Elizabeth. But I don’t want to pressure you. I want it to be your choice too. And whatever you decide, or if for some reason we don’t conceive, it is not going to ruin the way I feel about you and the happiness you have brought into my life.”

Elizabeth stroked his cheek with her hand. “The happiest time of my life was when I was a mom. Maybe it would have been more perfect, if I had a man to share it with. Maybe it wouldn’t. I always told myself it would have been different if I was with someone when I raised Suzie. That our relationship is better, stronger because it was us two against the world. But I’m not so sure now. I think if I had a man like you by my side that I would like to do it all over again.”

“I will always be by your side, Elizabeth.” Dean lowered his head and sealed his words with a kiss.


Chapter Twelve – Dean

“This was supposed to be a fun picnic,” Dean said as they packed up the food. “Instead, it seems to have turned serious.”

“I’m glad we got everything cleared up.” Elizabeth passed Dean the half-finished bottle of wine. “And if we don’t conceive, I’m OK with fostering.”

He paused, the bottle half in, half out of the backpack. “You don’t have to make any big decisions today.”

“I do.” Elizabeth stood up straight and looked around them. “Bear Creek is a good place to raise children. And it doesn’t really matter if they’re ours or someone else’s. They all deserve love." Elizabeth turned to face the place where Dean’s father had taught him how to shift. “How many children have you brought up here and helped them shift for the first time?”

Dean fastened the backpack and then hefted it onto his shoulders. “More than I can remember.”

“Show me.” Elizabeth faced him, her eyes filled with excitement. “Please. I know you shifted last night, but it was so dark. I want to see you again. I want to walk with your bear, watch him move, and get to know him.”

His bear roared in anticipation. “I’ll make sure he behaves himself,” Dean promised Elizabeth.

“Is there a chance he won’t?” 

“There’s a good chance he might drool all over you, and lick your face to see how good you taste.” Dean cracked a grin. “I’m not even joking.”

“I’m intrigued. I thought he looked like such a serious bear.” He sensed the thrill of anticipation that coursed through Elizabeth. She looked alive, invincible.

Dean winced as his bear shivered in excitement within him. “Now he’ll go out of his way to prove he is anything but serious.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” She closed the space between them. “I’ve spent my whole life being serious. I mean, I had fun with Suzie, but I never really let go. With you, I think I finally see that happening.”

“Oh, you don’t want my bear to decide to really let go.”

“We’ll see.” Elizabeth took hold of Dean’s hand and they walked back to the trail.

You will behave, Dean told his bear.

I always do, he retorted.

No, you don’t. You remember the time we went to a poker tournament down in Bear Bluff, and you danced in the street?

I lost a bet with a mountain lion, his bear answered. I had to.

You were not supposed to be gambling!

With some apprehension, Dean left the trail and walked across the rough ground to a small area, screened by low trees that clung to the mountainside. The breeze lessened and the ground was peppered with small yellow flowers that had forced their way through the hard ground to welcome the spring sunshine.

“Right here.” Dean pointed to the spot where he stood. “There’s a smooth rock you can sit on.” He pointed to a flat rock he had sat on countless times as he taught his kids to shift. As he watched Elizabeth sit in the same spot, his mind wandered back in time and he could see his father’s face, filled with pride and love.

A lump in his throat made him cough. His emotions were raw as he thought of what it would be like to have a child with Elizabeth. How wonderful to see the very first moment of a child’s life and be there every step of the way. That wasn’t to say that he wanted to give up on fostering, there was room in his heart, and his life, for both.

But a child!

A cub of our own, his bear enthused.

“I’m ready.” Elizabeth sat on the stone with her knees hugged up to her chin, a twinkle in her eyes.

Behave, Dean warned his bear once more, before he let go of his grip on his human body, and the air around him crackled and fizzled with static electricity. For a split second Elizabeth disappeared from view, and a sense of panic washed over him, but then his bear fought for control and pulled himself back to reality.

There was Elizabeth in the exact same spot, her cheeks flushed with excitement at seeing his bear once more. Unlike last night in the garden, she did not wait for him to approach her; she was off the rock, meeting him head-on, her fingers curling into his soft fur, before the hairs had settled on his bear body.

“You are really…real.” She sounded surprised, even though last night she had stroked him and touched him. “I went to sleep last night, knowing you were real, but when I woke up this morning, it just seemed impossible.”

He rubbed his snout against her thigh and inhaled her scent. Dean wanted to tell her he felt the same way, that in the cold light of the spring morning, he had taken his first cup of coffee of the day and gone out into the garden, and sat on the bench where they had kissed, and he had wondered if it had all been an amazingly lifelike dream.

But here they were. It was real, they were real.

Elizabeth knelt beside him and wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her face in his soft fur. “You smell of the mountains and the forest. You smell of damp earth and pine needles.” She inhaled again. “You smell like life.”

He rubbed his large head against her body, and huffed gently, his only way of telling her she was his life. 

“Can we walk down the mountain together?” Elizabeth got up, and curled her fingers into the fur on his back, as if never wanting to let him go. His bear took a step forward and she walked side by side with him along the trail, heading back toward the forest. 

Elizabeth didn’t speak much, but her hand never broke contact with him. His bear took it slow, and did behave himself. Dean could sense the pleasure his bear got from this close contact, and the bond that was forming between him and Elizabeth. If he had intended to play the fool, his bear had changed his mind, likely because there was something almost sacred about this time they were spending together. 

Perhaps his bear’s sensible behavior was influenced by the setting, where so many shifters had taken that first step into a new part of their life. The memories of his father, and of the other kids whom he had shared such moments with, mingled with the excitement of picturing himself here with his own child, of teaching them how to shift, how to control that other side of themselves.

His bear pictured himself romping over the mountain with his own cubs, teaching them the best places to find wild honey, the coolest pools to lie in on a hot summer’s day, and the best itching trees, for when you had an itch that had to be scratched.

He walked side by side with Elizabeth along the trail until it thinned, and then he walked in front, guiding her back to the forest, and the shade of the trees. His bear wallowed in his happiness, rejoicing that they had found their soul mate.

Only when they got closer to the road did Dean tell his bear it was time for their human side to take over. His bear stopped and turned around, nuzzling Elizabeth’s hand, before he let Dean take back control. The air shimmered; he lost Elizabeth, as if they existed on different planes for a few seconds, and then his earthly surroundings came rushing back to him and he stood straight and tall on two legs.

“I have never seen my bear like that.” Dean kissed Elizabeth’s cheek. “You are a good influence on him.”

“He’s amazing.” She blushed a little. “He’s just so… There. In the moment. He makes me feel as if I don’t have to be anyone other than who I am right now.”

“There is something to be said for an animal whose main aspirations in life is a comfortable bed and food in his stomach.” Dean grinned. “And a mother for his cubs.”

Elizabeth frowned. “But if we do have a child, we don’t have actual cubs, do we?”

“No, they don’t shift until their teens.”

“Pity, little bear cubs would be so cute.” She held her arms up as if she were rocking their baby.

“Yeah, they would chew the furniture, and claw the lawn…” Dean laughed. “Just joking, it would be fun.”

Elizabeth stood and looked around, then said with a sigh, “It is so peaceful here. So quiet. Thank you for bringing me.”

“Anytime. You don’t have to thank me either, I’m happy you like the outdoors.” He spun around, and then pointed north. “When the weather is better, more settled, we could walk to Bear Bluff or Cougar Ridge. We could camp out underneath the stars.”

“I’d like that a lot.” She looked at her watch. “We should get back, I have some things I have to take care of. Then I need an early night. I can’t believe the day after tomorrow Suzie will be getting married.”

“You seem relaxed about it,” Dean told her.

“Only because I haven’t allowed myself to panic. I’m worried there will be a catastrophe with the garden. That the wedding tent might fall down or something stupid.”

“Can I do anything to help?” Dean asked. “I have a free day tomorrow, I am yours to command.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“Hey, nothing is an imposition. Not for you. And not for Suzie, you know I love her like a daughter.”

“You know, when Suzie first announced she was getting married I was sure she would ask you to walk her down the aisle,” Elizabeth confessed.

“Me? No, she would always want her mom by her side. Of course, I would’ve been honored. But she loves you.” 

“I thought she might think I’d say no, or not be able to go through with it.” Elizabeth did sound nervous.

“But you can. All these months of working on the garden, of getting to know people. You said yourself you are a different person.” Dean sensed her unease.

“I just hope that person doesn’t disappear when Suzie needs me most.” Elizabeth walked on, watching the ground as she lost herself in her thoughts.

“You won’t. And if you need me, I’m there. I’ll hold your hand every step of the way,” Dean promised.

“Thank you. I’m so lucky to have found you when I need you most.” Elizabeth stopped walking, and turned to him, her arm going around his neck, and she kissed him, hot and passionate. In this moment he knew she wanted him as much as he wanted her. The heat of her body resting against his, told of her burning desire, her longing to be with him.

Maybe he was getting a little carried away. But one thing he knew: as soon as the wedding was over, he was going to convince Elizabeth that their relationship needed to move forward.

He was going to propose.


Chapter Thirteen – Elizabeth

Yesterday had been incredible. Spending time with Dean, and his adorable bear… Elizabeth smiled. She was certain Dean’s bear would rather she called him strong, dependable, protective, but to her he truly was adorable.

Whatever she used to describe him would not encompass the way he’d soothed away her worries. 

“You look happy,” Suzie said, coming into the kitchen where Elizabeth was making breakfast for the two of them. Kit had already left for the hospital to work his last shift before the wedding. He would be meeting them for dinner later, and then going to stay with his best man, and brother, Jacob, a ranger who lived up in the hills around the mountain.

“I am happy.” Elizabeth gave her daughter a genuine smile. “Really happy.”

Suzie gave Elizabeth a hug. “It shows on your face.”

Elizabeth tried not to feel self-conscious. “Dean is a wonderful man.”

“I told you he was.” Suzie sat down with a cup of tea, and Elizabeth pushed the plate of warm toast toward her. “I don’t think I can eat. Nerves are getting the best of me.”

“Which is why you need to eat. I’ve even brought your favorite spread.” Elizabeth produced a jar of chocolate spread.

“I have not had this for years.” Suzie popped the lid off and plunged a knife into the thick chocolaty goodness. “It’s too late to think of my figure.”

“We have a busy day, a few more calories are not going to make a difference.” Elizabeth buttered her own toast and ate it thoughtfully. 

As she ate, Suzie flicked through a list of items. “Dean is going to meet us at Karen’s at ten. We can check everything, make sure it’s perfect for tomorrow. The flowers are arriving just after lunch. And the caterers are going to begin setting up ready for tomorrow.”

“Sounds as if you have it all under control.” Elizabeth watched her daughter’s face as she studied the lists she’d made. Suzie had always been organized and thorough, even at school, but this was different, this was more personal. The crease on Suzie’s brow made Elizabeth wonder how well she was coping. “Suzie, it is all under control.”

Elizabeth reached out for her daughter’s hand, and gave it a squeeze, once again feeling guilty she had not shouldered more of the burden. 

“I know, Mom. I’m so nervous, though.” Suzie put her piece of toast down on her plate, and her face crumpled. “I want it to be perfect. I have it in my head that if today is perfect, then the rest of our married lives will be perfect too.”

“That’s not how life works,” Elizabeth told her gently.

“I know.” Suzie wiped her tears away. “I keep telling myself that. I keep telling myself I’m being stupid.”

Elizabeth left her chair and went around the table to hug Suzie. “You’re not stupid. Take it from a woman who thinks she’s wasted her life being a scared hermit.” She rested her head on Suzie’s shoulder. “I wish I could have been more of a role model for you. You forged your way ahead, despite me.”

“Not despite you. Because of you. I know how hard you tried. I saw it on your face every time you came to a watch me, whether it was sports, or graduation, you were there. I always searched for your face in the crowd, and I always found it. You never once let me down.”

“So let’s get through this day together. And then tomorrow you will marry that amazing man of yours, and start a new life. If the day goes wrong, you will still have an amazing man, who loves you more than anything, and you will still have your new life together. Nothing will change his love for you.” Elizabeth hugged Suzie so tightly. “Part of me wishes we could stay here like this forever, you will always be my little girl. Yet a bigger part of me knows now what you have with Kit will be even more special.”

“Mom…” Suzie hugged her mom close. “We’re both about to begin a new part of our lives, a different part. But I will always treasure my childhood.” She wiped away her tears. “It’s why I chose the job I did. I want every child to experience being happy, and being loved. You taught me it didn’t matter if you have one parent or two.”

Elizabeth wiped her own tears away and stood up. “Eat your toast, and then let’s go and enjoy today.” She pressed her hand to her cheek, determined that no matter what she did, she would not let her birthmark make her shy away from being the mom Suzie needed her to be.

“Thanks, Mom.” Suzie ate her toast, and then they both got ready to leave the house, with Suzie gathering up her lists into a folder. Then they took Elizabeth’s car, and headed over to Karen and Scott’s house. The weather was perfect, and the forecast looked as if tomorrow would be more of the same. Spring sunshine, with just the hint of a breeze.

Elizabeth parked outside Karen’s house, and they both got out. “It all looks perfect.”

In the last couple of days Karen had spruced up the outside of the house, and there were planters overflowing with spring blooms lining the driveway, along with wedding bunting and balloons, so that all the guests would know which house was hosting a wedding.

“Karen and Scott have worked so hard.” Suzie glanced at Elizabeth. “Just like you have.”

“I’m so happy you found a man who gets along well with his family. One misfit is enough.” 

“You are not a misfit. But I’m glad we are not going to have to plan Christmas get-togethers, while taking family politics into account.”

“Christmas…” Elizabeth stood staring at the house in front of her, at the flowers and the ribbons tied to the trees out front. It symbolized everything that was changing in her life. As they walked through to the backyard, Elizabeth was struck by how the work she had done on the garden had transformed it, which in turn mirrored her own life.

“It will seem strange.” Suzie threaded her hand into Elizabeth’s. “You, me, and the Christmas tree, it’s all I can remember. Playing dolls and dress up, making Christmas lunch. Going for a walk around the local park after lunch.”

“You’ll make your own traditions, you and Kit.” Elizabeth stopped and turned to Suzie. “Before the day explodes into a hive of activity, I want to tell you how much I love you.”

“I love you too, Mom.” Suzie hugged Elizabeth tightly. 

“Now, let’s get started.” Elizabeth stepped forward, confident and determined to see this through. Suzie deserved a special day, and she was going to have it. Elizabeth didn’t want any disasters to come along that might make Suzie question if a happy ever after was possible. 

Just like Suzie, Elizabeth needed to believe it was possible. For everyone.

The sound of the back door opening signaled the start. Karen and Scott came out to meet them.

“I’m so excited, and so terribly nervous,” the usually calm Karen confided.

“Karen tossed and turned all night,” Scott added. “I told her everything is ready, but she’s still panicking.”

“It’ll all be fine.” Suzie sounded confident, casting off her own earlier fears to ensure they were not passed on to Karen. “We’ve got it all under control.”

“Good, then let’s have coffee and formulate a plan,” Scott said. “I have today off work to help out.”

“And here comes Dean too.” Karen waved. “Hi, Dean, we’re about to have coffee and make a plan.”

“Sounds as if I arrived just at the right time,” Dean said easily, as he walked up to Elizabeth and kissed her cheek. “Suzie, you look wonderful.” He hugged her close. “You are going to make the most beautiful bride.”

“Thanks, Dean, and thank you all for everything. And I apologize in advance if I get a bit teary today.” Suzie beamed a broad smile at Dean, but Elizabeth could see she was forcing it, her nerves were still there under the surface.

“You won’t be the only one,” Karen said, her expression changed to one of shock. “Not because we don’t want you as a daughter-in-law,” Karen added hurriedly. “We couldn’t be more happy that you are Kit’s mate.”

Scott rolled his eyes and hugged his wife. “Suzie knows that, you’ve told her enough times.”

Karen laughed, and punched Scott playfully in the stomach, while she swallowed down her tears. “We wish you and Kit all the happiness in the world, and all the babies you could possibly want.”

“Karen is looking forward to grandbabies,” Scott confided with a wink. “No pressure at all.”

Dean gave Elizabeth a look that made her insides turn to liquid fire. His hunger for her and their own children was a secret they shared, and it would stay that way. Until she got pregnant, she didn’t want anyone to know they were trying; she didn’t need that kind of well-intentioned pressure. Not when her age lowered the chances of Elizabeth conceiving and carrying a baby to full-term.

Those were tomorrow’s problems. If they were problems at all. Elizabeth needed to live in the present, and stop worrying about what might be.

“So we all have our tasks?” Suzie asked after they finished their coffee, and the delicious warm bagels Karen had laid out as a brunch.

“We do.” Karen picked up her list. “Scott can go to the store while I clean the kitchen.”

“Dean and I will do one final round of watering the garden and checking that all the plants look perfect. Then we can start setting out the chairs.” Elizabeth stood up, and Dean joined her at the back door. “Don’t stress, Suzie, go and make the phone calls you need to make. Then go and see Kit at work, have lunch with him, and relax. Leave it to us.”

“Thanks, Mom, thanks, Dean.” Suzie waved as they went out into the garden. 

Elizabeth blew her a kiss and wagged her finger sternly. “No worrying.”

“Yes, Mom. No, Mom,” Suzie said with a genuine smile, her earlier nerves swept away as excitement took over.

“You are a changed woman,” Dean remarked as they went to fetch the hose to water the garden, and a wheelbarrow into which they could put any weeds or dead flowers.

“Am I?” Elizabeth asked, frowning.

“Yes. What happened to the woman I met in this garden only two days ago?”

Elizabeth pushed the wheelbarrow to the first flowerbed, and began to snip at any dead plant matter, while Dean pulled out any weeds that had dared to show themselves. “I don’t know. But I think it has to do with finding a man who accepts me.”

“And loves you,” Dean added.

Elizabeth paused, her body frozen. Even her breath caught in her chest, and her heart faltered. “You can’t love me, you don’t really know me,” she finally said.

“I know enough.” He stood up straight and looked at her earnestly. “I have lived a happy life, a full life, but these last two days have been the happiest for me. In a way I can’t explain. I know what love is, the love you share with children and friends, but this love is different, deeper, and it latches onto my soul and makes it want to soar over the mountain and beyond.”

Elizabeth simply stared at him. She had no doubt of the sincerity of his words. But she didn’t know if she felt the same. Yes, she liked being with Dean, she enjoyed his company, and any change he saw in her was down to him. But love?

She reeled at the thought. Suzie was the only person Elizabeth knew she loved. Loved with a deep profoundness she would not want to live without.

As she looked at Dean, watched the way his eyes caressed her face, oblivious of the birthmark she had lived in shame of, she knew that although not as deep, her need to have him in her life meant she did love him. 

At some point over the last two crazy days, Elizabeth had fallen for this man who called her his mate, and she didn’t need to be a shifter to know she didn’t want to live without him.


Chapter Fourteen – Dean

They worked well together. There was no need to fill every moment with conversation. Instead they got on with their respective jobs, both aware of the importance of making the garden look perfect.

“Where did you learn to love gardening so much?” Dean asked, as he stood up to admire the neatly edged section of lawn he’d been working on, while Elizabeth banished all weeds from sight.

“When I moved into my present house. We didn’t have a lot of money, I barely scraped the rent together each month, so Suzie and I would spend a lot of time in the garden. It’s not big, but it is brimming with flowers.” She stared wistfully at the tulips that were still clinging onto their petals.

“I’d love to see it.” He wanted to add, before you move in with me. But he let those words go, he didn’t want to remind her of what she would be giving up when she moved to Bear Creek. Elizabeth had enough on her mind without him adding more pressure.

“I’d like that. When the wedding is over, I’ll cook dinner.” She gave him a playful smile. “Pizza.”

“I like pizza.” 

“We built a pizza oven. I’ll even let you choose your own toppings.”

“Now you’re spoiling me,” Dean joked.

“We used to spend our evening out there together on the small patio, before Suzie met Kit.” Elizabeth looked at him, and added, “Sorry, I’m taking a trip down memory lane. It makes me sound as if I am jealous of the time Suzie now spends with Kit.”

“It’s understandable.” Dean walked across the lawn to stand next to her, staring at the same tulips as they opened up to the sun. “When Zak came home, my relationship with Louise changed. She used to come home and tell me all about her day, now she tells Zak.” Dean shrugged. “I’m happy for them. Unbelievably happy. But that doesn’t mean I don’t miss those times.”

“Kids grow up. They grow out of their parents, that’s how it should be.” Elizabeth gave him a sidelong glance. “I can be philosophical too.”

“We are a match made in heaven.” He sighed. “OK, let’s move on.”

They worked tirelessly all morning, and by lunchtime the entire garden was finished. Elizabeth stood back and cast a critical eye over it. “I think we’re done.”

“I think we are too.” Dean stood with his hands on his hips as he turned around in a circle. “I can’t believe this was just a patch of grass before you started.”

Elizabeth pulled out her phone and flicked through her photo gallery. “This is the proof.”

Dean looked over her shoulder, taking the opportunity to breathe in her scent. It mingled with the fresh scent of the spring morning, he couldn’t get enough of it.

“You should start a business in garden makeovers,” Dean suggested.

“I couldn’t.” Elizabeth shook her head firmly and put her phone in her pocket. “People and me…that is not a match made in heaven, believe me.”

“So what do you do now?” Dean asked. “Suzie said you worked in a plant nursery.”

“I do.” They turned to walk back toward the house. Karen and Scott had invited them to lunch, but they were a little early. “I suppose we have that in common. You nurture children, I nurture plants.”

“And when you move here?” Dean asked. 

Elizabeth paused and let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll just commute.”

“Or start a nursery of your own?” Dean asked.

Elizabeth rounded on him. “I don’t want to run a business of my own.” She shook her head, her voice firm. “It’s not what I want to do. I know you are trying to help me, but I need space, and time to get used to all this.”

“I’m sorry.” Dean placed his hand on her arm, hating the look he saw in her eyes. “You’re right, I am being pushy. It’s because I’m scared.”

Elizabeth cocked her head and looked at him suspiciously. “What do you have to be scared about?”

“I’m scared that when it comes to moving here to Bear Creek, you will decide to not to.” He stepped closer to her, wanting to hold her, but afraid she would think he was putting more pressure on her. “You don’t have this burning need inside you. I’m scared that I won’t be able to make you want me in the same way that I want you.”

The words tumbled out of his mouth. Every one of them true.

“Dean. It’s going to take me some time. But I’m as committed to this relationship as you are.” 

His shoulders sagged forward. “I can’t tell you how much it means to hear you say that.”

Elizabeth moved closer, he could feel the heat of her body, smell the scent of her skin. “I wish I could dive into a new life. I wish I could pluck a thing out of my head and try it. But I know my limitations.”

Dean gazed into her eyes, he wanted to tell her she could do anything, be anything, but no doubt Elizabeth had heard those words before. No, as her mate, he had to show her she could be anything. He had to support her, until she believed in herself, as much as he believed in her.

He settled for cupping her face in his hand and kissing her lips tenderly. “We’re in this together, never forget that.”

“I won’t.” She rubbed her cheek against his, her lips brushing his skin, before she tensed and straightened up.

“There you two are. Lunch is ready,” Scott called.

Dean took Elizabeth’s hand and they walked together to the house. He repeated her words over and over in his head, and allowed himself to let go of his own hang-ups. When she said she was committed to their relationship too, he believed her. 

And more than anything, he believed in fate. They would work out how their lives were going to fit together; it was just going to take time. 


Chapter Fifteen – Elizabeth

“Are you feeling better now?” Elizabeth asked Suzie. It was early evening and they were at Suzie’s house, getting ready to go to Fiona’s for the evening. 

Elizabeth had worked tirelessly with Dean all day to make sure everything was perfect for tomorrow. If Elizabeth had her way, she would just collapse onto the sofa, and share a mug of cocoa and a good movie with Suzie. However, Fiona had insisted on them going to her house for dinner.

“I am feeling better.” She hugged her mom tight. “And you know what makes me feel really good about everything?”

“The weather forecast?” Elizabeth was certainly relieved they were not going to be dealing with any downpours. The transformation of Karen’s garden had been with one purpose, the wedding ceremony. The ground would not have coped with a deluge of rain, and Elizabeth would’ve been devastated.

“Sunny is a bonus,” Suzie admitted. “But seeing you so happy and relaxed with Dean trumps that.”

“Does it show? How happy he makes me?” Elizabeth looked in the mirror. Her reflection answered her own question.

“It does. You are glowing.” Suzie finished applying her lipstick. “Right, I’m going to go and give my fiancé a kiss goodbye, and then we can go to Fiona’s.”

“OK, take your time.” Elizabeth watched her daughter leave the room, and then turned a critical eye on her own reflection. Slowly, she turned her face to the right and studied her birthmark. It had faded so much, it was no longer the angry red which no amount of makeup could conceal. Coupled with the long days out in the sunshine, which had given color to her otherwise pale skin, and her hair, which she styled to curl around her face, she could almost forget it was there.

But it wasn’t just about what it looked like. The mark might be fading, but the scars on her subconscious were deep, although not as raw. Elizabeth could feel the change in herself, a healing that she had never allowed to occur. She’d never allowed herself to forget why she was a single parent. Never let go of the stigma of being an unmarried mother, whose parents had thrown her out the door to fend for herself and her unborn child. 

The taunts of her youth still rang in her ears if she ever took off the lid of the box she kept them in.

“Maybe it is time to lock them all away for good,” she told her reflection.

“Mom, Dean’s here,” Suzie called from downstairs.

“I’ll be right down.” Elizabeth stared at herself in the mirror for one moment more. Then she turned and left the room, heading downstairs to her man. Her man. Her face cracked into a wide smile. Her man.

“Hi, you look beautiful.” Dean held a huge bouquet of flowers in his hands. “More beautiful than these.”

She reached out for them, and he pulled her into his arms, kissing her lips. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He looked so handsome. He wore a pale blue shirt, with black pants and a worn leather coat. Smart but casual, he carried it off well. “Is Suzie doing OK?”

“She is.” Elizabeth took the flowers through to the kitchen, where she rummaged around for a spare vase. The house was starting to look like a florist’s, since so many people had been giving Suzie flowers and congratulations for the last couple of days. “She and Kit are saying goodbye.”

“He’s staying over at Jacob’s, isn’t he?” Dean leaned against the countertop, watching her as she filled a vase with water and began to trim the stems before arranging them in the vase.

“I hope they have a quiet night.” Elizabeth ran an appraising eye over her arrangement, rearranged a couple of the flowers, and gave a nod of approval before finding a space on the windowsill for them. 

Dean chuckled. “He’s a shifter, which means he’s probably going for a run over the mountain tonight. It helps work out some of the nerves.”

“I didn’t think Kit was nervous.” Elizabeth had always found Kit completely calm and confident.

“It’s a big day. He’s nervous.” Dean came to her and threaded his arms around her waist, kissing her neck and breathing in her scent. “And we’re going to go and feast with dragons.”

Elizabeth turned her face and kissed his cheeks. “A few hundred years ago and we would’ve been the feast.”

“Depending on Fiona’s mood, it sometimes feels as if there is still a chance of that happening.”

“Are you talking about Fiona behind her back?” Suzie asked, entering the kitchen, her face flushed.

“I find it the safest way to have a conversation about her,” Dean replied with a smile. He let go of Elizabeth and put his arm around Suzie’s shoulder. “Are you OK?”

“I am.” She sniffed loudly and pulled out a tissue. “I’m going to miss Kit, that’s all.”

“It’s one night and then the rest of your lives together,” Dean reminded Suzie.

She let out a jagged breath. “I know. I just worry that something might go wrong.”

Elizabeth put the last of the flowers in the vase and set them on the table. “Nothing will go wrong.” 

“We’re so happy. Sometimes I wonder what we did to deserve it.” Suzie’s breath caught in her throat. “Let’s go, I’ll be OK once we get out of the house.”

“Good girl,” Dean said and left the kitchen, heading to the front door. “I’ll drive, at least then if you two ladies want a glass of wine, you can. And if you want, I’ll even go check up on that man of yours later tonight.”

“No, he’ll be fine.” Suzie walked out of the house and took a deep breath. “I love it here. I never want to leave. Well, except for our honeymoon.”

“Are you packed?” Dean asked, keeping Suzie talking as they all got into the car and he started the engine.

“Yes, we are going to Yellowstone for a couple of weeks. Kit knows some bears over there. Some distant cousins or something.” Suzie sounded calmer now.

“I thought Kit was keeping your honeymoon a secret?” Elizabeth asked.

“It was supposed to be. But he let it slip when I asked what I needed to pack.” Suzie smiled wryly. “It’s one step away from going into the mountains. But truthfully, a villa in a hot climate is not exactly Kit, is it? All that fur.”

“Does Karen know?” Elizabeth asked, remembering their previous conversation with Kit’s mom.

“No. Not yet. We’ll tell her when we get there.” Suzie seemed relaxed about the whole thing. “You will be all right living out here for a couple of weeks, won’t you, Mom?”

“I’m looking forward to it.” She looked out of the window into the dark night. The moon was behind the trees, leaving them silhouetted against the sky. “I like the solitude.”

“I’m sure Dean will stop you from getting lonely,” Suzie said playfully. “Have you two thought about your lives together?”

“Not yet, Louise, Zak and Storm wouldn’t want me living at Dean’s house too,” Elizabeth replied.

“They wouldn’t mind. It’s a big house.” Dean sounded disappointed.

“There’s plenty of time.” Elizabeth was set on her decision. It would give her and Dean a chance to get to know each other. Moving in with a man she hardly knew was daunting, moving in with four people she hardly knew was terrifying.

“How is the house hunting going?” Suzie asked

“Louise and Zak have made an offer on the house they want to buy. If it’s accepted, they will begin renovations while living at home, and then get married before they move in. They plan to fit in a honeymoon in Australia too.”

“Oh, to be young again,” Suzie said.

Elizabeth laughed. “You are only in your twenties,” she reminded Suzie.

“Yeah, you sound like an old married woman already,” Dean teased.

“I soon will be.” She sighed contentedly. “I can’t wait for tomorrow.”

Elizabeth smiled, happy that Suzie had gotten over her jitters. “One more sleep,” she told her daughter.

“If I sleep.” Suzie looked out of the window, and they all sat in silence as the truck climbed the rest of the way to Fiona’s house.

“Here we are. The dragon’s lair,” Dean teased as he parked the car and switched off the engine.

Before they had even gotten out of the car, the front door opened and Sapphi and Ruby stood on the front porch waiting for them.

“We thought you weren’t coming,” Sapphi called.

“Sorry, we are running late,” Suzie apologized as she got out of the car and went to hug them.

“Just don’t be late tomorrow,” Harlan called from inside the house.

“It’s tradition for the bride to be late. It keeps her man on her toes,” Fiona could be heard answering.

Ruby laughed. “Fiona keeps us all on our toes,” she confided.

“I heard that.” But Fiona didn’t sound particularly upset.

The girls giggled and pulled Suzie into the house, leaving Dean and Elizabeth to follow. They were such incredibly happy children, despite having lost their parents. Whenever Suzie talked about them, it made Elizabeth understand that with the right love and support, it was always possible to turn your life around.

“Wine?” Harlan asked as they went into the sitting room.

“Please,” Suzie accepted a glass from Harlan. “But only one glass. I want a clear head for tomorrow.”

“Same for me,” Elizabeth said as Harlan passed her a glass.

“And soda for me, I’m the designated driver.” Dean accepted a glass from Ruby. “Thanks.”

“Shall we make a toast?” Harlan asked.

“Yes.” They all murmured in agreement.

“To Suzie and Kit.” Harlan raised his glass. “And their special day.”

“To Suzie and Kit,” they all agreed.

“May their marriage be as happy as ours,” Harlan added, with a wink to Fiona, who smiled sweetly. Elizabeth could sense the slight tension between them.

“You two are happy,” Ruby said firmly. “It’s just that sometimes you forget it.”

Sapphi stifled a laugh, and Samuel, who was sitting on a playmat on the floor, squealed happily.

“Have we come at a bad time?” Dean asked directly, which was met with a laugh from Harlan.

“No, I’m teasing Fiona.” Harlan moved to stand next to his wife and put an arm around her shoulder. “It’s not something she’s used to.”

“That’s because your idea of teasing is not funny. Not in this age, or any other.” But Fiona rested her head on his shoulder, and looked content.

“One thing our marriage has taught me,” Harlan continued, “Is that you can’t teach an old dragon new tricks.”

“That works both ways.” Fiona prodded Harlan. “I have yet to train Harlan to understand his jokes are not funny.”

“Mom is right about your jokes,” Ruby agreed.

Sapphi laughed. “They might have been funny a century or two ago.”

“See?” Fiona told Harlan.

“Everyone’s a critic.” Harlan laughed along with them, not upset at all about his family turning on him.

“I think what my husband is trying to say, is that not only do we wish Suzie and Kit a wonderful happy life together, even if Kit isn’t here right now,” Fiona began, “but we also send Elizabeth and Dean all our best wishes. And wish our children health and happiness, and that they find their mates and have children of their own, so they can know exactly what their parents had to put up with.”

Sapphi rolled her eyes. “Is this still about my phone?”

“It might be,” Fiona nodded.

“It is,” Harlan added.

“OK, my turn,” Dean said, stepping forward. “My toast is to all of us, and that we all live long lives, in the presence of family and friends we love and treasure.”

“To treasure,” Sapphi and Ruby chorused.

Dean laughed. “Trust a couple of dragons to think of that kind of treasure.”

“We know what you mean,” Sapphi said. “And seeing Louise so happy, makes me less hostile to finding my mate.”

“Why would you be hostile?” Suzie was surprised.

“Because I want a career. I want to go to college, and see the world before I have a mate and babies.” Sapphi looking older than her eighteen years.

“The two are not exclusive,” Suzie told her gently.

“Maybe not.”

“Mr. Right is out there for you,” Fiona said maternally. “And if you do meet him, you can always make him stay home with the babies.”

“OK, let’s eat!” Harlan said, trying to defuse the situation, and led them to the dining room. They all followed, with Fiona last, carrying young Samuel in her arms. Elizabeth was surprised to see the gentleness in Fiona’s face. If she had to guess what kind of shifter Fiona was, Elizabeth would never have guessed a dragon, because she looked like as soft as a pussycat.

She caught Dean watching her, watching Fiona, and smiled. Maybe this was better than a mug of cocoa and a movie. After all, this was a slice of real life. Something she had not experienced too much before. But the more she did experience life, the more she craved it.


Chapter Sixteen – Dean

“Dinner was interesting,” Suzie commented as they drove back to her house.

“They’re a hoot,” Dean replied. “I’ve known Fiona for years, but it’s only since she met Harlan and adopted the girls that I really got to know her.”

“Yes, I thought she was as hard as nails, until she found love.” Suzie settled back in her seat. “Love changes us all.”

Dean looked at Elizabeth who was sitting quietly beside him. Suzie was right, he’d changed in the last couple of days, and so had Elizabeth.

“I’m ready for my bed,” Suzie said yawning. “I hadn’t planned to stay so late. 

“It was fun, though,” Elizabeth added.

“You sound surprised.” Dean steered the truck down the steep road, taking extra care. He was not going to be the one to ruin the wedding by putting them all in the hospital.

“I am.” Elizabeth shrugged. “Intimate family gatherings are not really my thing.”

“You aren’t the only one who isn’t family,” Suzie said.

Elizabeth turned to Suzie. “I think Fiona and her family see you and Dean as family.”

“Really?” Suzie sounded pleased. “Maybe making Fiona my maid of honor was a good move.”

“I thought she was a bridesmaid?” Dean asked.

“Only because that’s what she wanted to be. She said maid of honor was misleading, since she is no longer a maid, and as a dragon, her honor might not be intact either.” Suzie giggled. “I have no idea what she’s talking about, and was not going to argue with her over it.”

“Here we are ladies, home sweet home.” Dean pulled up outside Suzie’s house, and got out of the truck. He ran around to the passenger side and opened the door, helping first Suzie, and then Elizabeth, out of the truck.

“Thank you so much, Dean.” Suzie flung her arms around him. “See you tomorrow.”

“You have sweet dreams,” Dean told her.

“I will.” Suzie walked across the gravel driveway to the house. “Take your time, Mom, I’ll make us some cocoa.” She swung back around. “Unless you want to come in, Dean?”

“No, you two need to get some rest. Another time.” He took hold of Elizabeth’s hand and they stood together, watching Suzie mount the porch steps and open the front door.

“I can’t believe my baby is going to get married tomorrow,” Elizabeth murmured quietly, almost to herself.

“It’s going to be quite a day.” Dean threaded his fingers through her hair, pushing it back from her face. Then he lowered his head and kissed her lips. “I hope it will be our turn soon. To get married, so we can make jokes about my jokes.”

She chuckled, resting her head on his chest. He smoothed her hair, not wanting to let her go. “One day. I just don’t think I’m ready to go through the stress of planning a wedding. Not so soon after Suzie’s.”

“There’s no rush. I want you to be my wife, but I can wait, as long as you promise to move in with me as soon as possible.” He lifted his head, and continued, knowing what her argument would be. “I can wait until Louise and Zak tie the knot and move out. But after that…please?”

“OK.”

His heart thumped in his chest, excitement filling him. “You mean it?”

“I do…” She gasped. “I mean, I do, to moving in with you.”

“That is a start.” He wrapped his large hand around her waist and pulled her close, his arousal evident as his cock hardened in his pants. When Elizabeth pressed her body closer, and moved her hips in a subtle circular motion, he wasn’t sure he was going to be strong enough to let her go.

“Good night, Dean,” Elizabeth whispered in his ear, her breath a gentle caress on his skin, which sent shivers throughout his body.

“I don’t want this to end.” He held her close and captured her lips once more; she didn’t fight him or pull away. Instead, she clung to him, hungry with a need that matched his own.

But she was stronger than him, the need to be with her daughter winning. “Suzie needs me.”

He pecked her lips one last time before loosening his hold on her. “Good night.”

“See you tomorrow.” Elizabeth turned and walked toward the house.

“You most certainly will,” Dean replied, and placed his hand on his truck, willing his feet not to follow her as she walked away.

Elizabeth stopped on the porch steps, and turned to wave at him. He waved back, the tightness of his pants, as they stretched across his bulging groin, telling him he would need to go for a run to work off his arousal, or sleep would evade him tonight.

Getting back in the truck, he turned around and drove out to the road. There he turned left, and headed back up the mountain. He was going to head over to see Kit and Jacob, maybe share a beer and go for a run with them. 

The night was glorious, the moon full, and he wound down the window and breathed in the scent of the mountain. He wanted to holler and whoop, to tell the world how happy he was. He settled for the radio and an old song from his younger days. Singing as he drove, he figured he was probably one of the happiest bears alive right now. But when he arrived at Jacob’s cabin, and saw Kit’s face, he decided he might have to share that title.

“Hi there, Dean,” Kit said, getting up from the porch where he and Jacob, plus their younger brother, Neil, were sat drinking beer.

“Hi there, thought I’d come over and tell you that I have delivered your bride safely home. They’re going to have cocoa and go to bed.” Dean took the beer Jacob offered him. “Just the one, thanks.”

“We are going for a run, want to come?” Jacob asked. “Let Kit have one last night of freedom.”

Dean sipped his beer. “I will not say no. I have a few kinks to work out myself.”

“Dean here has just found his mate,” Kit explained. “We are going to be related.”

“That’s so cool,” Neil said. “Any advice on finding a mate?”

“None that would help you, since I’m not exactly a spring chicken.” Dean looked at Kit’s brothers. Neil was the smaller of the two, but still a bundle of ripped muscle. He worked at the fire station. Jacob, on the other hand, was taller, long-limbed and sinewy, he was the local ranger.

“You just have to wait for fate to step in,” Kit said honestly. “There’s no forcing it.”

Jacob sighed. “I don’t think it’s going to happen anytime soon for me. I spend too much time on the mountain.”

“You should start running guided tours,” Neil suggested. “All those fit women hiking up the mountain.”

“No thanks, there are enough of those already.” Jacob shook his head. “I like my solitude.”

“Then you are likely going to stay a lonely bear,” Kit teased.

“Thanks, bro’. Hey, maybe I’ll forget your rings tomorrow,” Jacob threatened.

The two brothers launched into a wrestling match. “If either of you gets a black eye, Mom is going to kill you,” Neil called, which killed Dean. He was doubled up with laughter as they rolled over and over.

In a blur of fur, they shifted, the two men replaced by two brawling bears. Neil got up, and shifted too, biting their legs to get their attention, before running off into the woods that bordered Jacob’s cabin.

Dean gulped down his beer, stood up, and stretched before shifting midair to thunder after them on four paws. The thrill of running with other bears filled him with excitement. His heart beat fast and his breath came in short bursts as he followed them up the trail onto the mountain.

Tomorrow was for weddings. Tonight was for bears to be bears.


Chapter Seventeen – Elizabeth

“Morning, Suzie.” Elizabeth set a tray of food down on the bed next to her daughter.

“What time is it?” Suzie asked, sitting up in bed.

“A little after seven.”

Suzie looked around wildly. “I should be getting ready.”

“Relax, have some coffee and something to eat. There is plenty of time.” Elizabeth had allowed Suzie to sleep longer than planned since she had heard her daughter tossing and turning during the night. Now she at least looked refreshed, if a little frazzled.

“I need coffee, but I’m not so sure about eating anything.”

“Mom’s orders.” Elizabeth spread some chocolate spread on a piece of toast, and handed it to her daughter. “Just one piece.”

“Just for you.” Suzie ate slowly, chewing each mouthful thoroughly before swallowing it. “You were right, I do feel better.”

“Good.” Elizabeth sipped her coffee. “Now, Fiona and the girls will be here at nine. The hair stylist is due to arrive at nine thirty. So we have plenty of time. You have a bath, or a shower, it’s up to you.”

“A shower. I don’t think I could sit still in a bath.” Suzie took another bite of her toast, and the color came back to her cheeks. “I’ll call Karen and ask her if the caterers have arrived.”

“I already did that. And they have. They’re setting everything up. So there is no need for you to worry.” Elizabeth talked to Suzie in the same soothing voice she had used on the day of any big event. Whether it was a sports competition, or her prom, Elizabeth had always known what to say.

“What about you?” Suzie took Elizabeth’s hand. “Are you worried?”

“Not yet.” She smiled and pushed Suzie’s hair back from her face. “You are going to make the most beautiful bride.”

“And so will you, one day.” Suzie tilted her head to one side. “You will marry Dean, won’t you?”

“He hasn’t even asked.” Elizabeth tried to brush off the question.

“He will. Probably as soon as today is over.” She smiled wistfully. “Dean is such a gentleman, he would never dream of trying to take attention away from me and Kit.”

“He is one of a kind,” Elizabeth confessed.

“You love him.” Suzie didn’t phrase it as a question.

“I do.” Elizabeth placed her cup down on the tray. “It’s a scary thing to admit. You are the only person I have ever said those words to.”

“Mom.” Suzie stroked her mom’s cheek. “Don’t let me be the last person you say them to.”

“I won’t. Like it or not, Dean is in my life.”

“Don’t sound too excited.” Suzie dragged herself out from under the covers, shivered in the cool morning air, and then dove back under into the warmth of her bed again, just like she had as a child.

“I don’t mean it like that. What I mean is, that I don’t have a choice, do I?” Elizabeth meant everything to Dean, just as Suzie meant everything to Kit. It would take a hard-hearted woman to ignore the mating bond.

“You could walk away. No one is making you stay.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “You know that is not true. I couldn’t hurt Dean, and that is what I would do if I turned him down.”

“So you will marry him?” Suzie’s eyes danced with happiness.

“If he asks me.” Elizabeth got up and lifted the tray off the bed. Suzie had talked her into a corner.

“Oh, he’ll ask you. If I’m not mistaken, he has an engagement ring burning a hole in his pocket as we speak,” Suzie teased.

“You think he’s already got the ring?” Elizabeth asked from the doorway.

Suzie swung her legs over the side of the bed and got up, grabbing a warm robe and wrapping herself up in it. “If I know Dean, he probably went out and bought one the day you met.”

Elizabeth stood and contemplated that thought as Suzie went to the bathroom and switched on the shower. Suzie really did think a marriage proposal was imminent. When she turned and walked down the stairs, Elizabeth was smiling. Maybe it was all the talk of weddings, maybe it was because this was her daughter’s special day. Or maybe because she was imagining Dean going down on one knee and asking her to marry him.

The more times she went over it in her head, the bigger her smile got. Of course, she would say yes. No matter how many times her subconscious told her it was not something she wanted, the part of her brain that was responsible for self-preservation told it to shut up. She was going to marry Dean.

By nine o’clock, Suzie and Elizabeth were more than ready for the day to begin. The sound of Fiona’s car sent them running to the front door. The girls were out of the car as soon as it stopped. “We’re here!”

“I can see,” Suzie said, hugging Ruby.

“Harlan will wrestle Samuel into his suit and meet us there,” Fiona said. “A toddler running around while we are trying to get dressed is just asking for trouble.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Suzie said. “Come in, have you eaten?”

“We have.” Sapphi and Ruby went to the sitting room. “Although my stomach is doing back-flips. Trying the dresses on in the store is one thing, wearing them in front of a load of people is another.”

“They won’t be looking at you, Sapphi,” Ruby told her. “All eyes will be on the bride.”

“Except Dean’s,” Fiona said dryly, but there was an air of mischief about her. “I’ve never seen a man so smitten in such a short space of time.”

“Really?” Ruby asked. “You always say Harlan fell in love with you in seconds.”

“He did.” Fiona sighed. “He did.”

Suzie giggled. “Before you met Harlan, I would never have taken you for a romantic.”

“Meeting your mate does that to you,” Fiona said, somewhat philosophically. “And speaking of mates, we need to get ready if we aren’t going to keep yours waiting.”

“We should,” Elizabeth agreed. “Hair first, then makeup. Then dresses.” She looked at her watch. “We have a couple of hours before the cars arrive.”

Suzie took a deep breath. “OK, this is it.”

“You’ll be ready in time, and the day will be perfect,” Fiona assured Suzie. “Believe me, no one would dare upset you when I’m around.”

“I knew there was a reason I asked you to be my maid of…bridesmaid.” Suzie smiled at Fiona. “Thank you for everything.”

“None of that sentimental stuff. I’m sure there will be enough tears throughout the day, without us starting now.” Fiona hugged Suzie. “I always liked you, for a boss, you weren’t half bad.”

The hairstylist arrived ten minutes later, and worked her magic. As soon as she had finished Suzie’s hair, she applied her makeup, and then Elizabeth helped her to dress. One by one, the bridesmaids all changed into their dresses too. With the help of Melanie, who made a surprise visit to check that everything was OK, they were all ready by the time the wedding cars pulled up outside. Although by now, everyone’s nerves were beginning to show.

Elizabeth dressed quickly and styled her hair, then she fetched the bottle of champagne she’d brought from the fridge. With some effort, she popped the cork, and poured them each a small glass, hoping to soothe any last-minute jitters.

“To steady your nerves.” She handed each of them a glass. “I have lemonade if Ruby isn’t allowed any champagne.”

“She can have her first taste of champagne,” Fiona agreed as she took a gulp of her drink. Who would have thought an old dragon would get nervous? After everything Fiona must have seen and done in her life, Elizabeth had expected her to be cool and calm.

“Thank you,” Ruby said, and took a sip. “I can see why it’s called bubbly.” She rubbed her nose.

Elizabeth stepped forward, and said, “I just wanted to say something.” She took a deep breath, a prickle of apprehension sneaking up her spine as they all looked at her. “I want to thank you all for being here for Suzie. And Suzie, I just want to tell you how proud I am to be your mom.”

“To Suzie,” Fiona said, raising her glass.

“To Suzie,” they all repeated, and then took a sip of champagne.

“And to us,” Ruby said, taking another sip.

“To us,” Fiona joined in. “Who should be leaving.” The bridesmaids collected their small bouquets and their purses, before finishing their champagne.

“We don’t want to be late either, Suzie.” Elizabeth’s nerves were building up inside her, the pressure getting harder to push back down. She could no longer think of the wedding as being a future event. What if her legs wouldn’t work when it was time to walk down the aisle?

“Mom?” Suzie said gently. “Everything OK?”

“Yes. Why?” Elizabeth looked down at her hand, it was shaking enough that her champagne swished around in the delicate flute glass, which she wasn’t sure she could finish. “I’ll be OK.”

But would she?

“OK, girls, let’s go. Harlan is on his way too.” Fiona directed the girls toward the door, but before she left she pulled Elizabeth to one side. “You can do this, Elizabeth. Just look ahead as you walk down the aisle, eyes on Kit. Focus on him, and how much you love Suzie. Feel that love swelling inside you like a great big bubble.”

“Thanks, Fiona. I’ll give that a try.” Elizabeth nodded, and took in a slow inhale, which she released through her mouth.

“Good. We’ll be there, right alongside you. We’re all willing you to find the strength you need. Not one person wants to see you fail, everyone there loves Suzie and Kit and wants this to be a special day.”

Everyone there. Elizabeth felt the pressure mount, but she managed to say, “Thanks, Fiona.”

“You’ll do great.” She hugged Elizabeth, who went tense, but then forced herself to relax. This was an unusually affectionate display from Fiona. She was feeling nervous too. “We’ll all do great.”

“We will.” Elizabeth caught Fiona’s arm as she went to leave. “Thank you. For everything, I know Suzie considers you a good friend and colleague.” She let go of Fiona’s arm, but the dragon shifter stayed put.

“It works both ways, I am not the easiest person in the world to be around.” Fiona shrugged. “I have been called bossy in the past.”

“Well, I’m just so happy you are here on Suzie’s special day, you share it with her.” Elizabeth moved her attention away from Fiona, and watched Suzie laughing with Sapphi and Ruby.

“Who wouldn’t? We’re dragons.” Fiona’s reply would have sounded conceited if it were not accompanied by a wide nervous grin.

Dragons. Elizabeth giggled nervously, which then erupted into a laugh. “Sorry. Nerves. Who would have thought, my daughter getting married, accompanied by four dragon shifters?”

“Mom.” Suzie walked across the room toward her. She’d recognized the way Elizabeth was laughing, on the verge of hysteria. “Breathe.”

Elizabeth took a deep breath in, and let it go slowly. Then did the same again, several times. “I’m OK now.”

“Good.” Suzie’s face filled with concern. “Just keep breathing, I’ll see Fiona and the girls out. Then it’s our turn.”

Elizabeth nodded and kept her attention on her breathing. It was a skill she had mastered over the years, a way of coping. Unfortunately, it didn’t always work, and she could feel the bubble of excitement in her getting ready to pop. If it did, she might never regain her composure. She might let Suzie down after all.

She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t let that happen. 

“Are we good?” Suzie had waved her bridesmaids off, and now it was their turn. She took Elizabeth’s hands, staring at her mom with some concern.

“Let’s go.” Elizabeth followed Suzie outside, where she breathed in the fresh mountain air. She occupied her brain by breaking down all the scents she inhaled. When she got to damp earth and pine needles, she thought of Dean, and how much she wished he was here.

Somehow she made it to the car. Her mind fixed on her hand, firmly clasped in Suzie’s, and the thought that Dean would be there waiting when they arrived. He’d promised.

“Do you remember that beach vacation we took?” Suzie asked, as the car left the foothills surrounding Bear Creek and headed to the wedding venue.

“Yes. The one to Carlingford-by-the-Sea?” Elizabeth smiled as she pulled the memories from somewhere deep in her mind.

“We spent the whole week on the beach, digging in the sand, learning to surf, badly.” Suzie looked up at the roof of the car. “Whenever I get nervous, that’s my special place.”

“It was our first proper vacation.” Elizabeth went over the memory in greater detail. “The ice cream cones!”

“Dipped in chocolate. I thought the vendor was a magician.” Suzie chuckled and then sighed. “That is just one of so many memories you gave me. One of the many times you stepped out of your safe place. I know how difficult it was for you. But you did it.”

“I wanted you to have a happy childhood.”

“And I did.” Suzie hugged Elizabeth as the car drew up in the driveway of Karen and Scott’s house.

“You’ll crush your dress,” Elizabeth warned.

“I don’t care. If I have a crease in my dress in the photographs, it will remind me of this moment, here with you.” Suzie pulled back, tears in her eyes. “Thank you.”

Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat. This was a goodbye. A letting go. The final duty of a mother.

“Thank you for being my daughter.” Elizabeth dug deep, and finally found the strength she needed. “Now it’s time for you to be Kit’s wife.”

The car door opened and Dean’s voice said, “Are we ready?”

“We are.” Elizabeth slid to the edge of the seat and took the hand Dean offered. While on the other side of the car, the chauffeur was helping Suzie.

Fiona, Sapphi, and Ruby had been joined by Storm, who looked incredibly adorable in her flower girl dress, and Samuel, who looked cute in his tiny tux. They were all ready.

“I’ll go take my seat.” Dean kissed her cheek, but Elizabeth reached for him, and pulled him back.

“Why don’t you walk with us?” Elizabeth said, needing him next to her. 

“No, I…”

“That is a great idea. Please, Dean. I want you to be a special part of my day.” Suzie looked at her mom. “You are part of this family too.”

As they entered the garden and walked between the seats filled with friends and family, Elizabeth kept her head high, and her focus on Kit, whose smile was brighter than the spring sun. She took strength from the two people she loved most, Suzie on her right, and Dean on her left. 

Her knees didn’t give out, her feet didn’t stumble. And her heart didn’t break when she watched Suzie take Kit’s hand. As she turned, she caught a glimpse of Karen and Scott, they were so happy, it made her heart fill with love. More love than she thought it could ever contain.

She wasn’t losing a daughter, she wasn’t simply gaining a son-in-law—she was gaining a family.


Chapter Eighteen – Dean

“You did it.” Dean passed her a glass of champagne. “How do you feel?”

“Like a balloon about to deflate.” The wedding ceremony had drained her emotionally. Elizabeth had felt her strength revive after the wedding breakfast, but that strength had slowly seeped away as the afternoon turned to evening, and twilight descended.

Dean chuckled. “We could make a break for it as soon as Suzie and Kit leave.”

“Do you think anyone will mind?” Elizabeth asked hopefully. Suzie and Kit were leaving for the airport at nine o’clock. She would love to slip away at the same time and sink into her bed and sleep for a week. Or at least until tomorrow. She’d promised to come and help Karen tidy up. 

“No, it’s been a long day. Even Karen looks as if her smile can’t last much longer.” Dean took Elizabeth’s hand. “Want to dance?”

“I don’t really…” She met his eyes, and he saw the fear there drop away. “I’d love to dance.”

Dean kissed her lips, and then whispered in her ear, “I’m incredibly proud of you, Elizabeth.”

She blushed and ducked her head. “Thank you.”

Dean drank the rest of his champagne, and Elizabeth did the same, wrinkling her nose as the bubbles fizzed in her throat. Taking the glass from her, he placed it on a table, and then turned back to her with a slight bow.

“May I have this dance?” He held out his hand and she slipped hers into it, her fingers closing around his. Leaning forward, he kissed the back of her hand, and then stood up straight. “I have waited for this moment for a long time. My mate.”

“How much have you had to drink?” Elizabeth asked, hiding her smile behind her hand.

“Not a lot. I plan to take you home, and make sure you’re safely tucked up in bed. So I stayed sober.” He waved his hand over himself. “This is me drunk on love.”

Elizabeth’s eyes darkened, her smile disappearing, as a solemnity fell over her. “I love you too.”

Dean’s expression clouded, and a hunger for his mate was all-consuming as he stared at her. Despite all the people in the wedding tent, he only had eyes for Elizabeth. It was as if the world had slipped away, even with the music gone, replaced by the steady thrum of the blood pumping in his veins. It was the beat of life.

Taking a step toward her, he placed his hand on the small of her back and pulled her close. “Those are the sweetest words I’ve ever heard.”

“I mean them.” She nodded, her eyes misted with tears. “I truly love you.”

Dean kissed her lips, lightly at first, but then his passion took over and he kissed her with a hunger he could barely control. But he did control it, suddenly becoming aware of where they were. He broke their kiss, and pulled back, leaving Elizabeth breathless, her face flushed.

“Sorry, I got a little carried away.”

Elizabeth put her fingers to her lips. “Don’t apologize.” She ducked her head. “Will you stay…tonight?”

The breath left his body as if he had been punched in the gut. “If you’re sure.”

“I am.” She met his eyes. “And no, I have not had too much to drink either.”

“Shall we dance?” They walked to the dance floor, and he pulled her into his arms. The music was slow, and he held her close, swaying to the music. As they twirled around, he saw the happy faces of his friends. Friends who he thought of as family.

Louise and Zak came their way, Storm held in their arms, between them. “Hey, there.”

“Hi, Dean. You look beautiful, Elizabeth,” Louise said sincerely.

“Thanks. But not as adorable as Storm. She was so good through the ceremony.” Elizabeth took hold of Storm’s hand. “You loved your bouquet of flowers, didn’t you?”

Storm grinned. She had two front teeth breaking through her gums, which made her look cuter than cute. “She sure did. And Storm gets to do it all over again in a couple of months’ time.” Zak grinned. “We’ve set a date. Karen said we can use the garden. If you’ll help work your magic again, Elizabeth.”

“I would love to.” Elizabeth’s face broke out into a smile to rival all the blooms in the garden. “I’m so happy for you.”

“Thanks.” Louise kissed Zak’s cheek. “I can’t wait to make this man mine. He’s not allowed to go back to Australia without a ring on his finger. Not with all his adoring fans. Isn’t that right, Storm?”

Zak laughed. “Lady, you know these lips and this body belong to one woman only.”

Louise sighed. “You are so sweet.”

“You two have fun. Don’t wait up,” Dean said as they moved away across the dance floor.

“Another wedding.” Elizabeth looked across to where Suzie and Kit were talking to their guests.

“Another wedding,” Dean repeated. He wanted to drop down on one knee and propose right here, right now, but he didn’t want to take the attention away from Suzie and Kit. “I’d like to help with the garden. For their wedding. I promise to do as I’m told.”

“I’d like that too.” Elizabeth wrapped her arms around him tighter. “Do you still want me to move in with you?”

“I do.”

“After Zak and Louise move out. Is that OK?” Elizabeth quickly added, “Not that I don’t want to live with them, but life is going to get hectic and they don’t need me in the way.”

“You won’t ever be in the way.” The song ended and they walked off the dance floor. “Shall we go and speak to Suzie and Kit before they leave?”

“Yes, I haven't had a chance to speak to Suzie all day. I’m going to miss her so much while she’s on her honeymoon. This will be the longest we’ve gone without seeing each other.” Elizabeth held onto his arm and he guided them toward Suzie and Kit. She seemed so relaxed; not once during the day had he seen her lift her hand to cover her face. Not once had he seen her turn away and attempt to hide.

“Elizabeth.” Fiona’s voice from across the room halted their attempt to reach Suzie.

“Is everything OK?” Dean asked.

“I want you to meet my good friend Carter Eden.” Fiona beckoned them toward where she was standing with Harlan, talking to a man he vaguely recognized, but couldn’t quite place.

“He’s a movie star,” Elizabeth said, her voice tinged with awe.

“A movie star? Oh, now I remember.” Dean glanced at the tall, broad-chested young man standing next to Fiona. He was not going to let himself feel threatened, he was not going to be an overprotecting boar of a bear.

“This is Elizabeth and Dean.” Fiona smiled broadly. “And this is Carter and Caroline.”

“Hi,” Dean said. “Good to meet you.”

“You too.” Carter held out his hand and Dean shook it, before he offered it to Elizabeth.

“Hello. My daughter loved your movies. Space Monkeys was one of her favorites.” Elizabeth looked uneasy.

“Thanks,” Carter said. “They were fun to make.”

“Suzie liked Space Monkeys?” Fiona asked incredulously. That woman was never afraid to sound rude.

“Don’t sound so shocked, Fiona. A lot of people actually like Carter’s movies.” Caroline rolled her eyes affectionately. “Fiona has been telling us how you transformed the garden ready for the wedding.”

“I did, with help,” Elizabeth admitted. “I enjoyed it. I like watching things grow.”

“We own Bear Creek Honey Beer,” Carter began.

Dean glanced at this young movie star and wondered if he was trying to impress everyone. It didn’t seem like it. “I like your beer.”

“Thanks. So do I.” Carter received a dig in the ribs from Caroline.

“Get to the point,” Caroline told him.

“We are looking for a gardener for the estate. You don’t have to have any experience of growing hops. We’re looking for someone with a wide range of skills.” Carter smiled, as if he’d made the point clear.

“Elizabeth,” Fiona butted in. “What Carter is so eloquently not saying, is would you consider working for him when you move to Bear Creek?”

Elizabeth opened and closed her mouth, not knowing what to say. “I haven’t thought about it. I mean I haven’t thought about leaving my job. Or setting a date when I’m actually going to move in with Dean.”

“It would save you a long commute,” Dean said, not believing he was throwing his woman into the path of another man, a handsome movie star at that.

“I’m not sure.” Elizabeth flushed red, and he saw her hand twitch as she grasped her dress between her finger and thumb.

“We are one big family. Walt has been maintaining the gardens for years, but he’s getting old. Not that he can’t manage, but he’s a proud man, and we’d like to help him before he needs help.” Carter gave Elizabeth his perfect movie-star smile, with perfect movie-star teeth.

Idiot, his bear told him bluntly.

He is, isn’t he? Dean replied.

I meant you. This is where you are supposed to support Elizabeth. She’s your mate, remember, and this is a perfect job for her, and all you are doing is thinking of yourself.

His bear was right. “I think it’s a great opportunity, Elizabeth. A new start.”

Elizabeth looked terrified, but forced a smile onto her face. “Could I come and look around? Before I decide.”

“Sure, whenever it suits you. We’re usually there.” Carter grinned. To him it was a done deal.

“Carter will find some way to twist your arm,” Caroline said apologetically. “He likes getting what he wants, so make sure you drive a hard bargain. If you want to tear up the alpine garden and replace it with a Mediterranean garden, this is your chance to get it in writing.”

“I thought you were on my side,” Carter told his wife.

“I am. But you would be impossible if everyone thought they had to do as you ask because you were in a movie or two.” Caroline certainly was a no-nonsense woman.

Carter slipped his arm around his wife. “You know me so well.” 

“I do.” She leaned back against him. “We would love to have you on our team, Elizabeth.”

“Thanks.” Elizabeth turned to look across to Suzie and Kit. “I just want to see them before they leave.” 

“They look so happy,” Fiona said. “Do you remember our wedding day, Harlan?”

“I will never forget it.” Harlan kissed Fiona’s lips. “I waited an eternity for you.”

“We are all becoming old married bores,” Caroline commented.

“Which is why we are going to go and dance.” Carter took his wife’s hand and led her to the dance floor. “We’ll see you soon. You’re welcome too, Dean. We can share a beer or two. In fact, why don’t you come for dinner? Next Friday.”

“Sure.” Dean lifted his hand and waved, before Carter and Caroline were lost in among the crowd.

“Hey, Mom.” Suzie’s face lit up when she saw them coming. “Everything OK?”

“I’ve just been asked to go work for Carter Eden,” Elizabeth told her daughter.

“No! Really, that is so exciting.” Suzie hugged her mom. “Did you say yes?”

“I said I’d think about it.” Elizabeth looked tired. “It’s all a bit much. I need to think things through.”

“Take your time, and don’t rush into anything,” Suzie soothed. “Whatever you decide, make sure it’s right for you.”

“I will.” Elizabeth gathered the last of her energy to put a smile on her face for her daughter. Dean couldn’t wait to whisk her out of there and take her home. “Have you had a great day?”

“It’s been amazing. More than amazing,” Suzie enthused.

“Thanks for everything, Mom,” Kit said with a cheeky grin.

“You are welcome, son,” Elizabeth replied. “You take care of my daughter.”

“I will. Forever, and more.” Kit looked adoringly at Suzie.

“Be happy,” Dean added.

“We will.” Suzie hugged Dean.

“Have a fabulous vacation,” Elizabeth said. “Call me. When you get to your hotel.”

“We will. And the house is yours while we’re away if you want some privacy,” Kit said, pointing his finger at them. Elizabeth blushed at the insinuation.

“Kit,” Suzie dug him in the ribs.

“What? I want your mom and Dean to know they’re welcome at our house.” Kit looked up at the sound of their names being called out. “Time to leave.”

“I love you both.” Suzie kissed and hugged them both before kissing them again.

“Love you too.” Elizabeth hugged Suzie one last time. “Take care of her, Kit.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” Kit looked at Suzie with an expression that told Elizabeth everything she needed to know. Suzie was the most important thing in his world and he would protect her with his life.

Just as Dean would protect Elizabeth with his life. Because without her, life held no meaning.


Chapter Nineteen – Elizabeth

“It’s over.” Elizabeth stood next to Dean and watched the car carrying Suzie and Kit drive away.

“You should be very proud of yourself,” Dean told her honestly, his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into him, holding her close.

“Yes, you should.” Karen was on the other side of Dean and overheard. “When we first met you, Elizabeth, I am going to admit I didn’t think you would go through with it. But over these last few months, you have truly blossomed.”

“Thanks, Karen. It’s meant so much to have you and Scott support me. And everyone else who helped too.” Elizabeth looked around at all the happy faces milling around on the road as the car finally disappeared around the corner, taking Suzie and Kit to the airport.

People who were once strangers, whom she would have avoided meeting, let alone talking to, were now her friends. This what she had dreamed of her whole life, to be part of something bigger, but she had never had the courage to take hold of it and wrestle it into submission.

“Shall we get some coffee on?” Karen asked.

“Actually, Elizabeth and I are going to head home. I’m exhausted.” Dean stifled a yawn, which was real. “Last night took it out of me.”

“I thought you were having dinner at Fiona’s last night,” Karen said, her curiosity piqued.

“We did.” Elizabeth looked at Dean with equal curiosity. “What else did you get up to?”

“After I left you, I went over to Jacob’s, to check up on the bridegroom and his best man.” Dean looked a little sheepish. Had he been sworn to secrecy over what happened next? “Neil was there too. So we went for a run over the mountain.”

Elizabeth got the feeling there was more to it than that, but Karen was happy to let it go. 

“Bears will be bears,” Scott said.

“If they got up to anything they were not supposed to, I don’t want to know,” Karen admitted. “The day has been perfect, and I want it to stay that way.”

“Let’s go get that coffee,” Scott said. “Elizabeth, Dean, have a great rest of the evening.”

“We will, and we'll be around tomorrow morning to help clean up,” Elizabeth insisted.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Scott replied. “I think we all deserve a rest in the morning.”

“Tomorrow afternoon.” Dean waved to them and escorted Elizabeth to the car, his arm around her possessively. Ever since she had asked him to stay the night, she was certain he had been dying to leave so they could be together.

As they drove home, she sat quietly by his side, trying to keep hold of her newfound confidence. Her suggestion that Dean stay the night had been buoyed along by the party atmosphere, and the excitement of the day. As they drew nearer to the house, her resolve wavered.

“Are you OK over there?” Dean asked as he turned his truck to head up the steep road to Suzie and Kit’s house.

“I am.” She nodded, unconvincingly. “It’s been a long day.” Was she trying to let him down gently? Or did she really want Dean to stay the night?

“It has. Look, if the day has been too much, I’ll go on home and we can meet up tomorrow.” Dean, as usual, had picked up on her indecision.

Elizabeth gave herself time to think before she answered. “I want you to stay. I’m just not sure I’m ready for…”

“Sex,” Dean filled in the missing word.

“Yes. I want to… But I’m scared,” she finished quickly.

“Me too.” Dean’s admittance was unexpected. “I’ve been celibate for some time.”

“Oh.” Elizabeth let that sink in. “We can take it slow.”

“We can. I’d like to…” Dean chuckled, a warm sound that she had grown to love. “We’re like a couple of kids. It’s not as if it’s our first time.”

“But it feels like it,” Elizabeth stated honestly.

Dean nodded in agreement. “It does. But we have time, we have all night, and if it doesn’t feel right, we have the rest of our lives.” They had reached the house, and he parked the truck and switched off the engine. “I love you, Elizabeth McLeish, and that is all that matters.”

“I love you, Dean Capel.” She opened the truck door and climbed out, breathing in the scent of the mountain at night, and listening to all of the night-time creatures scurrying around in the undergrowth. 

Dean joined her, taking hold of her hand as they stood beneath the stars, which wheeled above their heads in the clear sky. “It always makes me feel so small, so inconsequential.”

“The stars?” Elizabeth placed her hand on his cheek, and turned him to face her. “You are not inconsequential. None of us are. I know that now. It’s taken me a long time to feel my own self-worth.”

“But you got there.” Dean swung around to look at the house. “Shall we go in?”

“Yeah, although it feels weird being here without Kit or Suzie.” Elizabeth took a step forward, and then another. Each one got easier, and her reservations about Dean staying the night slipped away. They were both old enough to know what they wanted, and to understand things didn’t always work out how you might expect.

If the night ended in sleep, rather than sex, there would be no repercussions, no angst. And if they did sleep together, there would be joy that their relationship had moved to an intimate level.

Elizabeth opened the front door with those thoughts clear and present in her brain. She used that knowledge to chase away the fear that might threaten to make her spin around and tell Dean she had made a mistake.

“Do you want coffee?” Elizabeth offered.

Dean shook his head. “No, not unless you do.”

“No.” In truth she only offered coffee to be polite, to try to keep the evening this side of normal. But when Dean closed the door behind them, and pulled her into his arms, she realized that normal had been left outside, under the stars.

He kissed her. Kissed her like she had never been kissed before. Which wasn’t hard, since he was the only man who had ever kissed her with love. A love that was real, and true, strong and everlasting.

Elizabeth stroked his arms through the jacket of his suit, but she wanted to feel his skin under her hands, and so she set to work. First, she pushed Dean’s unbuttoned jacket off his shoulders, and then she fumbled her way to undoing his shirt buttons, while he tried to distract her with his lips on hers. Not to mention his hands, which roamed her body, touching, caressing, until she thought she would explode.

“Shall we take this to the bedroom?” Dean asked, as she triumphantly pushed his shirt off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor.

“Yes.” She took his hand, and led him upstairs to the guest bedroom. Luckily she’d left it clean, all her clothes hung up, no dirty laundry on the floor. 

Not that Dean would have noticed. He was too interested in her body, and the removal of any clothes that covered her body. She giggled nervously as he unbuttoned her dress, thankful that she’d made an effort to buy new lingerie to wear under her wedding outfit.

“I like a lady in lace,” Dean said, as he ran his fingers across the swell of her breast. She sighed, closing her eyes, allowing her other senses to drown in his touch. Then he unclasped her bra, freeing her breasts. “But not as much as I love a naked lady.”

Elizabeth burst out laughing, her breasts jiggling as she tried to stop. “That is some sexy talk.”

“Isn’t it?” he asked with a wide smile. “I think I need to practice some more.” His hand cupped her breast, his thumb rubbing across her nipple, making it harden into a taut bud. “But not tonight.”

Her laughter died as he sucked her nipple, the sensation exquisite. Dean rolled his tongue over the taut bud, sending shockwaves through her body. She cradled his head against her, holding him close, while he grazed her nipple with his teeth. Between her thighs, heat pooled, and her knees felt weak, it was all too much.

In one swift movement, Dean scooped her up in his arms and laid her down on the bed. Covering her body with his. Ducking his head, he licked her naked flesh. Her skin tingled, as he nuzzled her neck, working down over her shoulders to her breasts. He didn’t stop. Lower. His hands found the buttons of her skirt and undid them before dragging it down over her curvy thighs.

Hooking his fingers in the elastic of her panties, he pulled them off her legs, along with her skirt. She was naked. In bed. With a man.

But not just any man. Dean was her mate, the one who loved her, no matter what.

Elizabeth took comfort in this thought as he spread her thighs open, and lowered his head to kiss her most intimate places. His mouth was like heaven, all kinds of wonderful rolled into one.

He kissed her, sucked her, nipped her soft flesh between his teeth, until she writhed beneath him. One finger, then two, stroked along the length of her sex, pushing inside her. She was wet, so wet. 

Her arousal built, a tension in her belly that spread out, taut, tight, a pressure that finally gave way to an incredible orgasm, that rocked her world. She didn’t care how clichéd that sounded in her head. She could not deny the earth had moved. Along with every other star and planet in the universe.

“What are you smiling about?” Dean asked when at last he’d kissed his way back up her body.

“How incredible that was.”

“I’m happy to be of service.” He chuckled. “I sound like a vacuum cleaner.”

Elizabeth reached down between their bodies, and tried to undo the button of his pants. “I think my brain has stopped communicating with the rest of my body.”

“Then let me help you.” He slipped off the bed, and she watched as he stood beside her, and undid his belt, then the button of his pants, before he pushed them to the floor. Stepping out of them, he rejoined her on the bed, his cock hard as he moved.

Elizabeth coiled her hand around his length, and stroked him. He groaned, pushing his face into the pillow next to her head. “I want you,” he said, as he turned his head to murmur in her ear.

Taking her courage in both hands, she shifted her body, Dean slid between her thighs, and she guided him toward her sex. He paused, and used the head of his cock to stimulate her sex, before he inched forward and entered her.

Elizabeth held her breath as he slid deeper into her. As he moved, her inner walls gripped him, holding him tight. Inch by slow inch he thrust deeper, until he was inside her, buried up to the hilt. Only when he pulled back out, did she let her breath go. 

Dean thrust forward, impaling her on his cock, before pulling back out again. Over and over he slid deep inside her, the friction between them incredible. She finally got control of her limbs, and wrapped her legs around him, while her hands stroked his back, his arms, and his face. She kissed him, their lips meeting, his tongue pushing inside her mouth, sliding in and out in an act that mimicked the rhythm of his hips as they thrust deep inside her. She sucked his tongue, her teeth grazing it, and his hips bucked in response.

Dean thrust harder, long lunges that took them both to incredible new heights. She wasn’t a virgin, obviously, but when she finally came, she knew that what she’d experienced before was sex, pure and simple. This was making love. Deep, soulful, passionate love. 


Chapter Twenty – Dean

Dean lay awake listening to the birds. They were singing of their need for a mate, and to warn others of their species that this was their territory. He was glad those days were over for him. His mate lay beside him, his territory, or at least his house, Sunnyside, the perfect place to raise a family. And damn, did he want a family.

He rolled over and put his arm protectively around Elizabeth, listening to the sound of her breathing. “You’re awake.”

“Busted.” She rolled over and looked at him, reaching out to stroke his face.

He kissed her fingers. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you.” He leaned down and kissed her lips. “Will you have breakfast with me?”

“Of course.” She looked at him quizzically. “Are you OK?”

“Yes. I’m going to go and buy us breakfast and grab a change of clothes, I’ll be back here in an hour.” He got out of bed, and dressed quickly.

“Dean, are you sure everything is OK? There’s plenty of food here.” Elizabeth sat up in bed, the sheets pulled tight to her chin, which had the smallest of trembles.

He went back to the bed and kissed her lips, smoothing her hair back from her face. “I’m not running out on you. But there is something I need to do.” He strode quickly to the bedroom door, before he left, he said, “Dress warmly.”

“What the hell is going on?” she called.

“It’s a surprise.” He turned back around to face her. “Do you trust me?”

“I did.” She looked upset.

“I love you. I want you. And I will be back in an hour. It’s something you’ll like.” He nodded.

“Go on,” she said reluctantly. “I’ll be ready.”

He ran out of the house, jumped off the porch, and climbed into his truck. Checking the time, he swung the truck around, giving a silent promise to Elizabeth he would be back in an hour.

***

Fifty-four minutes later, Dean swung his truck onto the path leading up to the house where he hoped his mate would be eagerly waiting for him.

As he stopped the truck and got out, she met him at the front door. Elizabeth did not exactly look eager. 

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“For a ride.” He smiled enigmatically.

She returned his look with a frown. “This had better be good.”

“It is,” he promised, looking up at the blue sky, with its warm spring sun a pale yellow disk.

She went around to the passenger side of the truck and got in. Dean didn’t hang around, he was in his seat, with the engine running, before Elizabeth had put her seatbelt on. Turning around, he drove back along the path and turned the truck toward the mountain.

“Are we going to Fiona’s?” Elizabeth asked, sounding disappointed.

“Nope, it’s just you, me, and the mountain.” He grinned. “I know you liked the trek up there the other day, I thought breakfast on the mountain would be romantic.”

Her expression cleared. “So why the secrecy?”

“Sorry. I thought I’d surprise you.” Dean focused on the road, hoping he wasn’t going to blow this. When he woke up this morning with the idea in his head, it had sounded great. But maybe it was great to his bear shifter, but not to Elizabeth.

Oh well, too late now. 

He accelerated, and drove along the empty road, through the early morning to the place where he’d parked the truck before. Elizabeth undid her seatbelt, and waited for him to fetch the pack with their supplies in it.

“It’s a gorgeous day.” She slipped her hand into his, and he relaxed. 

“It is. And I’m sorry to drag you up here, but I wanted this morning to be special.” 

“You aren’t dragging me up here. I like the mountain, you know that. I just wish you’d told me.” She tightened her hold on his hand. “I was just scared you were running out on me.”

“Never.” He let go of her hand and they walked in single file through the trees, but instead of heading straight onto the plateau, he swung left to lead her to the area where he’d shifted.

“Is this where we’re going to eat?” Elizabeth asked, putting her hand on her stomach as it rumbled.

“It is.” He opened up the backpack and took out a blanket, which he spread on the damp ground. The sun wasn’t warm enough yet to completely chase the chill away. “Why don’t you sit down?”

Elizabeth did as he asked, still looking bemused. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

He hesitated, pulling his hand out of the pack, and putting it in his pocket instead. “It’s more of a something I want to ask you.”

“Dean, what’s going on?”

“Elizabeth McLeish, will you marry me?” He knelt on one knee, a box with a diamond engagement ring held out to his mate.

Who looked shocked.

“Yes.” His question didn’t appear to have registered fully, and he worried her answer was a subconscious reaction. But then she knelt beside him, hugging him. “Yes, a million times yes.”

Dean kissed her, then took the ring out of the box and slipped it onto her finger. It was as if his world was complete. His mate now wore his ring, a symbol of his claim on her for all the world to see.

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Dean. More than I thought possible.”

He kissed her, laying her down on the blanket, with the blue sky above them, and the mountain beneath them. She moved first, unzipping his jeans, and pushing them down over his hips. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

Dean’s fingers fumbled with her zipper, but between them her jeans ended up on the ground next to his, with the blanket thrown over them. Not that there was anyone around, his bear senses told him they were alone, the trees shielding them from anyone who might pass by.

Elizabeth straddled him, and he guided himself into her sex. She was wet, warm, and tight around him. He thrust upward, and she inched herself down onto him. Two bodies joined together in the act of making love.

He wanted to touch her naked skin, to kiss every inch of her flesh, but although his bear blood would chase off the early morning chill, Elizabeth would be cold. So he filled his mind with memories of the night before, conjuring up with feel of her soft skin and the taste of her flesh. 

They kissed, while she moved her hips back and forth, riding him, as she lifted herself up, and then lowered herself down. His climax was close, the excitement of her accepting his proposal increasing his arousal. She would be his.

She would be theirs, his bear corrected.

Forever. She had conquered her fears, she had grown in confidence, and Dean could not wait to see the woman Elizabeth was destined to be, unfurled like a flower before him.

But most of all, as their bodies climaxed together, and he spurted his seed deep inside her, he could not wait for a child to grow in her belly. But if they were not blessed with a child of their own, he would still be the happiest man alive. Because Elizabeth was his. Against all the odds.


Epilogue

“You look very handsome.” Elizabeth placed her hands on Dean’s lapels, and stood on tiptoes to kiss his lips.

“And you look very beautiful.” He kissed her right back, his hands circling her waist and pulling her close.

“You’ll crease my dress.” But she didn’t push him away; Dean’s arms were where she always wanted to be.

“Hey, you two lovebirds, anyone would think it was you two getting married today,” Louise said as she entered the room with Suzie, who was carrying Storm in her arms.

“One day I’ll get them down the aisle,” Suzie told Louise with a sigh. “One day.”

Elizabeth blushed and looked up at Dean through her eyelashes. He wanted to marry her more than anything, and she wanted to marry him. Yet the thought of organizing a wedding made her feel physically sick. Maybe that wasn’t the whole truth. 

Elizabeth was scared. Their relationship was wonderful; they loved each other, worshiped, even. What if that changed when they got married? What if it all fell apart?

She knew she was holding on to their relationship too tightly, that she might smother it if she didn’t relax, but she didn’t know how. 

“We’ll get there. One day.” Dean kissed Elizabeth once more, before saying, “We should leave. We don’t want to keep Zak waiting at the altar.”

“We do not. Do we, Storm?” Louise tickled Storm, who giggled and wriggled.

“OK, good luck, we love you. Don’t worry, we’ll be in the car behind you,” Suzie said, lifting the short train of Louise’s beautiful, fitted wedding dress. It clung to her curvy hips, and emphasized her waist, but was incredibly simple, with white lace covering the bodice.

“Thank you all so much. For everything.” Louise’s eyes misted up, and Suzie was quick to produce a tissue.

“Here, it’s a good thing we are all wearing waterproof mascara.” Suzie passed the tissue to Louise and then gave her a quick hug. “You deserve it all. Never forget that.”

“We’ll see you there,” Dean said as Louise took his arm and they left the house.

“He is one proud papa bear,” Suzie mused as she watched them walk to the first car, which was waiting to take them to the wedding venue. Karen had gladly let them use her garden once more. The difference was, this time all the flowers were in full bloom, and the scents were heavenly, especially since it was so late in the afternoon after a day drenched in hot sunshine. 

“He is.” Elizabeth sighed, and placed her hand on her stomach.

“Oh my goodness, do you have news?” Suzie asked.

“No.” Elizabeth shook her head. “At least it’s too early to be certain.” She looked at Suzie, and fought back tears. “I’m scared. Scared of what having a baby will mean. What if it changes everything? Not just me and Dean, but me and you.”

Suzie smiled bashfully. “I have a secret too.”

“You’re pregnant?” Elizabeth’s excitement spread across her face.

“Too early to be certain,” Suzie replied with a smile. “I don’t want to get Kit’s hopes up. I think… He thought I would conceive instantly, and I didn’t, so… I want to be sure.”

“OK, tomorrow, we can both go and get a pregnancy test.”

“Tomorrow.” Suzie nodded, and came back to stand in front of her mom. “But today, there is something else to do.”

“Oh, get to the church. It wouldn’t do for the bridesmaids to be late.” She looked around for her purse, but Suzie didn’t move.

“Or the bride to be late.” Suzie’s words made Elizabeth forget all about her purse.

“Louise has already left.” She was missing something, she just wasn’t sure what.

“Come with me.” Suzie carried Storm into Dean’s sitting room, which Louise had taken over as she prepared for the wedding. There were clothes draped over the sofa, and make-up on the coffee table.

“What’s going on, Suzie, we’re going to be late?” Elizabeth wasn’t sure what Suzie was up to, and that panicked her.

“It’s OK, the driver of the first car is going the long way around. And Zak is in on it, so it’s all good.”

“In on what?” Elizabeth asked.

Suzie took a zipped dress bag off the door, and passed it to Elizabeth. “Your wedding.”

“My wedding?” Elizabeth didn’t understand, but a rising panic made it difficult to breathe.

“Louise and Zak have been busy arranging their wedding as a double wedding. They would be honored if you and Dean shared their day.” Suzie went to her mom, who looked shocked.

“I can’t, it’s their wedding day.”

“They want to share it with you and Dean. But there’s no pressure. Until I let Zak know you said yes, he won’t say a word to anyone.” Suzie put her arm around Elizabeth. “Mom, what’s holding you back from marrying Dean? I know you love him, and you already practically live with him. You have only been back to your house to weed your flowerbeds.”

“I don’t know, it’s as if I have this crazy idea that getting married will change everything, and I’m scared. Life is perfect just the way it is.”

“Mom, marriage will not change that. Not with Dean. Come on, this way you don’t have to worry about anything, it’s all done,” Suzie said encouragingly, while Storm babbled in her baby voice.

Suzie was right. This would be perfect. No weeks of worrying and stressing. “What’s in the bag?”

“Your wedding dress.” Suzie passed it to her, and Elizabeth unzipped it, to reveal the dress she had tried on at Bear Brides during Suzie’s last fitting.

“You’ve been planning it this long?” Elizabeth asked.

“It was Louise’s idea. She knows how nervous she was at the thought of getting married. And figured it would be doubly so for you. It really was their idea.”

Elizabeth’s hand shook as she put it to her mouth to stem the sobs that erupted from deep inside her. All she could do was nod.

“Let’s get you changed.” Suzie put Storm down on the sofa, where she wriggled around. “Here. You can play with this, Storm.” Passing Storm her favorite toy, a garish elephant that lifted its trunk and made a sound like an out of tune trumpet, Suzie watched for a moment, to check that she was settled, before helping Elizabeth with her dress.

One quick phone call to Zak, and a dress change later, Elizabeth, Suzie, and Storm were getting into the second car, and heading to the wedding. The driver handled the car professionally, keeping to the speed limit, but getting them to Karen’s house as fast as possible.

Elizabeth had no time to feel nervous. As soon as the vehicle stopped, the driver got out and opened the car door for them. In a whirlwind of action, Suzie and Storm were waiting in front of the house. Zak appeared out of a side door, and beckoned to Elizabeth.

“You want me to wait at the altar?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes, Dean has no idea.” 

That was when Elizabeth faltered. “He doesn’t know, what if he says no?”

Zak laughed. “Are you kidding?”

Elizabeth blushed. “I don’t want him to think I’m…”

“Elizabeth, he loves you and take it from a shifter, he will be overjoyed at finding his mate waiting to marry him.” Zak stretched out his hand. At the same time, a car engine could be heard approaching the house.

“Go, now.” Suzie shooed them. Then she stopped, and took her mom’s hand. “This is the right thing to do. You know it, deep in your heart. You’ve known it from the first day you met Dean. I saw it in your eyes, when you found out he was a shifter. So much hope, and so much love to share. You’ve never had that before. Never felt you belonged. With Dean…I see it in you. And I know you are brave enough to take ahold of that hope and love, and not let go.”

Elizabeth nodded, and somehow turned herself around, took Zak’s hand, and put one foot in front of the other as she followed him through the gate and into the garden. Karen, Scott, and Kit were waiting for her. “You did it!” Karen’s voice was a half sob, as she thrust a bouquet of flowers into Elizabeth’s hand. “It has everything you need.”

Elizabeth frowned and looked down at the bouquet. “Something old, something new, something borrowed and something blue.” 

“Because you and Dean deserve every happiness.” Kit, who was best man, kissed her cheek and took her hand to guide her to the front of the ceremony. Zak walked in front of them, his nerves evident.

“Ready?” Kit asked. The question was directed at both of them.

“We are.” Zak nodded and winked at Elizabeth. “Hold my hand.”

Elizabeth stood between Zak and Kit, each holding one of her hands as the music began to play. Her legs felt like they were going to collapse under her, and she dared not look at the sea of faces seated before them. She trembled, wanting to be anywhere other than here. Over and over she told herself this was the most ridiculous idea ever. That this was Louise, Zak, and Storm’s special day.

Yet as the congregation turned to watch Louise and Dean walk down the aisle, and the sun dipped low, casting a red glow over them all, Elizabeth knew this was exactly where she was meant to be.

She watched Dean walk down the aisle, saw him smile and say hello to young people, some with husbands and wives, some with children also, and felt a surge of love and pride. These were his children. Children he had fostered, children he had opened his heart and home to. Children who loved him in return.

When he turned his attention toward Zak, and then saw Elizabeth standing alongside him, Dean’s smile faltered, and a look of wonder came over him.

Louise leaned over and whispered something in his ear, and he looked at her quickly before his face broke into a smile. 

“I thought I was only here to give Louise away,” Dean said to Elizabeth after he had passed Louise’s hand to Zak, and Zak had handed Elizabeth’s to him.

“I didn’t know.” Elizabeth needed him to know she had no idea about any of this.

“I know, Louise told me.” He chuckled, and kissed her cheek. “I wondered why the driver went all around town when it’s such a short drive.”

“Now you know.” Elizabeth looked out at all the happy faces around them. With Dean holding her hand, the faces were no longer scary. He made her complete; they were two halves of a whole. 

And as they stood before family and friends, and said their vows, alongside Louise and Zak, she knew she was blessed. No matter what she thought about fate, no matter how she might struggle to accept that fate might have been cruel enough to allow a child to be born with a red birthmark on her cheek, she had to agree, if fate had a hand in her marrying Dean, and the baby she hoped was growing inside her, she was thankful. And would be for the rest of her life.

This was the best happy ever after she could wish for. Standing here, with her daughter and son-in-law, a bridesmaid and best man for another perfect couple. Her smile mirrored Louise’s. whose life had mirrored her own, as the two couples finally became husband and wife.
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  Have you read Cowboy Brother Bears? 

Complete Series now available.
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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
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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!
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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
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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
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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
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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

 

Christmas Bears

 

Sleighed

Claused

Wrapped

 

Shifters Prime Sleeping Lions

 

Complete Box Set Now Available
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Living a Lion

Freeing a Lion

Fighting a Lion

 

Chosen by the Karal

Complete Box Set
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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

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Sign up to the 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

And receive an

EXCLUSIVE FREE BOOK
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A Bond to Bear

plus news of special offers and new releases

 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

 

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

 

Facebook

Harmony Raines

 

Website

www.harmonyraines.com

 

email

harmony@harmonyraines.com
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