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Beers, Bears and Betrayal

The Lonely Tavern

Book Four

Bear shifter Calvin thought his future lay in the World Beyond. But he was wrong.

So, when he gets a cryptic message about his best friend’s engagement party, he heads back to his hometown of Wishing Moon Bay. How could Calvin have missed the signs that his best friend had met the woman of his dreams, fallen in love, and proposed? Sure, it was a whirlwind romance…but still…

Or is there magic afoot?

However, a visit to The Lonely Tavern turns his world upside down when Calvin meets his mate, Laurel.

Great. Right? Only it soon becomes clear that Laurel is there to meet someone else. On a blind date.

Calvin sets out to make Laurel see he is the only man for her.

After a hurtful betrayal, Laurel is focusing on her professional life. She’s determined to make a success in organizing events. And what better way than to help launch a new brewery focusing on craft beers?

What she doesn’t expect is to meet Calvin. He is everything she could want in a man and more.

Until she learns, he’s deceived her.

Can these two fated mates find their happily ever after? Find out in Beers, Bears, and Betrayal.


Chapter One – Calvin

“You’re still here, Calvin?” Sarah asked as she breezed back into the office. “I thought you’d have gone home by now.”

Calvin glanced at the twilight world outside the window before looking back down at his screen. “No, I’m just finishing up this report. Thought I’d be the only one here at this time.”

“Oh, I just came back to fetch my coat.” Sarah grabbed said coat from the back of a chair, holding it up as if it were proof of her reason for being there. “I just can’t believe you’re still working. Why don’t you come join us for a drink?” Sarah sidled up to his desk, her eyes dilated, and her face flushed.

“Thanks for the offer,” Calvin said, not making eye contact. “But I really need to get this done.”

“You know you work too much.” Sarah leaned in closer, her perfume washing over him, along with the faint aroma of liquor. He could smell the juniper in the gin she’d been drinking mixed with the faint sweetness of a sugary tonic.

Danger. Danger, his bear said.

Yep, Calvin replied.

Sarah had been making eyes at him for a month or two now. But a couple of drinks at the local bar seemed to have fueled her courage, and she was about to make a move.

Not that he wasn’t incredibly flattered. She was smart, resourceful...

But not our mate, his bear added.

And a workplace romance with a woman who was not your mate would only end in disaster.

“Just doing my best for the company,” Calvin said and winced. He sounded like such a nerd.

You are a nerd, his bear chuckled.

“You make the rest of us look bad,” Sarah said. “Don’t you ever let your hair down?”

She reached forward to run her fingers through his hair, but he leaned back in his chair, and her hand raked down his chest instead.

“Wow, you must work out.” Sarah came around the desk and he stood up abruptly, nearly knocking his chair over as he backed away.

“I like to stay fit,” Calvin stammered, frantically searching for the nearest exit. But a reprieve came in the form of a text alert on his phone. “Sorry. I have to get this.”

Sarah backed away, her coat draped over her arm. “You know where to find me if you want me.”

“Thanks,” Calvin said lamely, much to his bear’s amusement, as their coworker headed for the door.

He curled his hand around his phone, gripping it as if it were a sacred talisman meant to ward off women.

You do not need a talisman for that, his bear said glibly.

There’s only one woman we need in our lives, Calvin told his bear as he tapped his phone screen and read the text from his Uncle Stan. And I hope we get to meet her one day.

Hello Cal, Long time no see. Can’t wait to see you at the engagement on Friday. Just making you aware not to make any plans for the day or two after…the tavern it’s being hosted at likes to go on excursions, and if it does, we could be away for a little while!

Calvin stared at the text and reread it three times. Not that it helped. The text made no sense to Calvin at all. But that was not unusual for his Uncle Stan.

Hi Uncle Stan. How are you? And what engagement?

Calvin texted back as he went back to his desk and sat down, staring at the numbers and graphs on his computer screen as he waited.

I’m good, thanks, Cal. Had a few recent adventures that have made my bones ache. LOL. I’ll tell you all about it when I see you at Damien’s party.

Damien is getting engaged? his bear asked. And he hasn’t invited us?

Calvin shook his head as he typed his reply. What party?

Waiting for his uncle to message him back, he scrolled through the last couple of messages he’d received from his best friend. A few texts about Calvin’s work. Some about Damien’s stay in a hotel.

Calvin scrolled back a little further. I think I’ve finally found the one. This could be it!

Followed by Calvin’s reply, and the last text between them; Congrats! and good luck!

That was his reply? How had his best friend since forever met, fallen in love, and proposed without Calvin realizing? What kind of friend was he to reply like that when Damien had just told him that he had met the love of his life?

Didn’t you get the invite? Uncle Stan texted back.

No, Calvin replied.

Hang on, I’ll forward you the details.

Calvin leaned back in his chair and sighed heavily. He hadn’t heard from Damien in a couple of weeks. Maybe his texts were not getting through. But surely Damien would have questioned Calvin not replying to something as big as this.

Maybe he thinks you are jealous because he met the woman of his dreams before we met our mates, his bear said.

Damien knows we would never be so petty, Calvin told his bear. I’m happy for him. Really happy.

And a little jealous? his bear asked.

Yes, Calvin replied truthfully. But that does not mean that I am not over the moon for him.

His phone beeped again, and a text appeared on the screen, with the time and date, and the name of the venue.

The Lonely Tavern? Calvin had never heard of the place before. But then he hadn’t been back to Wishing Moon Bay for a while either. New places popped up all over the place all the time. It didn’t matter which side of the protection spell you were on.

And he was on the outside of it, just like he seemed to be on the outside of his best friend’s life.

Did you get it? Uncle Stan texted.

Yes, Calvin replied.

OK. Got to go. Bert’s about to have a dance-off with Brushworth. See you there x

Brushworth? Calvin’s bear mused. Don’t tell me Uncle Stan has a new best friend, too.

Calvin didn’t reply to his other side as he tapped the screen and replied: See you there x

He made a habit of not questioning his uncle’s cryptic messages, but when he caught up with Stan, Calvin planned to ask for an explanation. For everything. Because this news was huge.

His bear stood up, excitement coursing through him. Are we going home?

This is our home, Calvin replied tersely.

No, this is where we live, his bear answered. It’s never been home.

Calvin leaned forward, his hand on his mouse as he saved his work and shut down his computer. Then he headed out of the office. After all the late nights getting ahead with work, he’d been planning to take a few days off to visit a new craft brewery out of town that he’d heard good things about. Instead, it looked like he was going to be heading to Wishing Moon Bay for the rest of the week. He just needed to stop by his apartment to pack a bag. Then he’d be on his way to his hometown to meet Damien and the woman who had captured his heart.

***

Three hours later, he entered the familiar long, dark tunnel leading into Wishing Moon Bay, the passageway eating up the light from his headlights. When he was a kid, he and Damien would race through the pitch blackness to the World Beyond and turn right around and race back.

It had been the weirdest experience, as if they were outside of space and time. They were lucky if they didn’t run off course and bang into the walls of the tunnel. But they always kept each other straight.

He’d never have guessed back then that he would end up living in that other world, a world where shifters kept their secret hidden and magic didn’t truly exist. At least not out in the open.

But as his love of numbers had grown and his logical mind developed, he knew he could never reach his full potential in Wishing Moon Bay. He was more suited to the World Beyond, where science and algorithms were king.

Was, his bear grumbled.

And his bear was right. Over the last couple of years, a change had come over Calvin. He wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened, but something had begun to stir deep inside of him. A yearning to be free to shift at will, to explore the wilderness surrounding Wishing Moon Bay just as he had in his youth.

A yearning to return to his hometown. But a small voice in the back of his mind told him he no longer fit in there. What use were his skills? They were honed for life in the World Beyond.

What would he do if he came back to Wishing Moon Bay?

Which left him feeling as if he didn’t fit in anywhere. As if he lived his life outside of space and time.

Perhaps if he’d found his mate and got married and had a family, he’d feel less like a feather floating on the breeze, with no control over his life.

As the first pinprick of light appeared ahead, he focused on it, just as he and Damien had focused on it as they ran back to town, leaving the dark of the tunnel behind. Calvin wished he could turn back time and return to those carefree days. When life was simple.

As he exited the tunnel, he headed straight toward town. His first stop was The Lonely Tavern. He wanted to check the place out after Uncle Stan’s message about its excursions. It smelled of magic to Calvin and he wanted to make sure that Damien had not been blasted by a love spell.

That would explain the sudden engagement, his bear said.

And if the tavern turned out to be normal, well, as normal as things got in this town, then he’d order a drink and a bite.

His stomach rumbled at the thought. He hadn’t eaten a proper meal since lunchtime, which was hours ago.

But where was it? There had been no directions on the invitation Uncle Stan had sent him. And there was nothing for The Lonely Tavern on his GPS.

Because it moves, perhaps, his bear said dryly.

I think Uncle Stan has been drinking too much ale, Calvin agreed.

Even in Wishing Moon Bay, buildings rarely uprooted and moved. But strange things happened and would continue to happen. It was the nature of the place.

Calvin planned to drive to the center of town, park his car and then ask for directions. But the streets around town were unusually busy, and he found himself having to take side roads to avoid traffic or pedestrians walking down the middle of the road. He tried to keep his bearings, and when he deemed himself close enough to the town center to walk the rest of the way, he found a space and squeezed his car in. He stepped into the warm evening, grateful to finally get out of the vehicle and stretch his legs.

As he raised his hands above his head and leaned from side to side, stretching his sore back, the sound of distant music caught his attention. It was very rhythmic, the beat of drums seemed to pulse in his chest, as the faintest sweet melody reached his ears.

You’re swaying, his bear told him.

Am not, Calvin said before he realized he was, in fact, swaying from side to side. He lowered his arms and tried to still himself, but there was something about the quiet rhythm that made it very difficult to stand still. Worse, with each beat of the music, he could feel the urge to follow the music grow within him. It called to him.

“Fae,” he muttered as he stepped forward, pulled toward the infectious sound of a fiddle. He’d always had mixed opinions about the fae. As much as he enjoyed their enigmatic presence, everything about them and how they acted caused his rational mind to develop a migraine whenever he was around them for too long.

However, for now, excitement coursed through him as his steps grew faster. Normally, he’d fight it. But he had to admit he missed this. Missed the strange and wonderful world he’d grown up in.

And maybe this was what he needed, to dance until dawn. No thought for anything other than the way the music made him feel.

He rounded a corner and found himself in an alleyway. The source of the music was close, and then he saw it.

The Lonely Tavern.

The sign swung gently despite the still air.

It was a strange building that looked out of place. Not only did it look as if it had been plucked from a bygone era, but it also looked as though it didn’t fit between the other buildings. Yet there was something welcoming about the sign hanging above the door and the cheery light that shone through the windows.

Calvin walked along the alleyway, his feet stepping in time to the music. When he reached the door, it opened for him, the sound of laughter and merry voices spilling out onto the street. He stepped inside without hesitation, as if this was where he was meant to be. As if his life had been leading to this one place, this one moment in time.

The tavern was packed, with every table filled, and the gaps between them crammed with people laughing, drinking, and jostling on their way to and from their seats and the bar. The tavern ceiling was high, disappearing into a dark void. However, just at the edge of the candlelight that filled the room were crisscrossing rafters, lined with shelves that held all sorts of clutter that jangled quietly in tempo to the music.

The whole tavern was pulsing in time to the band, who were spread out across the tavern, standing on tables as they played and danced, laughing and joking with the patrons gathered around them. The Fable. He’d heard them play before at a festival. They were good, one of the best bands he had ever seen on either side of the protection spell.

Pausing for a moment, Calvin watched as an unmanned brush smoothly swept broken glass in front of him, its motions synchronized with the beat.

A smile spread across his face as he sidestepped the brush and wove his way through the crowd toward the bar. He kept his head up, seeing if he spotted anyone he knew—perhaps Uncle Stan was here tonight. As he scanned the crowd, his gaze lingered on a tall figure with long, braided hair heading away from the bar and toward a back room. He was unmistakably fae—probably a member of the band.

Calvin rubbed the back of his neck. He was feeling distinctly…odd.

Must be the music messing with your head, his bear said.

It’s messing with every part of me, Calvin said as his feet tapped to the beat.

Determined to resist the hypnotic rhythm long enough to order himself some food, he spotted an opening in the crowd and seized the opportunity to head toward the bar. At one end of the bar, a tall, broad-chested man was quickly and calmly taking orders. He spoke with patrons while reaching down to grab bottles of beer from below the bar with one hand while holding up glasses with his other hand to the bottles standing on shelves above his head. As soon as the glass passed beneath the bottles, they seemed to pour themselves, as if by…

Magic, his bear murmured.

Calvin wondered how one man was keeping up with so many customers when he spotted glasses and tankards that seemed to float through the air.

Magic, he agreed.

Calvin blinked and realized that they were not, in fact, floating but being moved by a group of little imp creatures. They must have been new to the job as they were a little unsteady with their pours and seemed to choose drinks at random.

Going with the flow of the crowd, Calvin found himself at the other end of the bar, which was a little quieter.

“I thought you said this was a good idea,” the gray-haired woman behind the bar was saying to a taller, muscular man in a leather jacket, who gave off a faintly metallic tang.

A dragon shifter, Calvin’s bear murmured. You don’t see many of those around.

“It is a good idea,” the man insisted as he swept his hand around the bar. “This place is rocking!”

The gray-haired woman harrumphed. “I’m going to bill you for any damage to the furniture, Ash.”

“Come on, Wen,” Ash said as his foot tapped in time to the music. “Don’t tell me the music doesn’t get under your skin.”

“Actually, I have a charm for that,” the woman answered as she touched one of the small silver trinkets attached to her dress. It looked like a small music note, the body of which was inlaid with a small, pale gem. “And Wen?” She scrunched up her face. “I really wish you would have come up with a better shorthand for my name.”

I think she has a charm for everything, his bear said, noting the many small silver charms that decorated her dress.

Calvin reached the bar and grabbed the only empty stool. As he sat down, his elbow caught the side of a half-drank beer bottle, but his hand shot out just in time to stop it tipping over.

“Huh.” He peered at the label on the bottle in his hand. HoneyClaw Beer. “Cool name.”

As he placed the bottle back down on the bar, he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end, and he turned to look toward the tavern door. It was obscured by bodies that moved in time with the music, but just for a moment, he saw her.

There she was, as if the music had conjured her from the moonlight. Her hair was silvery white, her skin as pale as the snow.

He knew instantly who she was. But then the crowd closed in, and he lost sight of her.

His mouth went dry, and he struggled to swallow. Was this a trick of the tavern?

He leaned forward, scanning the room for her, but he could not see her through the shifting gaps in the crowd. She was gone.

Calvin half rose, panic clawing at him as he wondered if she had ever truly been there at all.

But then a hand touched his arm, sending an electric shock shooting through his veins.

“It’s a good thing we knew how to find each other.” She pointed at the beer bottle, with its glittering gold label cut through with dark claw marks.

Calvin turned and stared at her for a long moment. He was stunned. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

Speak, his bear urged. This is where you need to speak.

“Yes,” it was a word. Not necessarily the right one.

But his mate simply smiled wider and sat down on the newly vacated stool next to him. “It’s good to finally meet you...” she began as the song playing rose to an electrifying crescendo and the only other words he caught were, “Blind date.”

She was here to meet someone else.

But that was not going to happen, for this woman has his. His mate.


Chapter Two – Laurel

As much as she had resented the idea of this blind date—which she’d only agreed to keep her grandmother happy—she had to admit, he was kinda cute. And kind of not at all what she was expecting.

Not that she really knew anything about him. Grandma had been more than a little secretive about his identity.

Nonetheless, her grandmother’s cryptic descriptions had conjured up an image of a sophisticated, refined, and elegant man. They certainly had not brought to mind the image of the muscular man with a square jaw and broad chest, sitting on a bar stool in front of her, wearing simple, well-fitting shirt and jeans. Not that he wasn’t well groomed, with his short brown hair neatly styled with a touch of gel and his short, cropped beard that added just enough ruggedness.

She thought she knew the kind of man she had been expected to end up with, and that man was certainly not so…well built.

“The tavern sure is lively tonight!” Laurel shouted above the sound of the band playing as she wriggled to get comfortable on the bar stool.

She looked around the crowded room before her eyes landed on his, and she found herself glancing away with a nervous smile from the intensity of his gaze. He seemed to notice, looking away with a cough.

“Have you been here before?” he asked.

“Yes, I have. But more for business than pleasure. Have you?” Laurel asked. “My grandma said you were from out of town.”

She watched him try to hide a surprised expression.

“No, this is my first time here. And yeah, I am from out of town,” he said. “Well, that’s not strictly true. I used to live here, but I moved out a long time ago. I’m just visiting for now.”

Laurel pursed her lips. Long distance wasn’t really something she was prepared for. “Have you come back for something specific?”

He seemed to notice her expression shift. “Yeah, I’m actually here for an engagement…but I might end up staying longer than I expected. How about you? Are you from around here?”

She tried not to smile as his tone turned hopeful. “I am. Although, I was also living away for some time. Work related. But some stuff fell through, and now here I am.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice, but she could tell that he noticed.

“What do you do for work?”

“I’m a business event organizer…” Laurel leaned in and repeated herself as the volume of the music seemed to kick up a notch. “How about you? Grandma said you did something similar.”

“Uh, sure, yeah. I organize…things. But more like, into lists,” he said.

Laurel gave him a puzzled smile. “Very cryptic. Well, I look forward to finding out more about it over the evening. But for now, could I at least get your name?”

Grandma had really wanted this date to be as blind as possible for whatever reason—not even giving her the name of her date.

“It’s Calvin.” He smiled. “How about yours?”

“Laurel.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Calvin offered her his hand, and she shook it.

Maybe Grandma had better taste in men than Laurel had originally thought. And she could not deny there was a spark between them. One that electrified her skin when they touched.

“What do you think of the beer?” She pointed to the bottle on the counter by his elbow, trying to keep the conversation going over the sound of the music. “Do you like the design for the labels?”

Calvin picked up the bottle of half-drunk beer and turned it over in his hands. “Yeah, it is cool. The claw marks are striking.”

“That’s the idea. Do you want another?” Laurel asked.

“Uh…” His eyes turned to the bottle, but then looked up as the man behind the bar approached.

“Two more, please, Flint.” Laurel pointed at the bottle on the bar.

“Coming right up.” Flint nodded and reached to open a cupboard behind the bar and an icy blast chilled the air before a snowball sailed out of nowhere and hit Flint squarely in the face, spraying Calvin and Laurel with ice droplets. “Not you, too!”

“What the…” Calvin wiped the melted snow from his cheek.

“Refreshing.” Laurel laughed as she dabbed her face dry, hoping her makeup hadn’t run.

Flint grunted, sounding like he was wrestling with something for a moment before he stood back up, looking a little exasperated, with frost caught in his hair and eyebrows. “Two more beers.” Flint set two beer bottles on the counter. As soon as it touched the bar, the cap popped off, a thin trail of vapor rising up. “I think the yeti liked the HoneyClaw Beer so much he might keep them all for himself.”

“The yeti?” Calvin asked as he reached for the new bottle of beer, leaving the half-drank one of the counter. Curious. Maybe it had gotten warm while he was waiting for her.

“Yeah.” Flint glanced at the cupboard before his eyes turned to Calvin. “I got the first one off him fine when I gave it to… Hey…you aren’t...”

“Flint!” Morwenna’s high-pitched voice cut through the cacophony of sounds all vying for dominance in the tavern. “No time for chitchat. There are customers to be served!”

Her voice and jingling charms always seemed to be audible no matter how loud it was in the tavern.

“I was just...” Flint opened his mouth to speak, but a loud crash from the other end of the bar drew him away. “How did that happen?”

There was a chorus of small voices denying responsibility, but then the music swelled as if it were trying to burst the tavern at the seams and their voices were lost to Laurel.

“This beer is excellent. I’ve never tried it before,” Calvin said as he took a sip while eyeing the band through a group of large orcs, who had taken to boogying in the center of the tavern. His eyes widened as the beer touched his tongue. “Wow. That’s really excellent. Easily a high-thirties beer.”

“A what?” Laurel asked.

“It’s a…” Calvin shook his head and smiled. “I’m kind of a beer guy. Ages ago I came up with this ‘tasting scale’ that me and my best friend used to evaluate how good a beer was based on things like mouthfeel, flavor, aroma. It’s silly, really.”

She could see the flush on his cheeks as he explained.

“What’s the highest score?”

“Forty, but we never found a beer that high. This one, though? It might be the first,” Calvin said.

“Well, that’s good news. It’s new. That’s why I wanted you to order one, so I would tell it was you.” Laurel nodded her head toward the bottle of HoneyClaw Beer that had been on the bar when she entered.

“Good idea,” Calvin said.

“And I wore a red rose.” She cupped the bloom pinned to her dress in her hand and sniffed the sweet scent. “I knew you’d recognized me as soon as I walked in, thanks to this.”

“I certainly recognized you,” Calvin said and took a long swig of beer.

“What do you think of these guys?” She hiked a thumb at the band. “They sure know how to give everyone a good time.”

“It’s definitely what they’re good at.” Calvin nodded.

Laurel grinned to herself as she noticed Calvin tapping his foot in time to the music as he looked toward the band.

Fae music had a way of taking control of your senses.

And your body, for that matter.

Unless you had fae blood in your veins. Then you were immune, and Laurel had just a smidgeon of fae blood. Not much, but enough.

But as she watched the other people in the tavern get caught up in the magic of the music, losing themselves in the moment, she kind of wished she could experience it just once.

Though she had to admit, she could feel something in the air tonight, and it gave her the feeling she always imagined fae charm would.

As Calvin turned back to look at her, his body stilled, as if the music had lost its hold over him as he gazed at her.

She took a sip of the beer, and her eyes lit up as the velvety sweetness of honey washed over her tongue, followed by a rinse of gentle hop bitterness, before the flavors began to ebb away, leaving a subtle trace of sharp citrus and aromatic floral flavors.

“Oh, wow, that’s so good. And perfectly chilled as well.”

Calvin smiled as he looked at her face. “Thanks to the yeti. Not a sentence I thought I’d ever be saying.”

Laurel covered her mouth as she chuckled. “You mean you don’t have one in your fridge at home?”

“No, but I am thinking of getting one.” Calvin took another drink. “There’s something about this place, don’t you think?”

“There is. Especially tonight.” She caught his eye and then looked away as color flushed her cheeks. Was it the tavern or her blind date that was having such an effect on her? “Maybe it’s just the energy of the crowd, but it’s electric.”

“I don’t know...” He paused and then said, “But it’s rocking!”

“It is! It has great acoustics, that’s for sure! And there’s definitely a certain something—an ambience, I guess—to the place. I’ve never really felt anything like it.” Laurel took another glance around the room, trying to pinpoint what was making her feel strange. She’d visited the tavern a couple of times before during the day, but it had never felt like this before.

As she turned back to Calvin, she caught him staring at her, even though he tried to look quickly away.

Laurel tried not to pay it any mind. Even though she didn’t have the pointed ears normally associated with fae, her white, almost translucent hair, pale skin, and angular features often made people stare. They saw her as cold and imagined she would be aloof, as was the stereotype that so often surrounded the fae.

Laurel had gone out of her way her whole life to be not as people expected her to be. Though she hoped that anyone her grandma tried to set her up with would have been on the more accepting side.

“So, do you like fae music?” Calvin asked, breaking the brief silence between them. Not that the silence had been very…silent with all the commotion in the tavern.

“I do. I was raised listening to it, though, so I don’t feel like I had much of a choice.” Laurel took another sip of beer. Damn, HoneyClaw Beer was really something.

“That’s great. I’m a fan myself. I’ve actually seen these guys before.” Calvin nodded toward the tables that had been pushed together to form a makeshift stage.

“No way! Where was that? I don’t think they’re in town very often.”

Calvin’s face lit up as she smiled at seeing a kindred fan of one of her favorite bands. “It was a while ago at a festival. The Gleam Gathering.”

Laurel shook her head as she smiled. “I really wanted to go to that one. I heard it was one of The Fable’s best shows.”

“It was.” Calvin’s eyes held happiness as he cast his mind back. “They had proper Folklore Tellers, the ones where they conjure up images of the stories they’re telling. There were fire dancers, flying silk performers, the whole lot. My best friend and I went to it together.”

“Sounds like it would have been a good time.”

“It was.” Calvin turned his beer bottle around and around in his hand. “How come you didn’t go?”

“Ah, I had an important event going on.” She stared at her own beer bottle. She did not want to think about work, or the past tonight.

Calvin nodded in understanding. “Those work things always seem to get themselves in the way of things you want to do, huh?”

“They certainly pick their moments.” Laurel sighed and swigged the last of her beer. “That goes down too easy. I’m going to see if Flint can wrestle anymore from the yeti. Do you want one, too?”

“Sure, I’ll grab one as well.” Calvin set his empty bottle down on the bar next to the half-drank one.

“As long as you’re not going to just drink the first half of it. Because that was a waste,” Laurel said jokingly as she nodded toward the half-drank bottle and tapped Calvin on the arm.

Laurel gasped and withdrew her hand as if she’d been burned by his touch. The intensity of the connection lingered, a warm feeling like gently burning embers spreading through her body from deep in her chest.

Maybe her fae blood didn’t make her as immune to the music as she thought. It was known to affect people in unpredictable ways, and here she was, feeling an unanticipated surge of emotion for a man she had only just met.

She’d never felt like this before, and she’d sworn she would never feel like it in the future. After losing so much by being swept up in romance, she had no intention of repeating her mistakes.

She shook her head as if to clear away the unexpected feelings.

“How about that beer?” Calvin raised a hand and leaned over the bar to try and get Flint’s attention, or perhaps one of the imps still frantically pouring drinks at random. Not that the red-faced and smiling patrons seemed to care too much. “Another, please!” Calvin called.

Flint sighed and glanced toward the fridge. “Coming right up.”

Laurel glanced sideways at her drinking partner as Flint braced himself before he crouched down behind the bar, using the fridge door as a shield as it creaked open. Laurel shivered a little at the icy blast of air, complete with one or two snowflakes, swept over the bar. But no snowballs this time.

Laurel and Calvin shared a glance before they both stood up and leaned over the bar to watch as the bartender gingerly reached out toward the open fridge, only to jump back as a large hand punched forward, covered in thick white fur, its huge hand curled into a fist.

Flint sighed heavily before he thrust his own fist forward, clasped into the palm of his other hand. The two of them bobbed their hands before Flint opened his hand flat.

“Are they playing rock, paper, scissors?” Laurel asked.

The yeti hand slowly pulled back into the fridge before reappearing with a beer bottle clutched in one hand, and another clasped by the neck between sinewy fingers.

Flint accepted the beers with a nod, after which the hand retracted, shutting the fridge door behind it. He then stood up and placed the bottles on the bar, looking pretty unfazed by the whole encounter.

“There we are, the last two HoneyClaw Beers,” he said as the bottle caps popped off spontaneously. “That was easier than I expected. The big guy just can’t stop choosing rock.”

“Thanks,” Calvin said.

“You are welcome.” Flint eyed Calvin warily, but then he glanced at Laurel and seemed to relax. “Have a good evening.”

“We will,” Calvin said confidently.

“Cheers,” she said with a wide grin, and then took a swig of the beer. “Mmm. I have a feeling that this stuff is going to be hard to beat.”

“Yeah…” Calvin quickly took a second sip. This time he looked to take his time, swirling the liquid around in his mouth.

“You don’t think so?” Laurel asked.

“I do. It’s amazing.” Calvin stared down at the liquid. “It’s just I swear I’ve tasted this before. It’s quite distinct.”

“You have?” Laurel asked.

“I don’t know. But it’s just…”

Laurel leaned in close to hear his words but couldn’t make out the last of his sentence over the banging and clanging sound of some percussion instrument that seemed to come out of nowhere.

“Is that the band?” Calvin yelled.

Laurel shook her head. That wasn’t the sound of fae music. It was discordant, unpleasant, as if someone was banging against something to try and break out.

“Are those pipes backed up again, Flint?” a shrill voice called out. “I told you so many people were bad for the infrastructure!”

“I don’t know,” Flint replied, not looking up from where he was mixing a drink.

As another clang seemed to echo around the tavern, Morwenna sidled up to Flint. Despite him being nearly twice her size, she seemed to loom over his shoulder. “You’d better go and check them out. I don’t want an explosion in the lavatory. This place is going to need enough cleaning up as is.”

“Can’t you send Brushworth?” Flint asked as he placed a cocktail shaker in the bar, where it vibrated violently on its own.

“He’s busy,” the woman said.

“And I’m not?” Flint asked in exasperation.

“Good. In that case, you can go and check out the pipes.” Morwenna jabbed a finger at him.

“Doesn’t he have a plunger friend he can send instead?” Flint threw up his arms.

“I love this place,” Laurel said, leaning forward.

“Me, too,” Calvin replied with a grin. Then he held up the beer bottle. “This is best tavern, and the best beer, and the best company I’ve had for a long, long time.”

She smothered a smile. “You know that’s the music talking?”

“I don’t think so,” he said levelly.

“Then it’s probably the beer,” Laurel answered as color rose on her cheeks.

“Then why don’t we get out of here?” Calvin asked. “Go somewhere where we can hear ourselves talk.”

“Out of here?” she echoed, half-jokingly. “And miss the potential explosion of backed up pipes and ensuing chaos?”

He laughed, a throaty sound that warmed her more than the beer had. “If you’d rather stay, I wouldn’t like to deprive you of the entertainment.”

“Sure. Let’s get out of here.” The tavern’s raucous atmosphere faded into the background as she met his gaze, her eyes glinting with mischief. And something more. “As long as you can come up with something equally as entertaining.”

She lifted the bottle to her lips and downed the rest of her beer in one go. As she set it down on the bar, she took the opportunity to study his features as he closed his eyes and drank his beer.

The corners of his eyes crinkled and his lips curved into a slight smile, as if he was savoring every drop. As he lowered his bottle to the bar and opened his eyes, she quickly averted her gaze, not wanting him to know she had been staring.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Always,” she said with a bright smile.

He slipped off the stool and held out his hand to her. “So we don’t get separated.”

Laurel slipped her hand into his, and there was that instant recognition, a sense of connection.

As she met his eyes, she knew he felt it, too, but he remained steadfastly silent as he led her toward the door.

But if they planned to make a quick escape, the crowd had other ideas. As the music played, the beat got faster and faster; they were swept away by the tide of people, their bodies swaying rhythmically to the intoxicating tempo. The crowd seemed to be caught in an upswing of energy; the music becoming the living, pulsating heart that dictated every movement.

Laurel’s laughter rang out as she was jostled, her free hand clutching his shirt to keep their connection. But as they were swept up in a wave of dancers, spinning and twirling in time with the music, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

It was as if she let her defenses down and the music seeped into her veins as she had wanted it to. She flung her head back and twirled around, her eyes locked on his as he whooped and hollered in time with the rhythm. His hand was a reassuring presence on her back, guiding her through the thrumming sea of dancers.

As the music and the dancers finally slowed, he pulled her back toward him and then the cool night air hit her square in the face as they tumbled out of the tavern and into the street.


Chapter Three – Laurel

As they stumbled out of The Lonely Tavern, the music of The Fable followed them into the street. The note seemed to curl around them like invisible fingers, tempting them back inside.

Calvin shook his head, trying to clear it as he sucked in the cool evening air.

“Are you okay?” Laurel touched his upper arm lightly, but it was enough to bring him to his senses.

No fae music could compare to the presence of his mate. His mind was entirely clear of any other distractions when she was around.

Calvin turned toward Laurel, her pale hair shimmering like moonlight. His heart raced at her touch. He nodded, struggling to find his voice. The scent of wildflowers clung to her, intoxicating him more than anything else could.

Laurel’s sapphire eyes sparkled with concern as she gazed up at Calvin. The music faded into the background, its enchanting notes drowned out by the depth of emotion that passed between them in that moment.

“I’m better than okay now,” Calvin murmured.

Laurel’s brow furrowed with concern. “Are you sure? You seem a bit...off.”

Calvin cleared his throat. “I’m fine. The music just got to me for a moment there.”

She nodded, her hand sliding down his arm before dropping away. The loss of her touch left him aching. He yearned to reach for her, to pull her close, and never let go. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Not until he was certain she felt the same way.

Yeah, kissing her here in the street right now might just freak her out, his bear said.

I could blame it on the music, Calvin replied. But his bear was right, and he did not want to risk offending Laurel by being too forward.

Laurel glanced back at the tavern, the music now hazy, like a distant dream. “Come on, the fresh air will help clear our heads.”

I don’t think my head will ever be clear again. Calvin’s bear sighed.

This evening did not turn out as I planned, Calvin agreed. But I’m not complaining. We can catch up with Uncle Stan later.

Oh, yes, his bear said. I’d nearly forgotten why we came to Wishing Moon Bay.

I guess finding your mate has that effect on you, Calvin said happily. I hope Damien feels this way about the woman he’s engaged to.

As they headed down the street, Laurel cast him a curious glance, before she turned and looked ahead. Calvin clenched his jaw. Was she at all suspicious that he was not the man she was supposed to be meeting tonight? How much did she know about him? If it was a blind date, probably not much. She hadn’t even known his name after all.

What if you say something that gives you away? his bear asked with concern.

We should tell her about the mix-up, Calvin said, trying to keep his gaze away from Laurel.

What? No! his bear grumbled. Not yet. She needs to realize our connection first, otherwise we’re just some weirdo who lied about being her blind date.

Isn’t that what just happened? Calvin grimaced.

We just got lost in the moment. But we can’t risk losing her now. We’re meant to be together, his bear reminded him.

I wish I had your confidence that Laurel won’t be upset when she finds out the truth, Calvin replied. And the longer we leave it before explaining the truth, the worse it’s going to be.

Why would she be upset? his bear asked. The guy she was supposed to meet must have stood her up.

Calvin let out a long breath as relief swept over him. You’re right. The wrong date is better than no date.

A wave of irritation hit him square in the chest as he contemplated the man who had dared to stand Laurel up. The notion that anyone could overlook somebody as captivating as Laurel was beyond his comprehension.

Are you listening to yourself? his bear asked.

Calvin pushed aside his thoughts and turned his attention to the woman next to him. Laurel was truly breathtaking. Her platinum hair shone under the soft glow of the streetlights, and Calvin swore there was a subtle radiance emanating from her snow-white skin.

“Where do you want to go?” Laurel asked as she turned to look at him and caught him staring at her. Again.

“Wherever you want to go,” Calvin answered.

Where you lead, we will follow, his bear said dreamily.

“I’m not really sure where people normally go on dates.” Laurel frowned. “I guess this is where we start getting to know each other.”

“Yeah.” He cracked a smile despite the lingering awkwardness. “Let’s consider tonight an adventure. We don’t have to just go where other people go on dates.”

“An adventure. I like the sound of that.” Her smile turned into a giggle as Calvin’s stomach growled.

That was nearly as loud as my roar, his bear said with a roll of his eyes.

“Sorry.” He placed a hand on his stomach as if to quiet the rumblings from within. “I was planning to grab a bite at the tavern.”

Laurel laughed, a light, musical sound that eased some of his tension. “Then let’s find you something to eat. There’s a food stall selling shroom pies and all sorts of other interesting things, just a few streets over.”

“That sounds…interesting.” Calvin’s stomach growled again, somehow louder. “Why not? This is an adventure, after all.”

Laurel led him through the streets of Wishing Moon Bay, past stores and stalls that were unfamiliar to him. He had been away for far too long. His infrequent visits were too brief to keep up with the changes in town.

They soon reached the pop-up food stall, a tentlike structure that seemed a little out of place on the side of a main road. They stepped under the wide awning, and Calvin’s mouth watered at the smell of delicious food items sizzling and steaming on cast-iron pans. Some looked familiar—pies and pastries—while some were much more outlandish.

“Is there anything that catches your interest?” Laurel tilted her head to the side as she scanned the chalkboard displaying the day’s specialties. “The Dragon’s Breath Chili Pot Pie sounds interesting.”

“That sounds super-hot,” Calvin snorted. “Too hot for me, I think.”

“You were the one who said we should consider tonight as an adventure.” She glanced up at him from under her lashes and something stirred deep inside him.

Something he’d never truly experienced before. Desire. Not just to claim her as his own, but to be everything she could ever want and more.

Calvin nodded, emboldened by her challenge. “You’re right. Let’s try it.”

“I ate before our date,” Laurel said. “But I’ll try some of yours, if that’s okay.”

“Sure.” He looked past the hot offerings, only now seeing the tall, hooded figure standing in the unnaturally dim tent behind the food counter.

“Hi, could we grab one of these, please?” Calvin pointed at the pastry, which had a healthy sprinkling of some deep red seasoning over it.

The figure stepped forward, and a low, rasping voice came from under the big hood. “Inside a crusty cave, I lie, hidden from the sky. If I touch your tongue, I might make you cry…”

“Uh,” Calvin laughed nervously and looked at Laurel. “Maybe things are even more different to how I remember things being here, but I don’t remember ordering pies being so…scary.”

Laurel’s eyes squinted as she laughed. “It is a bit ominous, but I promise it’s worth it. The stuff here is delicious.”

“So what now?” Calvin side-eyed the vendor, unable to see their face beneath the hood.

“It’s a riddle, silly. A test to see if we’re worthy of such a scorching pot pie.”

Calvin rubbed his chin. “All right. Something about a crusty cave…no sky.”

Any ideas?

You’re the logical one, his bear said smugly. Just think about it.

Calvin sucked in a breath. “Capsaicin.”

“What?” Laurel asked incredulously.

Calvin shrugged. “It’s the part of chillis that makes them spicy. ‘If I touch your tongue, I might make you cry.’”

Laurel giggled again. “That’s definitely not it.”

They both looked at the figure, who shook their head slowly.

“Damn.” Calvin ran a hand through his hair. “All right, how about a cave spider?”

Laurel’s giggle turned into a laugh. “Where did that come from?”

“Well, cave spiders would live in caves, away from the sky, and I don’t know about you, but I’d probably cry if one touched my tongue.” Calvin found himself infected by her singsong laugh. “Do you have any better ideas?”

“I do actually.” Laurel coughed. “It’s the Dragon’s Breath Chili.”

“No way… That’s way too obvious…” Calvin stalled as a card box, seeping warmth, appeared in his hands. “How…”

Laurel flashed him a grin. “Come on, let’s go eat. Thanks.” She waved to the hooded vendor as they stepped back out into the night.

“How did you get that riddle so easily, anyway?” Calvin asked as they walked.

“Because it was an easy riddle.” Laurel nudged him with her elbow. “You were just thinking about it too hard.”

I guess that is something we’re guilty of. His bear sighed happily as he watched Laurel.

They only had to walk a short way before they found an empty bench and took a seat. Maybe it was the box in his hand, but Calvin could feel heat rising through his body, being so close to her.

He tried to distract himself by opening the takeaway box. “I’m having second thoughts,” Calvin said as he sniffed the pie. It smelled delicious, but hot spicy food had never been his thing, and he could already feel his nose tingling from the spice.

“Okay, after three,” Laurel said, her eyes twinkling as she watched him.

“On three,” Calvin agreed.

“One,” Laurel began.

“Two,” Calvin joined in.

“Three.” Calvin took a cautious bite and immediately felt the heat spread through his mouth. He coughed slightly, feeling the spice singe its way down.

Laurel giggled at his reaction before taking a small bite herself.

Her eyes widened slightly, a flush creeping onto her cheeks as the heat hit her, but she managed to stifle her cough with a balled-up hand. “Oh my,” she exclaimed, “it’s like a little firework show for the taste buds.”

Calvin couldn’t help but chuckle at her description. The chili’s heat was quickly becoming more tolerable, and he found himself enjoying the rush of flavors. “I’m not sure if I’m becoming immune to the heat or whether the heat has burned my tastebuds.”

“Maybe we should grab a cold drink to help cool things down,” Laurel said. “Come on, I know this great little seafront bar. We could grab a drink and then go walk along the edge of the ocean.”

“Lead the way,” Calvin said, still trying to smother the fire in his mouth with his tongue.

Laurel guided him down a winding cobblestone alley that led to the beachfront, where the sounds of the ocean mingled with hushed conversations and laughter from the scattered gatherings of people along the beach.

They walked in a comfortable silence as they ate the rest of the pie. Not that he’d have been able to carry on a conversation anyway since the chili had numbed his tongue and made his eyes water.

Thankfully, they soon reached the bar, a quirky little establishment, painted in pastel blues and greens that mirrored the sea it overlooked. ‘The Siren’s Goblet’ was nestled into the sand, as if it were slowly being swallowed by the beach. Fairy lights twinkled above the entrance, casting a warm, inviting glow.

“Here we are,” Laurel announced, pushing open the door to reveal a dimly lit interior, with lanterns casting dancing shadows on the walls. Faint music played from somewhere in the back, a lilting melody that seemed at once soothing, as if you were floating on a calm ocean.

The bar was made of a long piece of driftwood, smoothed by years of tide and time, polished to a soft sheen. Behind it, an array of colorful bottles gleamed in the soft light.

Calvin followed Laurel as she approached the bartender, a woman with sea-glass green eyes and hair the color of sand dunes at sunset.

“What can I get for you two?” the bartender asked as they approached.

“A couple of Glacier Brews, please,” Laurel ordered, her gaze flicking to Calvin for approval.

“Sounds perfect,” he agreed, thankful for anything cold after the chili debacle.

“To go,” Laurel added.

“Coming right up.” The bartender nodded and turned to retrieve their drinks.

As they waited, Calvin leaned against the bar, stealing glances at Laurel. The soft glow of the lanterns highlighted her white hair. She looked like a spirit, or an apparition that might disappear if he looked away for too long.

She caught his gaze and smiled, a touch of mischief playing on her lips. “I have fae blood.”

“I’m sorry?” Calvin stuttered, color flushing his cheeks.

“I figured that was why you keep staring at me,” Laurel said. “It’s not uncommon for people to stare.”

“I wasn’t.” He gave a cough, trying to cover his embarrassment. “I mean, I was just—”

“It’s okay, Calvin.” Laurel’s laughter was light, and it eased the tension that had coiled in his chest. “People often find it intriguing. My great-grandma was a pure blood fae. My blood only carries a smidgeon of fae, but still noticeable.”

The bartender returned with their drinks, condensation beading on the glass bottles. “Here you go. Enjoy your evening.”

“Thank you,” Laurel said and took the drinks, handing one to Calvin. The cold liquid felt soothing against his still-tingling lips as he took a sip. There was no alcohol in these drinks, just crisp, icy coolness that refreshed and reinvigorated her whole body.

“Ah, much better,” Calvin said as he took a cooling sip.

“Shall we?” Laurel gestured toward the door, and together they stepped back out into the night. The ocean breeze greeted them, carrying a salty tang that spoke of far-off lands.

Lands Calvin had never seen, despite his childhood dreams of traveling. He and Damien had spent many nights on this very beach dreaming of the shores that lay beyond the horizon.

Instead, we left Wishing Moon Bay for other horizons, his bear said.

After meeting Laurel, Calvin had almost forgotten that his life was outside Wishing Moon Bay in the World Beyond.

She’d turned his life on its head, and she didn’t even know it.

“Come on.” She took his hand and led him toward the steps leading from the boardwalk onto the sand. “I want to paddle in the ocean.”

“I don’t remember the last time I went in the ocean,” Calvin said as his shoes sank into the sand. He was going to be finding sand in his shoes for weeks.

“Well, this is a night for adventure, isn’t it?” Laurel let go of his hand, kicked off her shoes, and wriggled her toes in the sand.

Calvin looked down at his shoes and then up at Laurel as a barely concealed smile hovered on her lips.

She’s going to be so good for you, his bear said with a chuckle.

What is that supposed to mean? Calvin asked in reply.

Only that she might help you loosen up a little, his bear answered.

I can be loose, Calvin replied defensively.

Since when? his bear asked.

Since now, Calvin replied as he kicked off his shoes.

“Shall we?” Laurel asked, that same smile still hovering on his lips.

“Sure,” he replied and held out his hand.

Without hesitation, she slipped her hand into his and Calvin wallowed in a sense of connection.

The sand was cool beneath their feet, a stark contrast to the warmth of Laurel’s touch. Calvin’s heart did an odd little skip; he tried to blame it on the chilly breeze, but deep down he knew better.

As they walked toward the ocean, Laurel tipped her head back, eyes tracing the constellations. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, her voice barely above the sound of the sea.

Calvin hummed in agreement, but none shone brighter than Laurel in his eyes.


Chapter Four – Laurel

They walked barefoot on the sandy beach, side by side, as the moonlight shimmered across the surface of the dark ocean.

As the water lapped around her ankles, she glanced at Calvin. She wondered what he thought of her, and of the whole blind date thing. There were moments when she saw what she could only describe as an intense attraction in his eyes, but he often seemed guarded, or even a little awkward.

But then what else should she expect from a blind date set up by her grandmother?

Her grandmother, who had been so insistent that Laurel come on this blind date, that, despite her many reservations, Laurel had caved and agreed. Maybe her grandmother might not have been so insistent if Laurel hadn’t been so very vocal at telling everyone that she was not looking for love.

It was obvious that her grandmother had suddenly seen all her hopes of Laurel having a family and continuing the Starbloom bloodline disappear after her breakup. Even if there was little of that original fae blood in Laurel’s veins.

‘This one might surprise you,’ her grandmother had insisted when she announced the blind date.

And now, standing here with Calvin, she was so happy she’d found it impossible to say no.

In fact, she could not wait to see her grandmother to thank her.

Laurel wrinkled her brow as she recalled why she had been so opposed to the idea of love.

Betrayal.

A betrayal that had left her doubting others, questioning their motives. She had not realized until recently how much that betrayal had affected her beyond romantic relationships. She shook her head, casting away the shadows of her past.

She was having fun with this strange man, who had an air of mystery around him, and some inexplicable animal magnetism.

They reached a spot where the beach curved, creating a small inlet where the water was calm. Calvin stooped, plucked a smooth, flat stone from the wet sand, and skimmed it across the surface of the water. It bounced three, four, five times before sinking beneath the gentle waves. He looked at Laurel with a spark of boyish pride.

“Your turn,” he said, picking another stone and offering it to her.

Laurel took the stone, weighing it in her palm, feeling its coolness seep into her skin. She mimicked his stance and sent the stone skipping across the water—one, two, three skips before it vanished into the night sea. A giggle escaped her as she turned to him with a triumphant smile. “I have not done that since I was a kid.”

Calvin’s eyes crinkled with warmth. “You’ve still got it,” he said, his voice deep and resonant like the distant roll of thunder on a stormy night.

Laurel felt a flush of pleasure at the simple compliment. She hadn’t realized how much she needed this—she really should call her grandmother and say thank you.

Laurel let the cool water rush over her toes, her gaze shifting from the ocean to Calvin. He stood beside her, an imposing figure against the backdrop of the inky blue sky.

Perhaps Grandma had finally come round to the idea that finding love was more important than some silly notion of strengthening fae bloodlines, and that was why Calvin was so different from anyone else Laurel had been pushed toward by her meddling grandma.

For starters, he was not a fae. She could tell that the moment she laid eyes on him. But there was something else. He didn’t seem so worked up about social standing and pride and appearances. He seemed much more down to earth.

So here they were, together on this secluded beach, because of her grandmother’s romantic meddling. Laurel studied Calvin’s rugged features, his broad shoulders and muscular frame, so unlike the lithe fae men she was accustomed to. Perhaps her grandmother saw something in him that Laurel needed.

Calvin met her gaze, his dark eyes unreadable in the fading light. Laurel’s stomach fluttered, though she couldn’t say why. She looked away, feigning interest in a seashell at her feet.

Why did he feel so familiar already when she knew so little about him?

“So…” she said, breaking the silence between them. “You don’t spend much time by the ocean?”

Calvin chuckled, a rumble deep in his chest. “Not for a long time.”

“Is that because you are not much of a beach person?”

“No. I mean, I love the beach,” he replied. “But usually I’m more of a mountain and forest kind of guy.”

Laurel nodded. That would explain his rugged appearance. Her gaze caught on his muscular forearms, dusted with dark hair. For a moment, she imagined those arms wrapped around her, holding her close as she rested her head on his broad chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart. She shook her head slightly. Where had that thought come from?

“Shall we walk?” Calvin asked.

Laurel nodded as she looked across the quiet beach. Shouldn’t she feel at least a little nervous about being alone with this virtual stranger away from town? Yet Calvin’s presence was comforting. She felt oddly safe around him.

“So, tell me something about yourself?” Laurel asked as they strolled along the shoreline, their steps in sync with the rhythmic wash of the waves.

“Something about myself?” he asked nervously.

Laurel nodded. “Yes. I’ll be honest, I find the idea of going on a date with someone you don’t know a little strange. So let’s change that.”

“Okay. What would you like to know?” he asked.

“Let’s start out with something simple, like what exactly do you do?” Laurel asked. “You mentioned something about organizing things into…lists?”

“Yeah, something like that.” Calvin ran his hand through his hair. “I work in data science. I imagine it’s pretty different to being an event organizer like you, but it involves taking events, such as transactions or healthcare monitoring and, you know, organizing them.” He chuckled nervously. “In a nutshell, I take all the data and make it easier for other people to understand.”

“Wow. Really? That’s impressive.”

“You think? It’s not very exciting,” Calvin answered.

“I think it sounds fascinating,” Laurel countered.

“I guess,” Calvin agreed.

“So, you look for patterns and trends?” she asked.

Calvin nodded. “Yeah, something like that. It’s a lot of numbers and predictions,” he explained.

The vague terms and tone of his voice made her think he was not used to having people ask about his work.

Laurel hummed in response. Data science seemed an unexpected field for someone with his physical presence. She peered at him curiously. “You don’t look like a man who spends his life behind a desk. If you don’t mind me saying so.”

Calvin chuckled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Good, because it was meant as one. You must spend a lot of time at the gym,” she replied. “Or is this where the mountains and forests come into it? Do you hike? Chop down trees for fun? Maybe crush boulders for a hobby?”

Calvin’s chest once again rumbled with laughter. “You could say that. I do enjoy being outdoors. Probably not the trees and boulders part so much. There’s just something about the wild that calls to me.” He paused, as if he planned to continue to share a part of himself with her, but only silence followed.

“I bet you’re full of surprises,” Laurel commented, and then winced. She’d meant to say that thought in her head, not out loud.

Calvin turned his attention back to her, his eyes dark pools of emotion as he looked down at her. “You have no idea,” he said, the edges of his lips twitching upward in a half-smile that somehow managed to be both mysterious and endearing.

Laurel’s heart skipped a beat. She wanted to ask him what he meant, to dive into the depths of those dark pools and discover all his secrets. But she held back, not wanting to spoil this moment.

“What about you?” he asked as they strolled on.

“Me.” She sucked in a breath, unsure of what to say.

“Yeah, you’re an event organizer, right? What sort of events?”

‘I’m a huge failure, who was betrayed by one of the people she trusted most in the world,’ would be accurate.

And a mood killer.

“You don’t have to answer,” he blurted as silence stretched between them.

“Why wouldn’t I want to answer?” she asked, suddenly aware that her grandmother might have already shared more than he’d insinuated.

Or worse, he would have heard all about her recent troubles through the town gossips.

“I don’t know. Maybe you work for a covert government agency and can’t disclose your true occupation,” Calvin teased, breaking through her spiraling thoughts with a grin that reached his eyes.

“Maybe I do. Or perhaps I’m a sea witch who seduces men, only to lead them into the ocean, never to be seen again.” Laurel laughed, a sound that rose easily from her as the tension ebbed away. “Or maybe I’m a witch with a specialty in herbal potions that causes everyone who drinks it to break out into spontaneous dance whenever they hear music?”

Calvin raised an eyebrow. “Ah, so that’s why everyone was dancing in the tavern tonight. It wasn’t the fae music. It was your magic.”

She chuckled and tilted her head back as she looked at him. “You’ve got me!”

“Do I?” he murmured.

“You do,” she said and then pulled away from him as she danced into the waves. “Come on, can’t you hear the music?”

He stood and watched her as she twirled around in the waves, sending spray flying as she danced and laughed. She felt light, free—all her worries and doubts washed away by the salty ocean breeze.

For one night only, she was going to put her troubles behind her and live in the moment with Calvin.

“Come on.” She held both hands out toward him and beckoned to him. “You are under my spell, after all!”

Calvin stood rooted to the spot as if the sand had turned to quicksand beneath his feet.

For a moment, she thought he was going to refuse. But then a smile split across his face, and he bounded into the waves after her.

Laurel squealed as Calvin splashed into the water, sending a spray of salt water over her. She danced back out of his reach, giggling as he made a playful grab for her.

“I’ve got you now, little witch,” he growled, though his eyes glinted with humor. He stalked toward her through the waves.

She turned and dashed farther into the surf, her white dress clinging around her knees as it became soaked. Calvin pursued, his feet sure and steady even over the shifting sand.

Laurel glanced back over her shoulder, and her foot snagged on something under the water. With a yelp, she tumbled forward, bracing herself for impact and the cold rush of water.

But instead, strong arms caught her before she could fall. Calvin had moved so quickly she hadn’t even seen it happen. Now he held her cradled against his broad chest, her body just inches from the gentle waves.

“I told you, you got me.” Laurel’s breath caught as she gazed up into his dark eyes. They seemed to swirl with emotion as they stared intently into hers.

“I do,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble. Laurel became acutely aware of the warmth of his body pressed against hers, the strength in the arms that encircled her.

“We’re soaked through,” she said breathlessly.

Slowly, reluctantly, Calvin set her back on her feet. But he kept one hand resting lightly on her waist, as if to steady her. Laurel hoped he couldn’t feel the frantic pounding of her heart. But if he did, she hoped he would not guess he was the cause of her thundering heartbeat.

“Shall we head back?” His voice was soft, his gaze still locked with hers. “Get dried off?”

Laurel nodded, unable to find her voice. She turned and began to walk back toward the shoreline, Calvin’s hand warm on her lower back. They walked in silence. The only sounds were the rhythmic waves and their steady breathing.

When they reached the sandy shore, she glanced up at him. She was soaked through, her dress clinging tight to her like a second skin and her silver hair stuck to her cheeks. She must look a sight.

“I feel like I’ve cut our evening short,” she began.

“Why do you say that?” Calvin asked, with a wrinkled brow.

“Because we’re soaked through.” She tugged at her wet dress.

“We’ll dry out.” Calvin waved her off.

And she knew by his tone he did not want this evening to end. At least, not yet.

And despite her reservations about this blind date, neither did she.


Chapter Five – Calvin

What a night! When he received the odd text from his Uncle Stan, he’d left the World Beyond and traveled to Wishing Moon Bay to meet the woman who had captured Damien’s heart, not to meet the woman who would capture Calvin’s heart.

Yet here she was, soaked to the skin, her dress clinging to her in all the right places, as she lifted the hem of her skirt and wrung it out, sending the water cascading down her thighs to pool at her feet in the sand.

If Damien felt even an ounce of how Calvin did now, he could completely forgive the fact that his friend had been too wrapped up in the romance to keep him informed.

As Laurel let go of the hem of her sodden skirt, her hair cascaded forward in a wild tangle. Without hesitation, he reached out and gently tucked it behind her ear, his fingertips grazing her warm cheek. An electric current seemed to hum through the air between them, making his skin tingle.

She didn’t flinch or pull away as she lifted her eyes to his and smiled, making his stomach flip.

So this is love, his bear said dreamily.

Oh yeah, Calvin said. This is love.

“You had…hair.” He curled his hand into a ball, holding onto the sensation as his hand fell to his side.

“I hope I still have hair. But thanks.” She pressed her fingers to her cheek where he’d touched her.

You had hair? His bear rolled his eyes.

I got flustered, Calvin answered.

We need to find Damien, and soon, so he can give you tips on how to talk to our mate, his bear said.

Yeah, you might be right, Calvin answered.

Damien wasn’t a shifter. He wasn’t ruled by the mating bond. So, like most other humans, he’d honed his skills talking and flirting with women, since he was on his own when it came to making the right choice.

A tinge of unease pulled Calvin out of this perfect moment with his mate. Damien had always been open and honest about affairs of the heart when he spoke to Calvin. Had that changed? If so, maybe Calvin had been omitted from the invitation to the engagement party on purpose.

Possibly. We haven’t seen him for months, Calvin’s bear reminded him.

But we have spoken to him on the phone, Calvin replied.

Not for a couple of weeks, you were so caught up with that Dromer Project… His bear ground his teeth together. Had they dropped the ball where Damien was concerned?

Maybe he should end his date with Laurel right now and go find Damien.

But then his gaze came into focus and Calvin’s heart went back to racing as Laurel’s pale, moon-like features softened into a shy smile. “Why don’t I dry off our clothes?” she suggested, her white hair clinging to her damp skin. Skin he wanted to touch, to stroke, to kiss…

“You really do have magic?” Calvin asked, his voice tight with desire.

“Did you think I was lying?” Laurel replied, tilting her head playfully.

Calvin shook his head, the breeze ruffling his hair. “No, I just sometimes forget that magic is such a natural part of life here in Wishing Moon Bay.”

Laurel nodded with understanding. “And I sometimes forget that for some people, magic is not a natural part of their lives. It comes in very useful, especially when you are standing on a beach, soaking wet.”

Laurel raised her hands and wriggled her fingers playfully. Calvin flinched, his protective instincts kicking in. “Woah! You’re not going to set me on fire!” he cried, holding up his hands defensively.

“Trust me,” Laurel reassured him, her voice steady, reassuring.

Calvin hesitated, then nodded. He did trust her. Completely. “My life is in your hands,” he admitted, swallowing hard.

“Only your clothes,” Laurel corrected gently, smiling at him once more.

Laurel seemed to glow as she summoned her magic, the moonlight reflecting off her white hair and casting an ethereal aura around her. Calvin held his breath, entranced by the display of power unfolding before him. It had been so long since he’d seen magic used.

But instead of fire spurting from her fingers like he imagined, water droplets rose up toward the starry sky. It was the weirdest thing he had ever seen, as if the world had turned upside down. He could feel his clothes go quickly from wet to damp to dry, as thousands of beads of water reflected the moon all around his head.

“Amazing,” Calvin whispered, his voice full of awe.

Laurel’s lips curved into a satisfied smile. “Why thank you!”

The hair on his arms stood on end and his skin tingled as her magic swept over him, leaving a warmth that spread through his very core. It was as if she were caressing his skin with the lightest of touches, making every nerve ending come alive.

As the last of the water droplets disappeared into the night sky, Calvin looked down at his now-dry clothes in amazement. She was incredible.

“Thanks,” he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. Laurel blushed, her cheeks turning a lovely shade of pink.

“You’re welcome,” she replied softly, her gaze meeting his. “Beats having to go all the way home to change.”

Calvin coughed as heat swept across his skin and his desire for her threatened to consume him. He wished he could tell her right here, right now, that they were mates. That she would accept him, and the truth that he had lied to her about him being her blind date.

Then he would take her by the hand and lead her to one of the caves along the headland, lay her down on a bed of soft sand, and make love to her until the sun replaced the moon.

But he couldn’t. Not yet. The timing wasn’t right, and he didn’t want to risk breaking the trust they were building.

Calvin forced a smile, his bear grumbling inside him, impatient and roaring with the need to claim her.

“Shall we walk back?” Laurel asked, breaking into his thoughts. She seemed unaware of the storm of emotions raging inside him.

“Absolutely,” he said, finding his composure. “After you.”

“Together.” She held out her hand to him and he accepted without hesitation.

“Together,” he echoed, warmth spreading through his chest.

They walked back along the beach, their footsteps in tandem.

“I’ve really enjoyed this evening,” she said, and his heart clenched. Was this it? Was this the end?

“I did, too,” Calvin replied.

“Although I don’t know much more about you than I did when we met,” she replied. “Except that you love data. I’m not so sure about the Dragon’s Breath Chili Pot Pie.”

Calvin chuckled. “It was a little spicy.”

Say something more, his bear said. Make her stay.

“Sometimes a little spice is a good thing,” Laurel said lightly.

She’s flirting with you, his bear said. Flirt back.

“Maybe I don’t mind a little spice. Okay, maybe not that much, but some. As in, you know, trying something new, or doing something a little crazy. Obviously, I’m not just talking about the chili.” Calvin stumbled over his words, much to his bear’s dismay. “You get what I mean, right?”

Thankfully, Laurel laughed at his flustered attempt at flirting.

Dismal attempt at flirting, his bear corrected.

“I think I do, Calvin. Life could use a bit of spice, couldn’t it?” She twirled a strand of her hair around her finger, glancing at him with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Are you always this nervous around women?”

“Nervous?” He raked a hand through his hair. “That depends.”

“On?” Laurel asked as they reached the steps leading to the boardwalk.

“On how much they mean to me,” Calvin said, his voice dropping to a soft rumble.

Laurel stopped at the top step and faced him, the moonlight casting a glow around her, framing her in its pallid light. “And how much do I mean to you, Calvin?” Her tone was playful yet intense, her gaze locked onto his as if trying to peer into his very soul. “Now be very careful to remember we have only just met.”

Calvin felt the weight of the moment, the gravity of his next words. His bear urged him to reveal everything, but he hesitated. Instead, he leaned closer, captivated by her moonlit eyes. “More than you know,” he finally said, his voice barely above a whisper. “And I’d like to show you if you give me the chance.”

He heard Laurel’s breath catch in her throat, her lips parting slightly as if to speak, but no words came. Instead, she nodded, her expression softening into something that looked like hope mixed with anticipation.

Calvin licked his lips. He might not be ready to show her his bear or tell her the truth about their blind date, but maybe if he kissed her, if he poured all his feelings into that one act, she would understand without words. Slowly, he closed the distance between them, his gaze never leaving hers.

But just as their lips were about to meet, the sound of a cuckoo calling rent the air.

Laurel jumped guiltily. “Sorry.” She shoved her hand in her purse and pulled out her phone. “Oh, it’s my grandma.”

“Ah. I thought this would be a strange place to hear a woodland bird.” Calvin could not deny the feeling of disappointment that crept through him, but he masked it with a smile. “Family comes first,” he said, stepping back to give her privacy.

Laurel nodded her thanks and turned slightly away, her voice a soft murmur as she spoke into the phone. Calvin tried not to listen, but his shifter senses made it nigh on impossible, even when he turned and stared back toward the silvery ocean and focused on the ebb and flow of the waves.

“Yes, I’m here with him now,” Laurel was saying.

Oh, we’re about to be busted, Calvin’s bear said.

Calvin did not hear the reply on the other end of the phone.

“Yes, we’re having a wonderful time,” Laurel whispered into the mouthpiece.

That’s hopeful, Calvin said.

“You want us to what?” Laurel asked.

That does not sound so good, his bear said.

“Okay.” Laurel turned and frowned at Calvin, and his stomach lurched.

“We’ll see you soon,” Laurel said and ended the call before she turned an apologetic expression on Calvin.

“Everything okay?” he asked evenly.

“Apparently you have not been answering your phone and my grandma was checking in.” Laurel sucked in a deep breath. “She needs me to pop home…”

“Okay.” Calvin nodded. So this was the end of their date.

Didn’t you hear? his bear asked. She used the words us and we.

Oh. Oh! Yeah, but for how long? This is not going to end well, Calvin said.

How so? She wants us to go and meet her folks, his bear replied.

Exactly, Calvin answered. Had his bear been so swept away by the close proximity of their mate that he had forgotten one important point?

Wasn’t it her grandmother who set Laurel up on a blind date?

Their secret might be spilled before Calvin had a chance to explain. To make her fall in love with him.

“Coming?” She held out her hand, and he nodded.

Fate had brought them together. Surely fate would see it through. He just needed to put his trust in something intangible.

Which was not easy when he lived in a world where logic and reason ruled.

Take a chance. Take her hand. His bear seemed optimistic it would all work out.

However, Calvin’s human side churned with worry as he took Laurel’s hand. But then their fingers intertwined, a perfect fit. Just like them. Just like fate had intended.

At least, he hoped that was what fate intended for him.


Chapter Six – Laurel

As they walked away from the beach, it was as if the spell that had wrapped itself around them had ended, and the magic was beginning to dissipate.

Not that there was anything wrong with Calvin. She found him just as attractive and intriguing…

If only her grandmother hadn’t chosen that moment to call…

Wasn’t it ironic that the woman who was so eager for Laurel to find love had shattered the moment that could have been their first kiss?

And what a kiss it would have been. Of that, she was sure.

She watched Calvin out of the corner of her eye. Still tall, dark and handsome with a warmth and humor that made her insides squirm. In a good way.

And his arms… She longed for him to pull her close and hold her tightly against him. And for his full lips to press against hers…

But it wasn’t his looks or the warmth of his gaze that attracted her to him. No, it was more than that, deeper than that.

It was the way he tilted his head when he listened, showing her his undivided attention. It was the gentle touch of his hands, soft yet firm when he’d saved her from falling. It was the way he looked at her, as if she were the most important person in the world.

That was not something she was used to.

No, in her previous, disastrous relationship, she’d known full well that she was and always would be second place…or maybe even third to the man and his ego.

How had she been so blind?

Well, her eyes were wide open now and what she saw in Calvin, she liked. A lot.

“I’m sorry about the interruption to our date,” Laurel said as they reached the cobblestone alleyway that would lead them back through town, past The Lonely Tavern.

“No problem.” Yet Calvin looked a little nervous. But then she could not blame him. Her grandmother was overpowering. That was putting it politely. Grandma was a force to be reckoned with, a whirlwind of energy and opinions wrapped in layers of gauzy flower-print dresses. She looked so sweet on the outside but on the inside…well, grown men bigger than Calvin had crumbled at her feet.

Literally.

But that same hard-centered lady had set Laurel up on this date with Calvin. So what was she worried about?

The tone in her grandmother’s voice. There’d been an edge to it.

An edge most people might not pick up on. However, Laurel was good at reading people. She’d honed her skills her whole life.

Laurel had learned from a young age that she trod a path between two worlds, that of the fae and that of a human. She’d also learned that the two races were similar and yet so very different. What was acceptable to one could easily offend the other. So she had developed an almost sixth sense that had helped make her life less turbulent than it might otherwise have been.

However, her sixth sense had failed to save her from disaster and now she was paying the price. Both personally and professionally. So now she questioned just how well she had truly honed this sense.

Laurel glanced sideways at Calvin. Was she right to trust in herself where this man was concerned?

Calvin’s eyes darted to her, catching her gaze. His lips curved into a small, reassuring smile, as if he had read the uncertainty in her eyes.

“Are you cold?” he asked, his voice soft and filled with concern.

She longed to nod and say yes. Then he would wrap his arms around her and pull her close so she could absorb his body heat.

“No, I’m fine,” she said, but her body betrayed her, and she gave a shudder.

“My car is just up ahead,” he said. “The heater is pretty fierce. If you want, I can drive us to… Where exactly are we going?”

“My parents’ house,” she said, and she tore her gaze from him and looked toward the distant mountains. “They live a little way out of town.”

She ought to tell him she had a car of her own. However, she didn’t want to give him the opportunity to run. Not that she would blame him. Meeting your blind date’s family on the first night was a lot to ask.

“Your parents’ house it is then,” Calvin said as they neared The Lonely Tavern. Thankfully, the fae music had ended and there was no compulsion to ditch their visit to her parents’ house for a dance. Not that she would have minded dancing with Calvin’s arms wrapped around her.

She swallowed hard.

Had her grandmother cast a spell over her or given her a love potion before she left home this evening?

Because of the way she was drawn to Calvin, the way she felt about him was completely out of character.

Laurel tensed her jaw. Surely even her grandmother was not that desperate for her granddaughter to settle down and have babies.

“Just up here.” Calvin placed his hand on the small of her back, and warmth spread across her skin, chasing away the chill of the ocean.

“Nice car,” she commented as he parked beside a sleek black sedan that seemed straight out of a spy movie and seemed a bit odd in the small town.

Perhaps she should have pressed him harder about his job. He might be a data analyst, but who exactly did he work for?

“Thanks,” he responded, his brow wrinkling slightly in surprise. He held the door open for her and once she was settled inside, he closed it with a soft thud.

A couple of seconds later, he slid into the seat beside her, his weight making the car dip slightly. “Your seatbelt,” he gently reminded, reaching across to secure the safety strap. His shirt clung tightly to his wide shoulders as he leaned forward. As he fastened the seatbelt, the muscles in his bare forearm flexed and brushed the side of her breast.

“Thank you,” Laurel murmured, her voice barely audible above the gentle hum of the car’s engine as he turned the key in the ignition.

Almost instantly, the warmth from the heater enveloped her, chasing away the chill of the ocean air. Or maybe it was being in such a small, confined space with Calvin that warmed her flesh.

She inhaled a steadying breath, but this only made things worse as the distinct scent of him, fresh pine and warm spices, filled her nostrils and made her eyelids flutter closed for a moment.

Boy, did she need to get a grip.

“Which way?” Calvin asked, pulling her back from her thoughts. She pointed left, and they rolled forward, the car’s tires crunching on the gravel road.

As they drove, Laurel couldn’t stop herself from watching Calvin out of the corner of her eye. The dim light inside the car cast a soft glow on his rugged features, presenting him in a different light—more mysterious, more enigmatic. He actually kind of looked like a man out of one of her grandmother’s steamy romance novels.

Yep. She was sure her grandmother had done something to make her fall for Calvin.

But deep down, she knew even her grandmother would not manipulate her granddaughter that way. She might like to meddle, but a love potion would go far beyond meddling.

And if Laurel’s father ever learned her grandmother had tampered with his daughter’s heart, well…

“Right.” Laurel pointed as they left the town behind and drove along dark country lanes. “And then follow the road around to the left. Yes. It’s a short steep climb and then we’re there.”

“Do you want me to wait in the car?” Calvin asked.

“Do you want to wait in the car?” Laurel replied as she pointed to a short driveway leading off the road.

Calvin hesitated, then he slowed the car as the house came into view—it was a deceptively large cottage sat in between two short rises. “There’s someone waiting for us.” He glanced nervously at Laurel as she leaned forward in her seat.

“Oh, it’s my dad,” she said lightly as she spotted the familiar figure standing on the drive. “He’s probably come to check you out.”

“Check me out?” Calvin asked.

“My grandma was very secretive about your identity.” She cracked a smile. “And my dad was getting worried about who exactly she had set me up with.”

“Ah.” Calvin slowed the car to a stop and switched off the engine.

“Don’t worry, my dad is a sweetie,” Laurel said reassuringly as she got out of the car. When he didn’t immediately follow, she leaned down and peered back inside the car. “He’ll like you.”

“He will?” Calvin asked as he opened the car door and got out.

“Yeah, you’re more like him than...well, anyone else I’ve dated.” Laurel chewed on the inside of her cheek. “And that’s a good thing.”

“Okay.” Calvin arched his eyebrow and got out of the car, looking like a man who was about to face his executioner. However, he squared his shoulders as he walked around to join Laurel on the gravel driveway as if he would face down any obstacle for her.

“He won’t bite,” she told him, reaching out for his hand.

“I was more worried in case he had a shotgun hidden nearby,” Calvin said, only sounding half sarcastic.

“Don’t worry, my dad is a peace-loving man who only wants the best for me.” She looked up at him and squeezed his hand reassuringly, wanting him to know that he was the best thing that had happened to her for a long while.

“There you are,” her dad said as they approached.

“Hi, Dad,” Laurel greeted him, unable to smother the wide smile on her face. “What are you doing out here?” Hiding from Laurel’s overpowering grandmother, no doubt. But her dad was always tactful in that department.

“Just getting some fresh air,” her father replied, his gaze never leaving Calvin. “And this must be the blind date.”

“Yes,” Laurel said. “This is Calvin. Calvin, this is my dad.”

“Call me Fabian.” Her dad held out his hand to Calvin.

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Calvin said, his voice betraying a hint of nervousness.

“Likewise,” Fabian replied, studying Calvin carefully. “You are not what I expected,” he admitted, a slight grin forming at the corner of his mouth.

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Calvin asked, the corner of his mouth pulling up into a tentative smile.

“We’ll see,” her father responded evasively as he released Calvin’s hand.

Laurel stood back as she watched Calvin and her father, Fabian, shake hands.

The tension that had been building in Calvin seemed to dissipate. This was going well. Much better than if Calvin had been a fae, she thought with amusement and relief.

Yes, if Calvin had been a fae, he’d have clasped her dad’s hand tightly, as if trying to show he was the dominant male. But instead, Calvin smiled and seemed to relax, perhaps even looking a little relieved.

Like it meant a great deal to him that Laurel’s dad liked him. Or at least, didn’t immediately dislike him.

“Is there a reason you came out to meet us?” Laurel asked as the two men let go of each other’s hands. “Other than for a breath of fresh air.”

“Maybe my ears needed a rest, too,” Fabian said. “You know how your grandma gets.”

“Oh, I do. And she has been very excited about this blind date. Which is why I was surprised she called and interrupted it.” Laurel looked at her father. “Do you have any idea what this is about?”

“Me?” Fabian shuffled his feet, suddenly finding the gravel beneath his feet very interesting.

“Yes, you,” Laurel said with a laugh, which brought a smile to her father’s lips.

“Now, that is a sound I have not heard for a while,” Fabian said.

“Dad…” Laurel pressed her lips together.

“Do I have your blind date to thank for making you happy?” Fabian placed a hand on Calvin’s shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze.

Her dad and grandma might be about to agree on something for the first time ever. And Calvin was that something. Or someone.

“I am not going to answer that question,” Laurel said as color flushed her cheeks.

“I think I have all the answers I need,” Fabian said with a wink.

“Okay, before this gets any more embarrassing, I should go and see what Grandma wants.” Laurel glanced at the house. “Are you coming?”

Fabian shook his head, not taking his eyes off Calvin. “You go on in. Maybe Calvin could come and look at my shed.”

“Your shed?” Laurel asked, her eyebrows raised. Suddenly understanding her father’s intentions, she let out a small chuckle. “Oh, I get it. You want to give Calvin ‘the dad talk.’”

“Something like that,” Fabian said with a grin. “I just need to make sure he’s good enough for my little moonbeam.”

“I’m not five, Dad,” she reminded him.

“No, but you will always be my little girl,” Fabian said. “And that means you will always be my little moonbeam.” He flashed a warning look at Calvin. “We just need to get that straight right here and now.”

“We’re straight.” Calvin had been standing silently, watching the exchange with amusement. But not in a patronizing way. No, his eyes were soft, warm, as if he was enjoying the banter between Laurel and her dad.

“Fine,” Laurel sighed, rolling her eyes playfully. “You two have fun.” With that, she turned and walked toward the house, leaving Calvin alone with her father.

As they disappeared into the shed, Laurel couldn’t help but feel a mix of curiosity and concern. She knew her father would be protective, but she also hoped that Calvin would prove himself worthy. After all, she felt an undeniable connection with him.

Turning away from them, she headed for the house, and her grandmother, with a hopeful heart.

She might have turned a corner in her disastrous relationships. She felt she could trust Calvin. Maybe enough to one day settle down and have the children her grandmother wanted so badly.

And, if she were honest, the children she wanted, too. With a man she could give her whole heart to.

If tonight had shown her anything, it was that miracles could happen. After all, her grandmother had set her up on a blind date with a non-fae.

“I’m here,” Laurel called as she climbed the porch and went inside the house.

“I can see that!” Her grandmother met her in the hallway. “But the question is, who are you here with?”

“My blind date?” Laurel said. Was her grandmother losing her marbles? “You know, the one you set me up with.”

“It certainly was a blind date,” her grandmother said. “One I was also blind to.”

“I don’t understand.” Laurel’s stomach churned at her grandmother’s enraged expression.

“Whoever that is out there with your father.” She sucked in a deep breath. “He is not Giovani!”

“Giovani?” Laurel repeated. “Are you telling me you set me up on a blind date with the last man in the world I ever want to see again?”

But she already knew the answer. And worse, it was obvious that she had once again been betrayed by a man. Calvin.


Chapter Seven – Calvin

As Calvin followed Fabian across the gravel courtyard, his shifter instincts screamed at him to turn back and run to Laurel. It was as if the thought was slowly consuming him, like a drumbeat inside his head.

So this was what it was like to have a mate. He’d never expected it to be so overwhelming.

But it was and in the most incredible way.

It would be more incredible if she knew what she was to us, his bear grumbled, unhappy at the growing distance between them.

One step at a time, Calvin said. And so he forced himself to put one foot in front of the other, no matter how hard it was.

Anyway, he needed to make a good impression on Fabian, who would one day be his father-in-law.

Calvin’s bear brightened up a little at that thought. Yes, one day they would look back on this night and laugh about the way they’d met. Perhaps as they drank champagne on their honeymoon, in a beautiful cabin in the mountains, where they could be alone. Making love beneath the stars.

Okay, back to the present, his bear told him.

“Right this way,” Fabian called over his shoulder, leading Calvin toward a shed tucked away behind a row of hedges.

Calvin hesitated for a moment as he eyed the building. “This your shed?”

“Yes,” Fabian said matter-of-factly as they stopped outside of the building.

Calvin eyed the ‘shed’ dubiously. It had to be the size of a barn.

Fabian chuckled as he took a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. “I have extended it over the years. And Laurel’s mom, Julia, doesn’t mind. She’d rather I kept my clutter, as she calls it, out here, rather than in the house. She understands that a man has to have space for his hobbies.”

“Agreed,” Calvin said, intrigued as to what hobbies took up so much space.

As Fabian swung open the shed door, Calvin’s jaw dropped. It wasn’t just a man cave, it was an entire cavern, complete with a mounted television, pool table, and even a small bar. The scent of aged whiskey mixed with the faint aroma of sawdust and motor oil filled the air, enveloping Calvin in an atmosphere that felt both comfortable and foreign.

We’d never fit anything like this in our apartment, his bear said with excitement.

Is this where you try to persuade me that we should move back to Wishing Moon Bay again? Calvin asked.

Do you need persuading? Since this is where our mate lives, his bear answered.

And he had a point. A really good point.

“Didn’t expect this, did you?” Fabian asked, a hint of pride in his voice as he held the door open for Calvin.

“Uh, no. Definitely not,” Calvin admitted, scanning the interior as he entered Fabian’s shed. “This is impressive.”

“Isn’t it?” Fabian grinned and walked over to the fridge, pulling out two cold beers. He popped the caps off with a satisfying hiss and handed one to Calvin. “That one’s alcohol free. I figured since you were driving…”

“Thanks,” Calvin said, accepting the beer. He took a long swig, trying to hide his nervousness.

“Cheers,” Fabian replied, clinking his bottle against Calvin’s. “Seat?”

“Sure.” Calvin sat down on one of the worn leather chairs. He could still sense Laurel. She was close, and he took comfort in that.

“Laurel’s special, isn’t she?” Fabian asked, seeming to read Calvin’s thoughts.

“Very,” Calvin agreed, forcing a smile. “I’ve never met anyone like her before.”

“Neither have I,” Fabian said, his voice heavy with emotion. “And I’d do anything to protect her.”

“Of course.” Calvin nodded, understanding the unspoken warning. Would he be able to convince Fabian that he was worthy of Laurel?

“Which is why I’m going to ask you straight, Calvin. Who are you, and why are you with my daughter?”

Fabian’s question was like a punch in the gut, and Calvin nearly sprayed his beer across the sofa as he fought for composure.

We’ve been rumbled, Calvin’s bear said.

“I…” Calvin was not going to lie to Fabian. And surely, he would understand when Calvin explained the situation.

“Did Giovani put you up to this?” Fabian asked.

“Who is Giovani?” Calvin croaked as he cleared his throat and wiped his hand across his mouth.

“Who is Giovani?” Fabian’s eyes narrow as he studied Calvin.

Calvin opened his mouth. “Yes? I don’t know who that is.”

Fabian watched him for a long moment. “Maybe we should start by clearing up the matter of why you are with my daughter. Because I know for a fact that you…” He looked Calvin up and down. “And I don’t mean to offend you, but you are not the kind of man my mother-in-law would ever choose for a date, blind or otherwise, for Laurel.”

“No offense taken,” Calvin said.

Come on, tell him, Calvin’s bear said.

I intend to, Calvin replied. Because if there was a time for honesty, this was it.

“It’s a funny story,” Calvin began.

“It might be to you, but this is my daughter’s happiness at stake,” Fabian said before taking a sip of his beer.

“And Laurel’s happiness is my prime concern, too,” Calvin said. “Trust me.”

“So, you are an old friend of Laurel’s?” Fabian asked.

“No, we just met tonight in The Lonely Tavern.” Calvin raked his hand through his hair. “I had just arrived back in town and gone to The Lonely Tavern to check the place out.”

“You’re from out of town?” Fabian asked suspiciously.

“No. Well. Yes. At least, I was born and raised here in Wishing Moon Bay, but I moved to the World Beyond for my job,” Calvin said. “I’m a data analyst.”

“Okay,” Fabian said and took a sip of his beer. “So why exactly are you on a date with my daughter?”

“I didn’t mean to deceive her,” Calvin began, running a hand through his tousled hair again. “When she walked into The Lonely Tavern and mistook me for her blind date, I went along with it.”

Fabian furrowed his brow, concern etched into his features. “You didn’t think you should set her straight?”

Calvin hesitated, staring at the worn wooden floor beneath his feet, as he struggled to find the right words. “I should have. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her.”

Fabian let out a long, knowing breath. “She’s your mate, isn’t she? I’ve worked with enough shifters to know that look.”

Relief flooded through Calvin as he nodded. “Yes,” he admitted, glad the truth was out there. “I couldn’t bear the thought of her going on a date with someone else. And besides,” he added, trying to justify his actions, “her real blind date never showed up.”

“Oh, he was there. But somehow, he got himself locked in the restroom.” Fabian wrinkled his nose. “And there was some kind of…explosion. A messy one.”

“Explosion.” Calvin thought back to the tavern and the banging pipes.

“You know…” Fabian inched forward and sat on the edge of his set. “I have heard stories about that place.”

“The Lonely Tavern?” Calvin drank his beer, relieved that Fabian seemed less inclined to string him up for lying to his daughter.

“Yes. I never really believed them, but I heard it likes to…well, pair people together,” Fabian said with a wry grin. “And maybe it knew that you and Laurel were meant to be together.”

“And the tavern locked this Giovani in the restroom?” Calvin wondered how many beers Fabian had drunk already that evening.

“Exactly!” Fabian shook his head. “It might sound crazy, but this is Wishing Moon Bay. Although, no one knows where the tavern and that cooky witch Morwenna came from, there is definitely a pattern of people walking in single and walking out with their happy ever after.”

“Where the tavern came from?” Calvin asked, leaning back in his chair. His anxiety from earlier was suddenly replaced with curiosity about this strange establishment.

“Yes. It just appeared one day, squeezed itself into a space between the buildings down that little alleyway.” Fabian’s eyes narrowed. “You did notice it looks out of place.”

“Sure.” But Calvin’s logical brain refused to believe that the tavern just appeared there. It was impossible.

“Anyway, the thing is, it did you a favor. And I think it did Laurel a favor as well,” Fabian said. “I mean when I learned that Laurel’s grandmother had tried to set her up with Giovani after what happened.” He stopped talking and studied Calvin. “You don’t know what happened, do you?”

“No,” Calvin said.

“Okay. Well, it’s not my story to tell,” Fabian said. “You need to hear it from Laurel.”

Calvin straightened up in his seat and stared toward the door. “She’s coming this way.”

“Oh, shifter senses,” Fabian crowed. “What I wouldn’t give to have those. I could sneak out of the house and come to my shed whenever my mother-in-law decided to pay us a surprise visit.”

Calvin stood up as Laurel reached the shed and pulled the door open. He did not need his shifter senses to see she was not in a good mood.

And neither did Fabian. “I’m going to give you two some alone time.” With that Fabian headed for the door. But as he passed Laurel, he murmured something that someone without shifter hearing would have missed. “Take it easy on him.”

Laurel folded her arms across her body as her dad left her alone with Calvin. But she did not speak until Fabian had closed the door. “Explain yourself, Calvin,” Laurel demanded, her voice trembling slightly. “If that’s really your name.”

“It is,” he said, stepping toward her.

But she took a step back. “Why did you lie about being my blind date?”

Calvin shifted nervously. “I didn’t exactly lie, Laurel,” he replied, trying to remain calm despite the growing knot in his stomach. “I didn’t really have time to tell you at first…”

“Really?” Laurel arched a delicate eyebrow. Her skepticism was evident in her expression. “Then what do you call it? Because it certainly feels like deception from where I’m standing.”

“Let me explain,” Calvin pleaded.

But she was resolute. “You’ve had plenty of time to explain yourself. But you chose not to,” she said, her tone cutting like a razor. She moved toward the door of the shed, opening it wide, revealing the moonlit night outside. “You should go.”

Calvin was rooted to the spot. “Laurel, please,” he whispered, desperation clawing at his throat. “Just give me a chance to make things right.”

She turned her back on him, her voice barely audible. “Goodbye, Calvin.”

As she stalked off toward the house, Calvin could only stand and watch.

No, that wasn’t true. He could go after her, make her understand his reasons for not telling her about the blind date mix-up.

However, as he stepped forward, ready to pursue his mate, Fabian reappeared in the doorway. “I know you want to go after her,” he said. “But believe me, you need to give her space and time to think things over.”

“But I need to explain,” Calvin replied, ready to fight his way to his mate if necessary.

“Calvin, listen to me.” Fabian put his hand on the bear shifter’s shoulder. “Laurel has just come out of a bad relationship. A pretty damn bad one. She was betrayed and her heart broken. If you go after her now, it might ruin everything, even though you have the best intentions.”

“So, what? You want me to leave? Leave my mate when she’s upset?” Calvin asked.

“If you truly care for her, then that is exactly what you need to do,” Fabian said. “But don’t worry, I’m on your side.”

“You are?” Calvin asked warily.

“Yes. I saw how happy she was when she arrived with you. I wasn’t joking when I said it was the first time I’ve heard her laugh for a long while.” Fabian pressed his lips together as he fought to control his emotions. “I want the best for Laurel. I want her to find love and be happy, and if you are her mate, then that means you are the person who can make that all come true.”

Calvin nodded. “We want the same thing.”

“So go. And let me talk to her,” Fabian said gently as he squeezed Calvin’s shoulder. “Believe me, she just needs time to calm down and think things through. Her confidence took a real hit.”

“Okay.” Calvin nodded, even though leaving was the last thing he wanted to do.

Fabian gave him a comforting smile before stepping out of the way.

Calvin gritted his teeth as he walked away from the shed, each step feeling like a mile. The gravel crunched under his feet, the sound grating against his nerves. He could feel the turmoil within himself as his bear moaned mournfully in his mind, urging him to turn back and protect Laurel.

Fabian will take care of her, Calvin told his bear, forcing himself to believe it, too.

His car loomed before him, a symbol of the distance about to be put between him and his mate. Gripping the door handle, he yanked the door open. As he slid into the driver’s seat, the scent of Laurel still lingered on the fabric, a bittersweet reminder of their connection.

Of his loss.

With a deep breath, he started the engine, the roar echoing through the night air. As he drove away from the house, it was as if he were leaving a part of himself behind. And he would never be whole again until she was back in his arms.

Despite all the thoughts racing through his mind, he knew that there was only one place for him to go now.

The journey to Uncle Stan’s house was a blur as he drove on autopilot. So, when Calvin pulled up to Uncle Stan’s house, he could not recall the twists and turns in the road, only the ache in his heart as his connection to Laurel stretched out.

He was afraid it might break. That he might be left believing none of it was real.

But it was real. She was real, and now that he’d met her, he would never forget her. No matter what.

As he got out of the car, the soft glow emanated from a window, casting a warm welcoming light onto the porch. Uncle Stan hadn’t gone to bed yet, despite the late hour.

Relief washed over him; he needed to talk things through with his uncle. Maybe over a glass of whiskey or two. Or maybe it would take three to numb the pain.

As he climbed the porch steps, the floorboards creaked under his weight. However, as he unlocked the door and stepped inside, Calvin was immediately greeted by the sound of Uncle Stan’s thunderous snores.

“Uncle Stan?” he called out softly, but the older man didn’t stir.

There on the sofa lay Uncle Stan, a small happy smile on his lips.

A fond smile tugged at the corners of Calvin’s mouth as Calvin reached for a blanket draped over the back of the sofa and gently spread it over his snoring uncle. He would talk to Uncle Stan tomorrow.

For tomorrow was another day.


Chapter Eight – Laurel

Laurel lay in bed, staring up at the cracked plaster of her bedroom ceiling. The same cracked plaster she’d stared at when she was a small girl.

Not that she had lived with her parents her whole life. No, she’d moved into her own apartment years ago. Then she’d moved in with Giovani.

But when that relationship came to its disastrous conclusion, she’d moved back home to her old familiar room. With its old familiar crack above her bed.

Only this morning, as the first rays of dawn crept in the rough window, annoyingly, when she looked at the crack, all she could picture was Calvin’s face.

His chiseled jaw and full lips. And those dark eyes that caressed her body like a lover’s touch.

“Urgh!” she muttered, thumping her fists down into the mattress.

She didn’t need this. The memory of one betrayal was already haunting her, and she couldn’t handle another. But Calvin’s presence stayed with her, tormenting her mind.

Laurel sighed heavily, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and stood up.

With a satisfying stretch, she lifted her arms above her head and arched her back, feeling the tension release. She then picked out a yellow sundress from her closet, one that always seemed to lift her spirits with its floral pattern and flowing fabric.

As she padded along the hallway and down the stairs, she could hear the familiar sounds of her dad tinkering around in the kitchen. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee hung heavy in the air as Laurel entered the kitchen.

“Morning!” Her dad turned around from where he stood over the stove, a steaming mug of coffee in his hand.

“You’re up early,” she said, taking the cup from him with a grateful smile. Her father’s eyes, a piercing blue, so much like her own, crinkled at the corners as he looked back at her.

“Same could be said about you,” he answered, raising an eyebrow. “Couldn’t sleep?”

Laurel hesitated, her fingers tightening around the warm ceramic. She didn’t want to admit how much Calvin had been on her mind—it was ridiculous, really. They barely knew each other, yet she felt this inexplicable pull toward him. Shaking her head, she forced a carefree laugh. “Just excited about the day, that’s all.”

“Excited about the day. Of course.” Her dad nodded, his gaze lingering on her for a moment longer before he turned back to the stove.

“And what does that mean?” Laurel asked as she took her first sip of coffee.

“Nothing,” Fabian said as he poured the batter into the pan.

“Oh, don’t say you fell for Calvin’s charms, too,” Laurel said.

“So you did fall for him?” Fabian swung around, spatula in hand.

“Urgh! I walked right into that one, didn’t I?” Laurel said with a roll of her eyes.

“Oh, come on, don’t be like that,” Fabian said. “There’s nothing wrong with admitting you fell for the guy.”

“But there is something wrong with pretending to be someone you are not,” Laurel replied hotly.

“Now…” With a flick of his wrist, Fabian expertly flipped the pancake in the pan, revealing a perfectly golden-brown underside. “Don’t let past experience spoil your future,” he said as he returned to their conversation.

The steam from the coffee swirled in front of Laurel’s face, carrying with it the comforting aroma of roasted beans, as she took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts. “You think I overreacted,” she said, not that she needed to ask.

“Yes,” Fabian replied, his usually warm eyes now tinged with concern. “And I think you know why.” With practiced ease, he expertly flipped the pancakes onto a plate and then set them down on the table.

Laurel’s gaze lingered on the golden-brown circles, her mouth watering despite the turmoil inside her. She reached for the syrup, pouring it generously over the stack before cutting into the soft layers with her fork. Beside her, Fabian did the same, and for a moment, they ate in silence, the familiar taste of her dad’s pancakes soothing some of the tension that had been building within her.

“I was mostly angry because Grandma tried to set me up on a blind date with Giovani. I mean, who tries to set someone up on a blind date with their ex?” Laurel finally confessed between bites, feeling the words catch in her throat. Fabian nodded, causing her to narrow her pale eyes at him. “You knew?” she asked, a twinge of betrayal coloring her voice.

“Your grandma let it slip when Giovani didn’t answer his phone,” Fabian admitted, setting his fork down and meeting her gaze.

“That’s why you came outside to meet us,” Laurel said as the pieces seemed to slot into place, then shook her head.

“I was going to give Giovani a piece of my mind,” Fabian admitted. “And if you’d fallen for him again, I was going to arrange for you to be locked in a tower until you came to your senses.”

“Oh, Dad.” She got up from her seat, went around the table and wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her head on his shoulder. “I appreciate the thought.”

“You are welcome,” Fabian said as he patted her hand. “But as it turns out, fate had other ideas for you, anyway.”

“Fate?” Laurel straightened up and went back to her plate of pancakes. “Since when did you believe in fate?”

“Since I met your mother,” Fabian said with a wry smile.

“And you never mentioned that before?” Laurel asked.

“Well, I guess I never believed fate could really bring two people together until I heard how you met Calvin at The Lonely Tavern. I mean, we’ve all heard stories of that place…”

“You think the tavern wanted me to meet Calvin?” Laurel asked with a skeptical expression.

“And you don’t?” Fabian asked as he took a mouthful of pancakes.

“It was a coincidence.” Laurel waved her fork.

“No.” Fabian waved his fork back at Laurel. “Coincidence did not shut Giovani in the restroom.”

“The tavern did, of course,” Laurel scoffed.

“Mock me if you want,” Fabian began. “But don’t you think you owe it to yourself and to Calvin to see if there truly is something between you both?”

Laurel did not need to see if there was. She could feel it in her bones. In her soul.

“I am going into town today for a meeting,” she said. “I suppose I could leave here earlier and see if I can find out where Calvin is staying and try to meet up with him.”

“There you go,” Fabian said, cracking a smile.

“I’m not promising anything will come of it,” Laurel insisted.

“I’m not asking you to,” Fabian said. “But I am asking you to think about how you felt last night. When you came back here, you looked so happy. As if you were…”

“I was what?” Laurel asked.

“You again,” Fabian said as his eyes misted with tears.

“Oh, Dad.” She sighed as the weight of the last couple of months settled on her shoulders.

“What Giovani did to you was unforgivable.” He pressed his lips together. “And I am going to make sure your grandma knows Giovani is not welcome here. Not ever.”

“Thanks for watching out for me, Dad,” Laurel said.

Fabian’s voice wobbled with emotion as he said, “It’s part of being your dad. And I take that role very seriously.” He waved his fork in the air, specks of syrup glistening as they fell back onto his plate. “Now eat your pancakes, Laurel.”

“Yes, Dad.” Laurel smiled as she ate the rest of her pancakes and washed them down with a second cup of coffee.

“Are you really going to tell Grandma that Giovani is never to darken our doorway again?” she asked, a hint of mischief playing on her lips.

“Indeed, I am,” Fabian replied, chuckling. “If you don’t see me again, go down to the pool on the edge of the hay meadow. There’s a small pond there where she puts all the people she’s turned into toads.”

“Dad, she’s not that bad.” Laurel giggled.

“Just remember,” Fabian said, his face deadpan.

“Don’t worry. I’ll come fish you out and make her change you back.” Laurel stood up from the table and went around to her dad, hugging him again. “Thank you for being you.”

“I don’t know how to be anyone else,” Fabian said as he hugged her back.

“And that is what makes you so special.” She pulled away from him and cleared the table, turning on the faucet as she piled everything into the sink.

As she began washing dishes, she hummed softly to herself. Her dad was right. She was happier.

Last night with Calvin had been magical. Why would she throw it all away without at least giving him the chance to explain his actions?

Once the kitchen was clean, Laurel headed upstairs to get ready for the day.

She lightly brushed a coat of pink lipstick onto her lips before securing her hair with two butterfly clips, their shimmering iridescent wings catching the sunlight streaming through the window.

Pausing before the mirror, Laurel twirled around, watching the reflection of her simple sundress dance along with her movements. She felt lighter, as if the weight of her worries had been lifted by the gentle touch of happiness.

Or the gentle touch of Calvin’s strong hands.

With one last glance in the mirror, Laurel headed back downstairs and stepped out into the sunshine.

Where reality suddenly hit.

She’d left her car in town last night.

So, what was she to do? Walk?

Laurel glanced down at her dress and shoes. She’d have to change into something more practical. But as she straightened up, the sound of a rumbling truck caught her attention. She looked up to the road that led from the mountains, past their house where it joined the more established roads. She could recognize that rickety truck from a mile away, with its truck bed stacked with sweet smelling crates.

Clutching her purse, she ran down the drive toward the road, just in time to hail the truck before it passed by. “Nyara!” She waved her hand at the berry farmer. She came down from her farm in the mountains a couple of times a week to deliver berries to The Lonely Tavern, which was the place where she had met her orc husband, Kengar…

Fabian’s comments about the tavern came back to her. Maybe he was onto something.

The truck came to a stop on the side of the road, and Nyara looked out through the open window. “Hello, Laurel. Everything okay?”

“I’m kind of stranded,” Laurel admitted. “I left my car in town last night and I have an appointment in a couple of hours.”

“Climb in.” Nyara grabbed a sheaf of papers from the passenger seat and shoved them in the glove compartment. “I’m taking these berries to The Lonely Tavern. I can drop you there or somewhere else. Whatever you need.”

“Thanks,” Laurel said. “The Lonely Tavern would be perfect.”

Nyara patted the door of her old weathered pickup with a warm smile on her face. “Hop in,” she called to Laurel, gesturing toward the passenger seat.

Laurel climbed into the truck, gathering her skirt around her as she settled into the seat and buckled her seatbelt.

Thoughts of last night and how Calvin had reached across to buckle the seatbelt in his car flooded back to her. Along with the sensation of having him near.

Laurel bit her bottom lip and stared out of the window as her stomach fluttered at the thought of him.

Her dad was right. She could not throw away their potential relationship without at least talking to him.

In truth, she knew she’d overreacted.

Did that mean he might not want to talk to her? Calvin may have concluded that she was over-sensitive and too easily upset.

Great. She’d allowed Giovani to ruin her life once more.

No. There was a chance she could salvage her relationship with Calvin. After the way he looked at her, surely, he’d give her a chance to explain.

As they drove through the picturesque small town, Nyara cast a sidelong glance at Laurel, her eyes filled with curiosity. “You look positively glowing,” she commented.

“I do?” Laurel responded, pressing her hands to her warm cheeks.

“You do. It’s good to see.” Nyara paused for a moment before continuing, “Is there a new man in your life?” She quickly added, “Not that you need a man to be happy. Or glowing.”

“There might be,” Laurel admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Oh, do tell!” Nyara exclaimed, as they approached the heart of the town.

“There’s not much to tell,” Laurel confessed, her fingers nervously fidgeting in her lap. “We’ve only just met.”

“Sometimes all it takes is one look, one smile, one touch,” Nyara said sagely as she parked the truck outside The Lonely Tavern and turned off the engine.

“Do you believe in love at first sight?” Laurel asked. “Is that what you felt with Kengar?”

Nyara shook her head. “No. But then I was closed off from even the idea of love when I met my big hunk of an orc.”

“But you changed,” Laurel said.

“I changed. Or he changed me,” Nyara said. “I mean, he was very hard to ignore. He’s just too...big. And he was living in my house, of course. We couldn’t really avoid each other if we tried.”

“Thanks for the ride, Nyara,” Laurel said as she opened the truck door. “Can I help you with the boxes in the back?”

“I can manage,” Nyara insisted. “I’d hate for you to get your pretty dress dirty.”

“No, I’d like to help,” Laurel said. “And I was planning on visiting The Lonely Tavern, anyway.”

Laurel and Nyara exited the truck, walked around to the bed, and began unloading the berry-filled boxes.

“You were?” Nyara asked, intrigued.

“Yes.” Laurel had decided to trust in fate. And fate had brought her back here to the tavern where it had all begun.

Together, they carried the boxes into the dimly lit tavern. Laurel’s eyes settled on the host stand near the entrance. Don’t forget to bear your heart today.

Someone needed to learn to spell.


Chapter Nine – Calvin

Water cascaded down Calvin’s back, the droplets carrying away the traces of soap…and a sleepless night. Visions of Laurel had haunted his dreams, leaving him restless. As dawn crept over the mountains, he’d stared at the ceiling, trying to figure out his next move.

Don’t overthink it, his bear told him.

But I need to get it right, Calvin said as he towel-dried his body. If I blow our next meeting, then I might not get another chance.

Trust in fate, his bear said. Rather than trusting in that big brain of yours.

What’s that supposed to mean? Calvin asked as he rubbed his hair dry and headed to the closet in the spare bedroom where he kept a couple of changes of clothes ready for when he visited.

It means you need to act on instinct, his bear said.

That was going to be tough. Calvin’s job, no, his entire world, was involved in dealing with the tangible, with facts and figures. Letting go of that would be tough.

You can do it, his bear said.

We have to find her first, Calvin said. Maybe I should go to her house.

Or maybe you should trust that fate will bring us together again, just as fate brought us together last night, his bear said.

You and fate, Calvin huffed as he pulled on some comfortable jeans and a plain T-shirt. He then padded barefoot down the wooden staircase.

The house was silent save for the soft creaks of aged timber beneath his feet, and the steady snores from Uncle Stan.

A peek inside the living room confirmed Uncle Stan was still sound asleep on the sofa. Maybe the smell of coffee would stir him from his slumber.

Calvin tiptoed to the kitchen, where he moved with quiet efficiency, filling the coffeepot with water and measuring out grounds with a practiced hand. While a rich aroma filled the room, Calvin opened the back door and looked out at the distant mountains. There wasn’t a landscape like it anywhere else. How had he left all this behind?

He followed the crags and ridges down to the foothills, searching for Laurel’s parents’ house as he tried to pinpoint her exact location.

But she was too far away. With a sigh, he closed the door and poured two cups of strong black coffee, placing them on a tray along with a couple of slices of toast and jam, his uncle’s favorite breakfast.

Careful not to let the cups clatter or the coffee spill, Calvin carried the tray into the living room and set it down on the table next to Uncle Stan. A smile crossed Calvin’s face as his uncle’s nose twitched, as if he could smell the coffee through his dreams.

Cup in hand, Calvin approached Uncle Stan, who was a tangle of limbs on the sofa, his snores tapering into whimpers as the smell of fresh coffee pulled him back to consciousness. As Calvin stood there, the older man’s eyelids fluttered open, revealing bleary eyes that squinted against the intrusion of daylight through the half-drawn drapes.

“Calvin…ah, just what I need,” Uncle Stan groaned, his voice gravelly as he sat up with some effort, his face lined with the excesses of the previous night.

“You look as if you had a good time last night,” Calvin said as he stepped back and waited for his uncle to steady himself.

“It was amazing. The tavern was rocking,” he said, taking the offered cup with a grimace that morphed into gratitude upon the first sip. “But when did you get here?”

“Last night. I must have missed you at The Lonely Tavern.” Calvin leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “And when I got in, you were asleep on the sofa, with the biggest smile on your face.”

“Oh, now I recall,” Uncle Stan murmured, memories unspooling behind his bleary gaze. “The tavern, the band, the music, the beer.” He sipped his coffee again and then held up the cup. “I might need a gallon of this.”

Calvin watched as his uncle attempted to reclaim himself from the clutches of the sofa. He failed, slumping back against the soft pillows in defeat. “There’s plenty more if you need it. But maybe have some toast first.”

“Thanks, my boy,” Uncle Stan said with a wry smile. “Just what I need.”

Crunching noisily, Uncle Stan devoured his toast like a man who hadn’t eaten for weeks. Crumbs clung to the corners of his mouth as he munched on, his eyes unfocused and oblivious to the world around him.

Calvin sat across from him, sipping his coffee, lost in thoughts of Laurel’s image that insisted on slipping into his mind. Her white hair shimmering like moonlight against her pale skin. And her lips. Lips he longed to kiss. Skin he longed to caress.

He took a sip of his coffee and nearly choked as it went down the wrong way. Covering his mouth, he coughed until he’d cleared his throat. What was he going to do?

He wanted to tell his uncle about finding his mate, and that mess he’d made of it. Maybe he could give some sage advice.

Oh, no, his bear said with a rueful shake of his head. We all know how that would turn out.

We do, Calvin agreed. Badly.

Uncle Stan would dash in headlong, without thinking, in an attempt to fix a problem he wasn’t even involved with. And probably make things ten times worse.

If that were possible, his bear said dryly.

Oh, knowing Uncle Stan, I’m sure it could.

No, Calvin wanted to resolve the situation himself without any unnecessary meddling.

As Uncle Stan swallowed the last bite of toast, he drained the last sip from his first cup of coffee. Wiping his mouth, he focused his heavy-lidded eyes on Calvin, a hint of curiosity behind their drowsiness. “So…why are you here? Not that I’m not glad to see you,” he asked gruffly, ruffling his unkempt hair. “Because I didn’t know you were coming, did I?”

Calvin chuckled, his gaze steady on his uncle.

The older man blinked, momentarily thrown off by the response. “I did?”

“No. I came after the text you sent me,” Calvin explained patiently, his hands cradling his coffee cup.

“Text?” Uncle Stan’s face turned sheepish, a memory tugging at the edge of his consciousness.

“You don’t remember?” Calvin prompted, raising an eyebrow.

“Not really.” His uncle searched for his phone in his pockets and then between the cushions of the sofa, clearly struggling to recall the message in question.

“About Damien and his engagement?” Calvin reminded him.

“Engagement.” Uncle Stan scratched his head, still unable to find his phone.

“Yes.” Calvin dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I’ll show you the text.”

“It’s all right,” Uncle Stan advised as he clutched his head and finally fought free of the sofa and to his feet. “Maybe you should go and talk to Damien yourself.”

“Is he okay?” Calvin asked, his concern for his friend mounting.

“Go find him, Calvin,” Uncle Stan said as he walked to the kitchen as if he were walking on eggshells.

We should do as Uncle Stan says, Calvin’s bear advised.

I guess it’s the only way we’re going to find out what’s going on, Calvin said. Since I’m not sure that Uncle Stan is a reliable witness this morning.

He certainly seemed to have overdosed on whatever fae magic was in the air last night, Calvin’s bear agreed with a grumble.

“Is there anything you need before I go out?” Calvin asked his uncle as he followed him to the kitchen.

“A new head.” Uncle Stan pressed his fingers to his temples.

“Have some more coffee and then go take a shower. I’m sure you’ll feel better then,” Calvin suggested.

“Coffee. Shower.” Uncle Stan nodded, wincing immediately after the movement.

“I’ll see you later,” Calvin said. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Will do.” Uncle Stan waved his hand vaguely in the air and then reached for the coffeepot.

He’ll be fine, Calvin’s bear assured him as Calvin reached for his car keys, which he had left on the shelf by the door.

I know. Calvin’s fingers closed around the cold metal of his car keys, their jagged edges pressing into his palm as he held them tight before he opened the front door and strode toward the car. I can’t help but wonder why he’s being so evasive about Damien. Surely, he can remember sending that text to me last night. And if he can’t, I’m worried about what else he might have forgotten.

But then thoughts of Uncle Stan and Damien were pushed aside as he cast a longing glance toward the distant mountains. For the hundredth time that morning, he wished he could sense his mate.

Shaking off his frustration, he unlocked his sleek black sedan and slid into the driver’s seat. He needed to focus on Damien first. After all, that was the reason he was here in Wishing Moon Bay.

His bear grunted as he settled down to sleep.

You have something to say? Calvin asked.

We might have come here because of the text Uncle Stan sent about Damien. But maybe the reason we are here is that fate decided it was the right time to meet our mate, his bear answered.

Well, in that case, it’s a pity fate took so long to make that decision. Calvin clenched his jaw. When he’d turned forty, he’d almost lost hope that he’d ever meet his mate. He’d become resigned to the fact it was just not going to happen for him.

But you were wrong, his bear said as he closed his eyes.

I don’t want to count my chickens before they’ve hatched, Calvin said. Until he smoothed things out with Laurel, lifelong bachelorhood loomed like storm clouds over the mountains.

Damien, he reminded himself as he got into his car and turned the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life as Calvin drove toward Damien’s place, hoping to find some answers. However, as he neared Wishing Moon Bay, a sudden surge of energy tickled his senses. It was faint, but unmistakable—Laurel.

He had no choice. He had to abandon his quest to find Damien and follow his heart. And hope it didn’t get crushed to dust.

Calvin hastily parked his car and hurried through the streets. The town was alive with the bustling of people starting their day; the air was filled with delicious scents as bakeries were finishing their first batches of bread and pastries. But all Calvin could focus on was the pull that led him through the streets of town and back to The Lonely Tavern.

He shook his head. Of course, this would be where he’d find her again.

As he approached, the door creaked open, as if inviting him in. Calvin hesitated for a moment, taking in the dimly lit interior, knowing deep down that his mate was inside.

Get in there. His bear growled impatiently within him, urging him forward.

With a deep breath, he stepped through the doorway and scanned the room.

The tavern was much quieter now compared to last night. Practically subdued, as if the whole building was nursing the same hangover as his uncle had been - the lights seemed dimmer, the few people in there talked in only a low murmur, and the floating broom, along with a feather duster, were just slowly sweeping on and around the same table over and over, as if pretending to work. There was a faint, musty aroma, and the air was a little stuffy.

But there she was, perched at the bar, unmistakable in a bright dress.

“Laurel,” he breathed, his voice barely audible over the low hum of conversation in the tavern.

Her head snapped in his direction, and a half smile spread across her lips as she recognized him.

Calvin’s chest tightened with relief, and his bear rumbled contentedly.

This is going to be okay, his bear insisted.

“Calvin,” she greeted, her smile warming. “What brings you here?”

That’s good, his bear said.

Very good. Calvin strode toward the bar. His first instinct was to wrap his arms around her and pull her close before kissing her senseless.

“I…” Calvin stuttered. Then he took a deep breath. “I was hoping to find you. And that you would give me a chance to explain.”

“I think we both have some explaining to do,” Laurel admitted, then she held up her hand and caught Flint’s eye. “Two more, please.”

“Coming right up,” the bartender said and reached for two glasses.

“Don’t worry,” Laurel said, as if everything was all right between them. “It’s a mocktail.”

“Ah.” Right now, Calvin would order champagne, no matter what time of day.

For his worries had been for nothing.

I told you to trust in fate, his bear said.

And my instincts, Calvin added.

But at that moment, Calvin also believed in love. For that was what filled his heart.


Chapter Ten – Laurel

Laurel couldn’t suppress her grin as she gazed at Calvin, who sat next to her at the bar. Fate seemed to have intervened once more, to ensure their paths crossed. “Cheers!” she exclaimed, raising her glass with a playful tilt of her head.

“Cheers.” Calvin’s voice was warm as he clinked his glass against hers.

She savored a sip of her drink before covering her mouth as bubbles tickled her nose. “So, you came here to find me, huh? You must think I spend all my time at this bar.”

Calvin looked mortified as he shook his head. “No, not at all. I was just passing,” Calvin replied, a little more casual, though his eyes held something deeper.

“And you wanted a drink?” Laurel arched an eyebrow. “At this time in the morning?”

“No!” Calvin shook his head vigorously, placing his mocktail on the bar. “I...”

“Go on,” Laurel urged, amused by Calvin’s response.

“Like I said, there’s something I need to tell you,” Calvin admitted, his words heavy with meaning.

“Okay,” Laurel nodded, suddenly a little nervous at his serious expression.

“Here goes.” Calvin reached for her hand.

Laurel’s heart stalled for a moment—was he about to propose? A part of her relished the idea, especially when heat spread out across her skin as his strong fingers curled around her hand.

This was bad, right? There was whirlwind, but this was something else entirely.

“Oh, my!” she gasped, covering her mouth with her other hand. “Are you?” she whispered.

“Yes,” he replied solemnly.

“Going to propose?” As soon as the words left her mouth, his expression changed to one of shock.

“Do you want me to propose?” he asked as he recovered his composure.

“I’m sorry.” Her hand fluttered to her forehead. “I think I’ve gotten lost here somewhere. What did you want to tell me?”

“That I am a bear shifter,” Calvin said.

“Ahhh.” This made far more sense. “And are we?” She pointed at him and then at herself, her eyes searching his for confirmation in the hope she hadn’t gotten this wrong, too.

“Yes.” He nodded with relief.

“And that is why last night...” she began, as the pieces slotted into place.

“Why I could not bear the thought of you going on a blind date, to any other kind of date with anyone but me,” he finished, smiling a little awkwardly. Laurel found it endearing, though.

Laurel paused as she allowed the weight of Calvin’s words to sink in. “So we are mates?” she asked hesitantly, needing to be sure.

Calvin nodded as a warm smile played across his lips. “We are.” He let out a breath, as if a weight had been lifted from his chest.

“Wow.” Laurel looked down at her mocktail, her hands trembling slightly. The ice cubes clinked against the glass like tiny chimes. “I think I might need something a little stronger.”

“Oh.” Calvin pressed his lips together, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his face.

“Oh, no,” Laurel quickly reassured him, and smiled brightly. “Not because I don’t want...to be your mate. It’s just a shock…it’s probably even more serious than if you had proposed.” She ducked her head, trying to hide the blush that spread across her pale cheeks.

“Yeah,” his voice was thick with emotion. “And it was a shock for me, too. I came to Wishing Moon Bay to check in on my best friend. Not to meet my mate.”

Laurel giggled, the sound like silver bells, and took a sip of her drink. “Sorry that I interrupted.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he insisted quickly.

“I know. So, what did you mean?” She tilted her head to one side, studying his profile, wishing she could hear his thoughts.

“I meant I came to Wishing Moon Bay to catch up with a friend. But meeting you…” He smiled at her. “Meeting you was… Is, the best thing that has happened to me.”

“Wow, that is a lot of pressure,” she blew air out through her cheeks. “I don’t think I have ever been the best thing for anyone.”

“Well, take it from me, you are.” He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, and she trembled.

In a good way.

How could she not have known they were mates? It all seemed so obvious now, the way he looked at her. The way those looks made her stomach flip, and the world seem more vivid, more alive. It explained how everything had just happened so quickly.

And her father must have seen it!

No wonder he invited Calvin into his shed. To protect him from her grandma!

“Tell me,” she began. “You said that you were not going to let anyone else go on a date with me.”

“Correct.” He nodded.

“So, what happened to Giovani?” Had Calvin been responsible for her true blind date ending up in the exploding restroom? Not that she would have rather it happened any other way.

“Giovani?” Calvin asked.

“He’s the guy I was supposed to be meeting here last night. The one my grandma fixed me up with,” Laurel said. “Tall, thin, long white braided hair?”

“Yes, your dad mentioned him,” Calvin said.

“Of course he did.” She shook her head. “Remember the banging pipes?”

“I do,” he replied.

“Well, it was Giovani who was in the restroom when…” She raised her hand and made a sound that was meant to sound like an explosion.

“Oh.” Calvin leaned back and wrinkled his face. “That was nothing to do with me, honestly.”

“Well, if it wasn’t you, then who?” Laurel glanced around the dim interior of the tavern. Then she leaned closer to him. “Do you think it was this place?”

“This place?” Calvin asked.

“Yes. It does have a reputation.” She nodded.

“A reputation?” Calvin turned to scan the other people in the tavern.

“Oh, not that kind of reputation. It has a reputation for bringing people together. Like us.” She shook her head. “I kind of thought it was just a story. But now that we have met here twice, and we’re mates…I am a believer.”

“I’m sure it’s simply coincidence,” Calvin said. “We met last night by chance and then this morning… Why are you here, anyway?”

“I came here looking for you, of course,” she said with a chuckle. “My dad said I owed you an explanation about why I got so upset last night…and I figured I also owed you an apology for the way I overreacted.”

“You did?” he asked, his eyes bright with hope.

“Anyway, I’d left my car in town…for reasons.” Her cheeks flamed red as she recalled how she hadn’t wanted last night to end. She truly had fallen for him. Love at first sight.

“For reasons?” He arched an eyebrow.

“Yeah, some strange man I met in a bar drove me home.” She playfully poked his chest with her finger. Boy, were his muscles hard. “Anyway, I managed to get a ride with Nyara. She grows berries in the mountains…”

“I know where,” Calvin said, clearly wanting to hear what she had to say.

“Right. So, she brought her berries here. And I figured that since I did not know where you live, or anything other than your first name and that you are a data analyst, this was a good place to start…” She took a breath. “I had just ordered a drink when you walked in.”

“And you think the tavern is responsible?” Calvin asked.

“Is it any stranger than you thinking it’s fate?” Laurel asked. “I mean, you do believe in fate, don’t you?”

“How can I not when I have met my fated mate?” Calvin asked.

“Good. So maybe The Lonely Tavern is like a personification of fate.” Laurel smiled at the mix of concern and confusion on Calvin’s face. “Okay. Tell me about this friend of yours.”

“Not just any friend.” Calvin nodded and sipped his drink. “He’s my best friend. And he’s been my best friend since we met at kindergarten.”

“Ah, cute.” Laurel could not imagine this big broad-chested bear shifter as a little kid.

“Anyway, my uncle sent me a text yesterday telling me he is having an engagement party,” Calvin said.

“And that’s why you came back to town?” Laurel asked.

“Kind of,” Calvin began.

“Kind of?” Laurel leaned closer. “Don’t you approve of the woman he’s engaged to?”

“That’s just the thing. I don’t know who she is.” Calvin leaned back on his stool.

“So you came to meet her,” Laurel said.

“Well, yes. But more, I came to find out who she is and why he never told me about her.” Calvin’s jaw tensed. “I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

“Oh, you’re worried he’s got himself a gold digger?” Laurel asked. “Or a toxic fiancée?”

“Now that you put it like that…” He tapped his fingers on his glass.

“No, it’s good that he’s got you looking out for him.” She finished her drink and set it down on the bar. “So, go.”

“I can stay a while longer,” he said.

“I’d like that.” She leaned in closer to him. “I’d like that a lot. But I have somewhere to be.” She kissed his cheek, and his eyes widened in shock before he placed his fingers on the exact spot her lips had touched his skin. “We can meet up later.” She inched away from him, wondering if she’d moved too fast.

“I’d like that.” He reached up and cupped her face in his hand, a smile on his lips that dared her to kiss him.

But she inched away. Being around him was intoxicating. However, she needed to take a breath and let the enormity of the situation sink in.

He was her mate. Fate had decided that they were destined to be together. Forever.

Was that what she wanted? After the disaster that was Giovani, she’d moved back in with her parents, determined to put her career first.

Then a sudden realization washed over her. What if Calvin expected her to give up her fledgling career? What little there was of it.

What if he expected her to drop everything and simply become a wife and mother?

As much as she wanted those things, too, she wasn’t ready to let go of her hopes and dreams.

No, she couldn’t let that happen. Not before she’d proved to herself that she had what it took.

Damn, Giovani. It was his voice, his parting words that were stuck in her head like an earworm!

Laurel grabbed her purse from the bar and slung it over her shoulder. “I have to go,” she said, her voice resolute. “I have a business meeting in half an hour, and I can’t be late.”

“Okay. Do you want me to come and pick you up later?” Calvin reached for her hand as if he didn’t want her to leave.

“You are a brave bear if you want to meet my grandma,” she said with a hint of a smile.

“I’m going to have to meet her sooner or later,” Calvin replied, his eyes narrowing. “What happens if she doesn’t approve of me?”

“Then she doesn’t approve of you,” Laurel said firmly, her jaw set. “I love my grandma, but she does not rule my life. And believe me, I told her that last night.”

“And this Giovani?” Calvin got to his feet. “Is he going to be a problem?”

“A problem?” Goodness, was Calvin about to offer to, what, beat him up, or chew his head off?

“Yes.” Calvin’s eyes were soft, his hand gentle on hers.

“Are you worried I have feelings for him?” Laurel asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Do you?” It was a simple question.

“Yes, I have feelings,” Laurel said. “Deep, dark feelings. Feelings like anger, maybe hatred.” She placed her hand over her heart. “And I hate that anyone has the power to make me feel those kinds of feelings.”

“I see.” He looked relieved. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No.” She shook her head firmly. “I don’t want him in my life. And more than that, I don’t want him to taint…us.”

“Us.” Calvin visibly relaxed.

“Anyway, I really do need to go.” She checked her watch. She didn’t want to be late. She had a lot riding on this.

“Seven?” he asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Perfect.” She smothered a smile. It wasn’t just the time that was perfect, but the man in front of her.

After all, fate had decreed it.


Chapter Eleven – Calvin

Calvin’s gaze lingered on Laurel as she walked away, his fingers curled around the edge of the bar, to stop himself from leaping off his stool and running after her like a lovesick puppy.

More like a lovesick bear! Calvin’s bear felt as though it might somersault with pure joy. That could not have gone any better.

And you thought I would blow it, Calvin scoffed playfully.

No, I had every faith in you, his bear reassured him.

Of course you did. Calvin chuckled silently, feeling a deep sense of satisfaction as he relaxed. Cheers.

He picked up the cool glass of his mocktail, beads of condensation wetting his palm. Raising the drink to his lips, he took a slow, deliberate sip, savoring the taste that mirrored the sweetness of the moment.

Flint eyed him with an amused smirk as he walked over. “You look like the cat who got the cream,” he commented, taking note of Calvin’s elated expression.

More like the bear who got the honey, Calvin’s bear remarked smugly.

Why do you always make bear puns when you’re happy? Calvin chuckled.

Calvin exhaled deeply, unable to contain his excitement any longer. “I’ve just met my mate,” he admitted.

Flint chuckled, a low rumble emanating from his chest. “That’s not exactly news. I could tell as soon as I saw the two of you together last night,” he confessed.

“You did?” Calvin felt suddenly self-conscious.

He hadn’t expected anyone to pick up on the electric connection that coursed between him and Laurel while the fae band was playing last night. Sure, there were a lot of people in here, but it had also felt kind of private between the two of them. As if no one else had existed.

“I have a nose for these things.” Flint tapped the side of his nose with a sly grin.

“Because this kind of thing happens often in The Lonely Tavern?” Calvin asked with a tilt of his head.

“Oh yeah,” Flint agreed with a knowing smile. “The tavern does have a way of bringing people together.”

“Everyone seems to keep saying that. You truly believe that, don’t you?” Calvin said, still not convinced that a tavern could be responsible for anything.

“Happened for me, right in here,” Flint replied with a wistful look in his eyes.

“Really?” No wonder Flint was so willing to believe the tavern was responsible.

But his logical mind could not comprehend how a tavern could… Well, it would have to think. To…feel or act.

No, it was impossible.

“I know what you are thinking.” Flint pointed a finger at him.

Flint opened his mouth, but he was cut off as a shrill voice called out. “Flint! Have you fixed that toilet yet?”

“Not my job!” Flint called back.

“What?” The shrill voice came closer and then the sound of charms jingling announced the arrival of Morwenna.

“I said,” Flint said calmly, “that it’s not my job to fix the toilet.”

“Oh, but it is,” Morwenna countered, her hands on her hips as she stared Flint down, her eyes gleaming. “You broke it.”

“No, I broke the door, trying to get the poor guy out.” Flint’s set jaw told Calvin he would not budge on this.

I can’t blame him, Calvin’s bear said with some distaste.

“Counterpoint. Your job is whatever I say it is,” Morwenna said.

Calvin drained his glass and then placed it down on the bar, before standing up and heading out of the tavern while Flint and Morwenna discussed the bathroom situation.

Calvin crossed the tavern to the door. As it opened for him, he glanced at the hosting table near the entrance.

Cheers for beers! its cryptic sign read.

What does that even mean? He furrowed his brow, trying to decipher its meaning, but soon gave up. There were more pressing matters at hand.

The sunlight outside was warm on his skin as he stepped into the alleyway. The air smelled sweeter now, the day brighter, the colors more vivid...

Taking a deep breath, Calvin savored the crisp, fresh air that seemed to invigorate his senses.

Yeah, it’s definitely the fresh air that has invigorated our senses, his bear said. It has absolutely nothing to do with meeting our mate.

Calvin chose to ignore his bear as the morning sun warmed his face. He momentarily closed his eyes and pushed his senses outward, unable to resist searching for Laurel’s unique presence among the other townsfolk.

There she was. It was incredible to think he could pick her out from among so many other people, even as she drove away from him. He’d never believed the mating bond could be this strong.

But he could not stand here all day basking in her presence.

Shoving his hands into his pockets, Calvin turned on his heel and walked back to his car. He needed to find Damien, and he knew just where to start looking—the warehouse where Damien ran his tea distribution business. That man was always hard at work, and if he wasn’t there, the moment Calvin arrived, his secretary would certainly know.

As he strolled toward his car, he hummed a happy little tune. What a day! Nothing could dent his good mood.

And he hoped his best friend had found the love of his life, too. They could share in this new phase of their life, just as they had shared in so many other phases.

Yet Calvin could not shake his sense of unease.

Why had Damien chosen to keep this news from him?

Would this meeting with Damien dent his mood? Hopefully, it would present nothing more than a small blemish.

Perhaps he wasn’t sure how we would react, his bear said.

Surely, he knows we would be happy for him, Calvin replied.

Yes, he knows that. But he also knows how much we want to find our mate, how much it means to us to start a family, his bear said.

It’s not as if he could keep it a secret from us forever, Calvin said, still not willing to buy into that being the reason Damien had kept such important news to himself.

Once inside the car, Calvin took a moment to center himself. He needed to focus on Damien. The person who had always been there for him, and now it was Calvin’s turn to return the favor.

However, he could not resist focusing on Laurel’s presence one last time. With a soft sigh, he started the engine and drove across town, passing by the docks. Soon enough, Damien’s warehouse came into view, but it wasn’t quite how Calvin remembered it.

The usual wooden tea cases that cluttered the yard in front of the building had been replaced by big, round barrels. Beer barrels. Had Damien started importing beer instead of his usual tea from Stesia?

Perhaps that was how he’d met the love of his life.

Bemused, Calvin parked his car and got out, surveying the scene before him.

“What is going on, Damien?” Calvin muttered as his eyes passed over shiny new metal silos and tanks standing to one side of the small compound.

After locking his car, Calvin strode to the little office building. At least that looked the same, but his bear’s senses were alert and the hair on the back of his neck prickling. He couldn’t sense Damien anywhere close by. But maybe his secretary, Linda, might be able to help.

Linda had honed her skills of keeping tabs on her boss over the years, and always seemed to know where he was. People had often mused that Linda had a permanent location spell locked on her boss.

Although, the simplest answer was that she had installed an app that tracked his phone.

However, when Calvin pushed open the door leading into the small office Damien shared with Linda, he was faced by a woman he had never met before seated behind Damien’s desk.

“Get that delivery here on time or heads will roll!” she barked into the phone, her voice sharp and dripping with authority. “I don’t care what it takes, just make it happen.”

Damien would never talk like that, and neither would Linda, Calvin’s bear commented, instantly disliking the harshness in the woman’s tone.

The woman ended the call and flashed Calvin a false smile. “Hello, how can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m looking for Damien,” Calvin said, his eyes narrowing slightly as he assessed the stranger.

Her eyes narrowed in return. “He’s on an errand. He’ll be back shortly. But if there is anything you need, I am sure I can help you. I’m Demelza.”

“It’s okay, I’m happy to wait for him,” Calvin replied firmly, unwilling to divulge any information to this unknown woman.

She looked annoyed but maintained her smile. “I don’t think he’ll be back that shortly. If you give me your name, I can ask him to call you.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” Calvin replied and leaned against the wall.

“You could be here quite a while. Damien is not known for his timekeeping.” She stood up at her desk. “I wouldn’t want you to waste your time, mister…”

As Calvin opened his mouth to respond, he stiffened suddenly and turned away from the woman. He could sense Laurel. She was still some way off, but unmistakably heading in their direction.

“Don’t worry, I’ll track him down,” Calvin said abruptly, leaving the office without another word. His senses locked onto Laurel as he stepped outside, surprised when she kept coming closer and closer.

Is she coming here? his bear asked.

Seems so, Calvin answered, slightly bemused by this turn of events.

Was it merely a coincidence? Or was fate bringing them together once more? So much for the tavern being the only thing pushing them together.

Calvin mulled over these questions and more as he walked toward his car, his senses locked on the approaching vehicle as it brought his mate closer and closer.

He wanted to intercept her before she could enter the office, to find out what she knew about the situation here at the warehouse.

Is this her appointment? his bear asked.

Presumably, Calvin muttered, his gaze stuck in the direction of Laurel. But she can’t be meeting Damien. He would never be late.

True, his inner bear agreed.

So, is she meeting Demelza? Calvin cast a look over his shoulder toward the office. He could sense the woman inside at the window, watching the scene unfold.

I have a bad feeling about her, Calin muttered.

Me, too, his bear replied. But there could be a simple explanation for this whole thing.

There could? Calvin asked.

Yes, maybe Damien fell in love with Linda, and that is why neither of them are here, Calvin’s bear said.

Calvin chuckled. That is simple, but highly unlikely.

Not everyone falls in love at first sight, his bear replied. Sometimes friendship grows into something more.

Friends to lovers, Calvin mused. Maybe. But even if that is the case, it does not explain why Calvin hired someone like Demelza.

But then their focus was consumed by their mate as a car rumbled into the parking lot and pulled up alongside his black sedan. Through the window he could see Laurel’s expression, one filled with a mix of confusion and bemusement. Calvin lifted a hand and waved awkwardly as she stepped out of her car.

“I’d ask if you were following me, but you were here first,” Laurel said, her voice light and teasing.

“Actually, this is my friend Damien’s warehouse,” Calvin explained. “The one I told you I was worried about.”

“Really?” Laurel glanced toward the office just as the door opened and Demelza stepped outside. “What a coincidence,” she remarked with a grin. “I’m working with him to launch his new beer.”

“New beer?” Calvin asked, taken aback. “So he’s not importing it?”

“No.” Laurel nodded as she looked over the equipment littering the yard. “He’s brewing it himself.”

“Ah...” That had always been their dream as young men before Calvin moved away.

Calvin felt a pang of disappointment; Damien’s life had changed so much, and he had shared none of it with him. Perhaps now that Damien had found the woman of his dreams, he was confiding in her instead. That thought stirred something within Calvin, a feeling he couldn’t quite place.

“Are you okay?” Laurel asked, concern etched on her face.

“Yeah,” Calvin stammered, trying to shake off his unease. “Just surprised, that’s all.”

“Listen, if you want to spend some time with Damien, I can always reschedule my appointment,” Laurel replied.

“He’s not here,” Calvin said. “At least according to Demelza.”

“Oh.” Laurel turned toward the approaching figure of Demelza.

“You know her?” Calvin asked.

“Yes, she’s Damien’s fiancée.”

“Fiancée?” Calvin repeated, stunned.

And you thought Damien and Linda being a couple was the most unlikely scenario. His bear grunted, obviously not happy about this news.

But they would support Damien, no matter what. Because that’s what friends were for.


Chapter Twelve – Laurel

“Fiancée?” Calvin’s brow furrowed as he repeated the word. Laurel watched him closely, noting the way his posture stiffened as he watched Demelza approach.

He was clearly surprised—no, more than that—he was blindsided by the revelation that the woman approaching was Damien’s fiancée. And that troubled her.

She could only assume that whatever Calvin saw in Demelza, it was not what he expected to see in the person his friend would fall for. It was strange that Damien would not have shared such important news with Calvin. But then again, Laurel had always found the relationship between Damien and Demelza a little strange.

But who was she to judge?

“Morning, Demelza,” Laurel greeted the approaching woman with a guarded smile.

“Laurel.” Demelza’s response was clipped, her nod brief as her focus shifted and landed squarely on Calvin. “Is he with you?”

Laurel maintained a smile. She needed to stay calm and in control until she figured out the situation. “Oh, this is Calvin,” she said noncommittally.

Demelza’s eyes narrowed just a fraction, enough to betray a flicker of hostility before being quickly hidden behind a cool exterior. “And he’s with you?” She repeated her original question. “Only, you never mentioned anyone else was joining you today.”

“I’m sure Damien won’t mind,” Laurel said, trying to sound nonchalant. For some reason, she decided not to tell Demelza who Calvin was.

If he was who he said he was. She still felt a little strange about how he had acted during their first date. Doubt crept into her mind. Was Calvin playing her after all? And if so, was the incident at The Lonely Tavern connected? What if Giovanni was behind all of this? He might be trying to use Calvin to gain Laurel’s trust so he could manipulate her.

No, she was being paranoid. But then she had a right to be. Giovani seemed to be intent on inserting himself into her life.

“You were saying you were expecting Damien back any moment,” Calvin said.

“Oh, Damien is not here?” Laurel asked as she checked her watch. “I’m sure we said ten-thirty for our appointment.”

“Damien got called away,” Damelza replied. “But I can take his place.” She turned toward the warehouse. “Shall we?”

Laurel shifted her weight from one foot to the other, clutching her portfolio tightly. “I think it’s better we wait for Damien,” she said, her voice wavering slightly. “I have brought him some samples that he needs to sign off on.”

“I can do that,” Demelza insisted, her sharp eyes boring into Laurel.

“Are you sure?” Laurel asked hesitantly. “I discussed them with Damien a couple of weeks ago.” Her thoughts wandered back to before Demelza had appeared at the brewery, seemingly out of nowhere, a couple of weeks ago.

Since then, Demelza had taken on most of the day-to-day running of the brewery. Laurel hadn’t been suspicious at the time, since it had come at the same time Damelza and Damien had announced their engagement.

From the gossip she’d heard around town, it seemed the engagement had been sudden. Whirlwind had been used on more than one occasion to describe the suddenness. But Laurel had presumed either Damien or Demelza were shifters, and they were mates.

But now, she was not so sure. Especially after experiencing what it was like to be a shifter’s mate. She didn’t know if she saw the same joy in either of their faces when they were together.

Gnawing at the inside of her cheek, Laurel glanced at Calvin. As soon as they got out of here, she was going to sit him down and make him explain everything. The last thing she needed was to get embroiled in anything shady. This was her first solo job, and she needed it to go well if her fledgling business was going to soar.

“I have Damien’s full support in all things,” Demelza said firmly as she turned around and stalked toward the office door.

“Okay then. I’ll show them to you and then perhaps you can discuss them with Damien before we make a final decision,” Laurel said, following Demelza to the office.

However, Calvin had other ideas and walked toward the warehouse entrance instead. “Maybe we could start with a tour.

“I’m sorry, I’m still not sure why you are here,” Demelza said, her tone cold and harsh.

“Damien,” Calvin muttered and turned back to face the road.

“So you said,” Demelza replied tartly, crossing her arms over her chest.

“No, Damien is coming,” Calvin clarified and strode away.

“Ah, okay. Great,” Laurel said. This was not going well. And she had a feeling that Damien’s arrival was not about to make the situation any better. She could almost feel her commission for the launch of the brewery slipping away from her. If Calvin was not on good terms with Damien, and she was not associated with him, that could spell disaster for her. “We can all sit down together and go through the proofs.”

“I’m not sure. Damien has a very busy schedule,” Demelza said, her eyes flashing with menace as she hurried after Calvin.

Oh boy. This was not good. Not good at all.

“It won’t take long,” Laurel assured Demelza, as a truck headed into the parking lot and stopped next to Calvin’s car.

“Damien!” Demelza shot forward and reached the truck as the door opened and a man with a crop of unruly hair and a dimpled smile got out.

“Calvin. Is that you?” Damien seemed to have almost not noticed his fiancée as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his lips. At least, tried to kiss his lips, because Damien turned his head and Damelza’s kiss landed on his cheek.

This was getting weirder by the minute, and Calvin looked equally confused by the whole situation.

“Damien.” Calvin stepped closer to his friend. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” Damien said. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to see you,” Calvin said. “Uncle Stan let it slip that you were having an engagement party.”

“An engagement party?” Damien tugged his brows together as he took a step toward Calvin, but Demelza hung onto him, preventing him from walking.

“Yes.” Calvin took his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen. Then he held it out to Damien.

“Oh, no,” Damien shook his head. “Looks like Uncle Stan got mixed up. By engagement party he must have meant the launch party.”

“Oh,” Calvin’s shoulders sagged. “I think he did text me from The Lonely Tavern last night when The Fable were playing.” He slipped his phone back in his pocket. “But you are engaged?”

“Oh yeah,” Damien said, cracking a wide smile that showed off his dimples. “I forgot you two haven’t been introduced.”

“Not officially,” Calvin replied as he clenched his jaw.

“Well, let me make amends. Calvin, this is my fiancée, Demelza,” Damien said. “And Demelza, this is Calvin. My best friend and my partner in this amazing brewery.” Damien swept his hand theatrically toward the warehouse.

“Partner?” Demelza paled.

“Partner?” Calvin repeated.

“Yep. It was meant to be a surprise. I asked Laurel here to help me launch the brewery so that I could convince you to give up that soul-destroying job of yours and move back to Wishing Moon Bay. I figured if I could show you that this was viable, you’d be willing to take part in it.”

“Wait,” Demelza said, as she put her hand on Damien’s chest. “You never told me anything about you having a partner.”

“I didn’t?” Damien asked with a frown.

“No. You did not.” Demelza turned to Calvin, her expression one of anger and suspicion. “Did you do something to Damien?”

“Excuse me?” Calvin asked.

“Well, you show up here out of the blue and suddenly Damien announces you are his business partner?” Demelza spat.

“I’m sorry, you are accusing me of doing something to Damien?” Calvin retorted.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Demelza asked.

“Why don’t we go inside and have some coffee?” Laurel suggested. No, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. Caffeine would do nothing to soothe this situation. “Or maybe some tea?”

“Laurel is right. Let’s go and sit down and talk this over,” Damien cut in. “I don’t want the two most important people in my life arguing.”

“You’re right, Damien.” Demelza moved to stand in front of him and cupped his face in her hands. “I’m just worried about you. I hate to think that anyone is taking advantage of you.”

“I know, Demelza,” Damien said dreamily, as he stared into her eyes.

“Tea sounds like a great idea.” Calvin placed his hand on his best friend’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“I have a better idea.” Damien sucked in a breath, and his eyes came into focus. “Come on, Calvin. Let’s forget about the tea. Come and try the beer.” Damien broke away from Demelza, and a thunderous expression crossed her face as he hurried toward the warehouse.

“We don’t have time for this,” Demelza insisted, her voice tight as she rushed forward and tried to steer Damien toward the office. “You have an appointment with Laurel, remember? She has brought the samples for you to look through.”

“This won’t take long,” Damien countered, undeterred. “After all, this is half Cal’s business.”

“Damien,” Demelza reprimanded sharply, her fingers digging into his arm. “You built this business yourself. The craft beers, the warehouse, all of this is yours. Ours.”

“Ours.” He stopped walking and turned to face his fiancée, his gaze steady and unwavering. “But the recipe is Cal’s. We dreamed of this together.”

“But he didn’t put in the work and invest all the coin,” Demelza sounded a little desperate. “He’s not the one who has been by your side, steadfast and true through all the trials and tribulations.”

Now that was a little dramatic, since Demelza wasn’t around when Laurel first met Damien a few weeks ago. Damien had the whole process set up, and his first beers ready to market when he hired Laurel to help with the branding and the launch.

But Laurel could also sympathize with Demelza. If her feelings for Damien were true, she must feel betrayed by this news. In her mind, it must seem ludicrous that her fiancé would give away half of his successful business to a man who just happened to show up in town as the beer was about to launch.

Damien locked eyes with Demelza, his expression unflinching. “If it wasn’t for Cal, none of this would exist. He is the one who believed in me. He is the one who invested in me.”

“Damien...” Calvin began.

“No, it’s true,” Damien cut him off firmly. “You gave me the coin to start my tea business. You never asked for anything in return. So this is me repaying you.”

“You really don’t have to. Not that I’m not flattered,” Calvin insisted, his voice thick with emotion. This was as much news to him as it was to Demelza.

“I believe I do.” Damien approached Calvin and placed his hands on his friend’s shoulders. “Over the last few months, it’s like the light inside you has dimmed. I know you feel stuck, just as I once felt stuck. You invested in me. And now I am investing in you. In us.”

“And what about us?” Demelza demanded.

“Demelza, my darling,” Damien turned his attention fully on his fiancée. “When we first met, you told me you didn’t care about the business, about coin. All you cared about was me. Has that changed?”

Demelza opened and closed her mouth like a goldfish for a second before she blinked and shook her head. “No, of course not.”

“And that is why I love you.” Damien cupped her face in his hands and lowered his head and kissed her. Demelza tensed, but then returned the kiss.

But as Laurel met Calvin’s gaze, she could tell that he thought the same thing.

Something was off.

But what?

Laurel sighed. This was Calvin’s best friend. They needed to figure out what was going on.

Even if it cost Laurel her first solo job. There would be others. But best friends, they were a rarity.

As rare as mates.


Chapter Thirteen – Calvin

What is going on here? Calvin’s bear asked as Calvin trailed behind Damien, his eyes scanning the warehouse that had been transformed into a brewery.

Brewing, Calvin replied. The scent of hops and barley filled the air as industrial equipment hummed softly in the background.

You know that’s not what I mean, his bear replied shortly.

If you mean Damien, I have no clue. Calvin glanced at his friend as he led them deeper into the converted warehouse.

Damien’s excitement was palpable, his chest puffed out with pride as he led them through the large airy space. Demelza, on the other hand, wore her disapproval like an ill-fitting coat.

She thinks we’re trying to steal half the business, Calvin’s bear grumbled.

A business we didn’t even know existed until five minutes ago, Calvin countered silently.

A business Damien intended to share with him. Whatever had possessed his best friend to start this venture without talking it over with Calvin first?

What was Damien expecting? Calvin had a job and a life outside of Wishing Moon Bay.

Had, his inner bear reminded him, as he glanced at Laurel.

Yeah, going back is going to be tough, Calvin admitted internally.

So, this is our chance to make this work with Damien, just like we always talked about, his bear urged.

“Damien,” Calvin asked. “What exactly have you been up to?” He glanced at Demelza, though his question was directed at the brewery itself. “Why switch from importing tea to brewing beer?”

“So, I was at The Lonely Tavern when Liselle, Flint’s mate—he’s the burly bartender—arrived with her craft gins,” Damien began, his hands moving animatedly as he spoke. “And it got me thinking.” He paused, looking at Calvin expectantly. “I remembered how we used to make those home brews back at your Uncle Stan’s place. You do remember, too? It was basically rot gut at first, but we got pretty good. Good enough that Stan had his friends over to drink whenever we had a new batch.”

“I remember,” Calvin replied, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he recalled their past experiments. “That was a long time ago.”

“And then Morwenna served this terrible beer. Bread beer,” Damien continued, his nose wrinkling in distaste. “And I figured the folks of Wishing Moon Bay deserved something better than that.”

“Damien’s beer is much better,” Laurel chimed in. “It’s the one we tried last night.”

“HoneyClaw Beer?” Calvin’s eyes widened. “I knew it tasted familiar. It really is my old recipe?”

“Yes! Stan kept all our recipe and tasting notes. You made so many notes. I remember you created that whole ‘tasting scale’ so you could log the changes you made and whether they improved the taste or made it worse. Well, as much as I never understood it, no one could deny that through that process, you made a good beer.” Damien’s grin widened. “But it needed a secret ingredient to transform it from a good beer into an exceptional beer.”

“It sure is exceptional,” Calvin agreed.

“And Laurel helped me with the name and the branding. HoneyClaw Beer is named in honor of my best friend.” Damien’s eyes glittered with unshed tears. “I owe you everything I have, Calvin.”

“No, you don’t.” Calvin shook his head. “You would have figured out a way to build your tea business even without me.”

“This is such an inspiring story,” Laurel cut in. “It would be great to add this to the website. People love to feel connected to a brand.”

“I think...” Demelza began.

“That it’s a great idea. Thanks, Laurel.” Damien nodded. “You’ve been a great support. And the branding is spot on.”

How can this not be meant to be when our best friend and our mate are involved? his bear asked happily.

You have me there, Calvin said. The coincidences are stacking up.

Because they are not coincidences. It’s fate moving in mysterious ways, his bear answered.

“Come on, let me show you.” Damien gestured to an area to one side of the warehouse where a large fridge stood behind a round vat. He swung open the fridge door and plucked out four bottles with the distinctive HoneyClaw label and placed them on a stainless-steel counter with a clink. Expertly, he popped the tops and handed them out.

“No, thank you,” Demelza interjected, her face contorted into a pinched expression. “I don’t drink during the day. And neither should you.”

“Why?” Damien asked. “This is a celebration. Finally, all the pieces are slotting together.” He raised his bottle in the air. “Now that Cal is here, I just know it’s going to be a success.”

Calvin held the cold bottle in his hand, but as was about to take a sip, he saw Demelza’s disapproving gaze. She was not happy.

“I’m heading back to the office to get on with the real work.” She spun on her heel, but before she took a step, Damien took hold of her hand.

“I’ll join you as soon as I’ve given Cal the tour,” Damien said and kissed her cheek.

Demelza curled her lips in distaste before she smiled and said, “Don’t be too long.”

“Missing you already,” Damien said as his fiancée walked away.

“Why don’t I go with you?” Laurel said, with a knowing look at Calvin as she handed him her beer. “Enjoy.”

Calvin could not quite work out what the knowing look meant to convey, but he suspected Laurel had sensed the odd atmosphere between Demelza and…well, everyone.

Maybe she thinks Damien might open up to us about his feelings for Demelza if we’re alone, his bear said.

Demelza’s eyes narrowed into slits as she gave Calvin a scathing look. “Sure,” she bit out before stalking off toward the warehouse entrance, her steps sharp and purposeful.

“I’ll see you later, Damien. Calvin.” Laurel nodded at Calvin, her expression cool, her tone formal. Her sudden change in demeanor left him uneasy. Had he upset her?

Maybe Laurel doesn’t want to reveal all our cards yet, his bear said.

Reveal all our cards? Calvin asked, unsure of what his bear meant.

You know, keep our stats to ourselves, his bear replied.

What? Calvin asked, growing more confused by the second.

I was trying to say it in a way you would understand, his bear answered with a hint of annoyance.

Then just say it, Calvin said in exasperation.

Okay, I think Laurel doesn’t want Damien, or at least Demelza, to know we are mates, Calvin’s bear explained.

Calvin nodded as understanding dawned on him. He watched until Demelza and Laurel were out of earshot before turning back to Damien and took a sip of his beer. “This is good, Damien. I had no idea you were resurrecting our beer.”

“Your beer,” Damien corrected him with a grin. “The recipe was all you.” Damien sipped his beer and looked at the bottle. “You know this recipe is still written out on that old white board. It’s been sitting in your uncle’s garage all this time. All your squiggles and numbers. Who would have thought you needed algebra to make the perfect beer?”

Calvin chuckled, remembering the countless hours spent refining the formula until he’d achieved the perfect balance of flavors. “But you breathed life into it. What is that secret ingredient?”

“The Limuli fruit, from the summer isle. I’ll admit I got the idea after Flint gave me a sample of one of Liselle’s exclusive gins. I headed over to her brewery and we talked over her brewing process. She uses the fruit and discards the seeds. Which seemed such a waste. So, together we experimented with adding the ground seeds to the beer until we got the quantity just right.” Damien grinned widely. “All it takes is a sprinkle and the flavor of the hops is enhanced.”

“Wow,” Calvin said. “It certainly does that.”

Oh look! his bear roared. One of those coincidences again!

Point taken, Calvin said.

“I believe it should be shared with the world,” Damien said as he looked around the warehouse. “And I can’t deny I also hoped it might breathe new life back into us. You. Me. Our friendship. I’ve missed you. And I think you have missed me. And Wishing Moon Bay.”

“You know I always have,” Calvin replied. “But my life is on the other side of the protection spell.”

“And that life is killing you, slowly, but surely,” Damien said.

“I like my job,” Calvin insisted.

Liar, his bear accused.

“But you would like this better,” Damien replied. “Come on, think of what we could achieve. I can be in charge of the warehouse. You can be in charge of logistics, since you know I do not have a head for numbers.”

“It’s tempting, Damien, it really is, but you have a fiancée, and I do not think she likes that I have arrived out of the blue like this,” Calvin said as he steered the conversation around to what was really bothering him here.

“She’ll come around,” Damien insisted.

“Will she?” Calvin asked. “Because she seems to think that I have cast a spell on you.”

Damien chuckled. “She’s just looking out for me. Isn’t that what you do for people you love?”

“Yes. I suppose it.” Calvin could not argue with that logic. Even so, he was not convinced that Demelza loved Damien.

“Well, there you go,” Damien said. “And I love her. I want you to know that, Cal. I’d almost given up hope, which is why I decided I needed a change in direction. I figured the chances are that neither of us would ever find our true love and settle down and have a family. So, I figured if I couldn’t find love in a person, I’d find it in a craft.”

“Are you trying to tell me that you thought we could grow old together, bonding over brewing beer?” Calvin asked with a laugh.

“You know it,” Damien grinned. “I figured we’d brew beer until our beards were long and gray.”

“But surely that has changed now that you have met Demelza,” Calvin said. “How did you meet her?”

“Oh.” Damien’s brow wrinkled. “I…”

“Is it embarrassing??” Calvin asked quickly. Damien was usually so open with him. Unless he couldn’t remember? But that couldn’t be right. They had only met recently, by all accounts.

“She…um…Demelza bumped into me,” he said, his expression brightening. “I was in town, collecting some flyers from the printers, when she just...bumped into me. I think it was by the market. We hit it off straight away. She invited me for coffee. We got to talking.”

“She bumped into you?” Calvin asked.

“Yeah, she said it must be fate that we met since we are so perfect for each other,” Damien said with a goofy grin.

“Yeah, fate,” Calvin said.

Or something else.

Hey, his bear said. Fate bringing two people together is not restricted to shifters only.

You’re right, Calvin said.

“Yeah. You have no idea how much we have in common,” Damien said. “And she was so interested in this place.”

“She was?” Calvin asked.

“Yeah.” Damien’s smile widened. “I brought her here the first night we met. We drank beer, we talked about the brewing process, and I told her about my plans for the launch.”

“But you didn’t tell her about me,” Calvin stated.

Damien wrinkled his forehead. “Didn’t I?”

“No, I don’t think you did since she had no idea who I was.” Calvin finished his beer and twirled the empty bottle in his hand. “I’m surprised, since you said you did this for us.”

“Yeah.” Damien nodded. “Weird, huh?”

“Very.” Calvin nodded.

It’s like he forgot we existed, his bear said.

“But love does strange things to a man,” Damien said. “And I’m sure when you meet your mate, you will understand.”

He might be right, Calvin’s bear said. I mean, pretending to be someone’s blind date is right up there in the weird category.

Funny, Calvin said. But his bear might be right. Perhaps he was reading too much into all this.

So ask something else, his bear said.

Like what? Calvin asked.

Like about Laurel, his bear urged. How does she fit into all this?

You want me to dig around for information on our mate, Calvin said uneasily. He felt as if he were snooping behind her back.

“So, engaged?” Calvin asked. “That must have been some whirlwind romance. Since Laurel said you have only known Demelza for a couple of weeks.”

“Yeah. We talked it over and it seemed pointless to wait since we both knew we were meant to be together forever,” Damien said. “And I wish the same would happen for you, Cal. Then you’d know what it’s like to lose your heart.”

“So, want to give me the grand tour?” Calvin asked. He hated lying to Damien. He wanted to tell him that Laurel was his mate. That he knew exactly what it was like to lose his heart to someone. To know deep down in his soul that he had met the one.

Was it possible that what Damien and Demelza had was real?

He should be happy for Damien. He should be congratulating him and being supportive. Instead, he was trying to pick holes in his best friend’s love story.

“Come look at the vats,” Damien said. “I heat them to the exact temperature you provided on that old white board.”

“I’d never have believed you would actually set this place up,” Calvin said. “It’s a long way from the kitchen table set up we had back in the day.”

“You know, I can’t wait for you to get to know Demelza. It’s going to be fun us working together, the three of us,” Damien said.

And that was the crux of the issue.

If Demelza truly was the love of Damien’s life, he needed to accept her.

If not, he would destroy his best friend’s dreams. And his own potential future here in Wishing Moon Bay.

But Calvin was a man of logic and no matter how he looked at it, the data did not add up.


Chapter Fourteen – Laurel

“So, you said you know this Calvin person?” Demelza asked as she opened the office door and stepped inside. Demelza’s tone was off-handed…too off-handed. A little forced, even considering how she had reacted earlier to the news of Calvin receiving half of Damien’s company.

“Not really. We met last night at The Lonely Tavern. The Fable was playing. It was quite a packed venue...” Laurel wasn’t exactly lying. She just chose to keep the part about them going for a moonlight stroll on the beach afterward to herself. Laurel followed her inside. When Laurel had started working with Damien, this had solely been his office, but it seemed that it was becoming Demelza’s domain more every time Laurel visited.

“And he never mentioned Damien?” Demelza asked as she filled a kettle with water from the small kitchen area in the corner of the office.

“No, why would he?” Laurel asked lightly as she sat down at Demelza’s desk and pulled out her sample posters. She wanted to seem businesslike and professional and not raise Demelza’s suspicions.

Suspicions of what? What exactly did she plan to do here? What was she trying to hide from this woman?

“Well, doesn’t it seem odd to you that Calvin chooses this moment in time to show up?” Demelza turned the full force of her piercing gaze on Laurel.

“This moment in time?” Laurel asked, hoping she sounded naïve rather than just plain dumb. She wanted Demelza to stop asking about Calvin and talk about her posters. Not only was it a more comfortable topic, but she had worked hard to capture the branding of Damien’s HoneyClaw Beer—sweet, yet sharp, pretty, but with an edge. She felt like she had done a pretty good job, considering the circumstances.

“You know, with the launch so close. Damien has worked so hard to set up this brewery. And now Calvin has arrived, and he’s going to hand over half his business.” Demelza arched an eyebrow, her expression filled with expectation. Expectation that Laurel would agree with her.

“But from what Damien said, he and Calvin have been friends for a long time,” Laurel replied. “It doesn’t sound like he’s just handing everything over to some stranger for no reason.”

“So what?” Demelza said bluntly. “This whole thing is Damien’s idea. Damien’s work.”

“He said he did it for Calvin, though,” Laurel countered.

“Do you know any man who would do something like this for a friend?” Demelza asked, struggling a little to keep her tone even. “This is an enormous sacrifice to make for someone. Someone who he hasn’t seen for a long time. I didn’t even know that Calvin existed until just now.”

“No. But that doesn’t mean it can’t happen.” Laurel shrugged. She was doing a much better job than Demelza at sounding uninterested in the relationship between Calvin and Damien, even though she was dying to ask Calvin what this whole thing was about.

Demelza pressed her lips together and stared at Laurel. Really stared at her. In a most unnerving way.

But Laurel held her nerve and smiled sweetly. “Shall we take a look at these samples?”

“I suppose.” Demelza grabbed two mugs and set them down next to the kettle. “Any preference?” She waved her hand across the selection of teas stacked on shelves above the kitchen area. These were the leftovers of Damien’s previous business.

“No, you choose,” Laurel said.

From what Laurel had learned, he’d been importing tea into Wishing Moon Bay for a decade or more. Although Damien had never mentioned Calvin, he had mentioned that a friend had helped him in the early days. But Laurel was in no doubt that it was Damien’s knowledge and expertise, along with his charisma, that had made the business flourish, supplying many of the most successful tea shops in town with flavors from distant lands.

Yet he’d been bitten by the brewing bug, and he’d sold his tea importing business to a competitor to fund this new venture.

Not just for himself, but for Calvin, too, it seemed. That was a generous move.

“The Lonely Tavern you said.” Demelza set two steaming mugs of tea on the desk.

“Excuse me?” Laurel asked, pulled from her train of thought.

“You met him at The Lonely Tavern.” Demelza sat down across the desk from Laurel, placing down the two mugs of steaming tea. “That’s what you said earlier.”

“Yes.” Laurel placed a couple of the sample posters she’d designed in front of Demelza.

“The same place we are hosting this launch at.” Demelza drummed her fingers on the poster.

“Yes.” Laurel sensed this might be going somewhere she didn’t want to go. “Which I think was a good call, by the way. That place is really popular.”

“What a coincidence,” Demelza said.

“If you believe in coincidence,” Laurel replied.

“And you don’t?” Demelza picked up her cup of tea and cradled it in her hands as she blew on the hot liquid.

“I’ve never given it much thought,” Laurel replied evenly as color flushed her cheeks.

“And what were you doing at The Lonely Tavern?” Demelza asked without making eye contact, suddenly taking a great interest in the promotional poster of a bear holding one of Damien’s beer bottles, framed by mountains and starry skies. “I didn’t think somewhere like that would really be your scene. Did you have a date?”

“The band playing last night is one of my favorites,” Laurel said evasively. “The Fable. Do you know them?”

“Can’t say I do.” Demelza shook her head. “And Calvin just happened to be there.”

She was not going to let this go. But Laurel would not tell Demelza all the details. It was none of her business.

Unless...

Unless Demelza was worried that Calvin was a plant. That he was not there at The Lonely Tavern by chance, but because he intended to meet Laurel and insert himself into her life.

For what reason? To steal half of Damien’s company?

But befriending Laurel had no bearing on that. Calvin and Damien were lifelong friends. Damien was the one who had announced that he intended to give half the company to Calvin.

An announcement that seemed to have shocked Calvin.

She wasn’t sure where exactly this was going, but she certainly felt that she was going to have to keep her guard up. Laurel wondered if she was reading too much into the encounter. Navigating the business crowd in the fae world had been fraught with dangers. It was cutthroat. So she hoped that this small-time drama in this quiet town was just causing her to overreact.

“I have heard strange things about that place,” Demelza said, finally looking up from the poster.

“About what place?” Laurel answered.

“The Lonely Tavern,” Demelza replied, a little agitated. “Wasn’t it your idea to hold the launch party there?”

“No,” Laurel said firmly, knowing now that something was up. “It was Damien’s. He said that was where he had the idea of starting a brewery of his own. Something to do with the foul-tasting bread beer Morwenna serves.”

“Morwenna, so you know the owner?” Demelza asked, her tone light but her expression dark.

“Only through my planning this launch,” Laurel said, feeling as if she were being interrogated. “Damien took me there when he hired me to help with the launch. He introduced me to Flint and Morwenna. And he explained why he wanted to host the party there—something to do with it ‘feeling right’ to him. And once I saw the place, I agreed. It’s a little quirky, but it sure draws a crowd.”

“Hmm.” Demelza sipped her tea and then placed the cup down on the desk. “I like this one.” She tapped her finger on the poster which depicted the bear claw design that emblazoned the label of the beers suspended in a drop of honey.

“Do you want to discuss it with Damien?” Laurel asked.

“No, he trusts my judgment,” Demelza said. “In all things.”

“Perfect.” Laurel gathered up the remaining samples and put them back in her briefcase. “Then I’ll get them printed and get out of your way.”

“Yes. I have some phone calls to make.” Demelza stood up and offered her hand to Laurel. “You have a talent, Laurel. An eye for color and detail.”

“Thank you.” Laurel shook Demelza’s hand, the whole exchange leaving her on edge. There was something going on here, but she could not put her finger on what.

All she knew was that the concerns Demelza expressed were not those of a worried fiancée. Not unless Demelza was an expert at hiding her emotions. There was no warmth. Neither in her words nor her expression. Laurel felt like she had been called into a meeting with her boss because of a poor performance review rather than casually chatting about her night out.

Perhaps Calvin had gained some insights after his tour of the brewery. Time for them to meet and compare notes.

“I’ll see you out,” Demelza said as she walked around her desk.

“Oh, I’m good, thanks,” Laurel said. “You make your phone calls.” She turned and reached for the door handle, pulled the door open and slid outside, relieved to be back out in the fresh air and away from the tense atmosphere that Demelza exuded.

As she headed toward her car, she glanced toward the warehouse. Was it her imagination, or could she feel Calvin was still inside?

She shook off that thought. It was just her imagination. Calvin was the one with shifter senses.

Would he sense her leaving now? Would he know where to meet her if she left?

But as she got into her car, she saw him appear at the entrance of the warehouse with Damien. The two men spoke quietly together before Damien embraced Calvin and patted his back.

The two men stood together for a long moment and then Calvin pulled away and strode toward Laurel.

Well, he was probably aiming for his car. It just so happened that Laurel was in the same direction.

Laurel watched for a moment, a smile on her face as she took in his broad shoulders and tidy hair, and his eyes that were fixed on her. Heat spread through her veins.

Ducking her head, she started her engine and drove away with only a quick glance in the rearview mirror. She didn’t want Demelza to have any suspicions that she and Calvin were involved. Not after that strange meeting with her.

Laurel was certain that Demelza had been trying to imply that Calvin had engineered their meeting last night. For one reason and one reason alone.

To steal the brewing business.

Or half of it, at least.

If Demelza thought that Laurel and Calvin were involved, then this would certainly not be the last awkward meeting she would have with her. More than that, if she was that worried, she might even persuade Damien to break off Laurel’s contract for promoting their launch. And that was something she could absolutely not afford. Not now.

She had hoped after her previous breakup and fresh start she would be able to get away from all the cloak and dagger that so often enshrouded conducting business in the fae world. She could not afford to let herself be caught up in it again in this one, either.

So, if she had to, she would tell Calvin that they would have to hide who they were to one another for now, at least until the launch was a success.

She glanced at her rearview mirror and saw a familiar black sedan some ways behind her.

Where should they meet for now, at least? They needed to debrief.

She smiled to herself. It would have to be The Lonely Tavern. Where else?


Chapter Fifteen – Calvin

The tavern was still quiet as Calvin stepped through the doorway, with only a few people inside who were quietly eating their lunch. There was no music, but there was a strange echo to his footsteps as he walked.

Ignoring the strange atmosphere, Calvin beelined to where Laurel was sitting at the bar and sat on the stool next to her.

“So, what did you find out?” Laurel asked as Calvin took a seat.

“Hello to you, too.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek.

“Sorry.” Laurel glanced around the bar.

She’s not comfortable with people knowing we are mates, his bear said.

She might need a bit more time to come to terms with the news, Calvin suggested wryly.

His bear shook his head. She didn’t seem to mind when we were on a blind date before she even knew who we really were.

Then in that case…what happened in that office with Demelza? Calvin asked, worried that Laurel had also been affected by whatever strange effect had befallen Damien.

And Calvin did not doubt that something had befallen Damien. He just did not know what.

But it was not love. There had been no whirlwind romance. There was just something strange about Damien’s behavior, and something even stranger between him and his supposed fiancée.

“Damien gave me a tour of the warehouse. It’s all state-of-the-art stuff,” Calvin said as he caught Flint’s eye behind the bar. “He must have spent a lot of money to get this whole operation up and running to such a high standard.”

“And you really did not know what Damien had in mind?” Laurel asked, her voice low as Flint approached.

“That he thought I was so miserable in my life that he would risk everything to set up a brewery to tempt me back here?” Calvin sucked in a deep breath. “Not a clue.”

“Do you think it’s out of character?” Laurel asked.

“What can I get you?” Flint asked as he reached them.

“What do you recommend?” Calvin asked.

“Bread beer, course!” came a voice that didn’t seem to have a body. However, the sound of jingling trinkets told Calvin that Morwenna was just on the other side of the bar.

Is she invisible? his bear asked.

“Morwenna?” Flint jumped back as if he had nearly stepped onto a poisonous snake. “How did I not see you? What are you even doing down there?” Flint asked.

“I’m so thrilled you asked,” Morwenna replied with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

“Are you going to tell me?” Flint glanced at Laurel and Calvin with an apologetic smile.

“Dust.” Morwenna stood up with a dustpan and brush in her hands.

“Since when have you started cleaning?” Flint asked. “Isn’t that what Brushworth and company are for?”

“Hmm.” Morwenna rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Let’s just think about that for a moment.”

“And while we do, we’ll grab a couple of coffees, please. A latte for me, and I would imagine a black Americano for Calvin.” Laurel smiled at Calvin. “Did I guess that right?”

“Close enough.” Calvin chuckled. He’d have or do anything she suggested.

“Coffee…?” Flint looked at Morwenna.

Morwenna stood for a moment before slowly crossing her arms, cleaning tools still in hand. “Does anyone remember what this place is called?”

“Uh.” Calvin looked at Flint, who had a definitely concerned expression. “The Lonely Tavern?”

“Exactly!” Morwenna threw up her hands, letting go of the dustpan and brush, which flew up into the air before righting themselves and quickly catching the dust from the pan before nonchalantly floating away from the bar. “This is a tavern, not a cafe. It’s not called The Lonely Coffee House. We only serve drinks with a percentage in here.”

Flint coughed. “It’s probably not bad to have some other alternatives. I can’t imagine we’re going to be selling much beer today after last night.”

Morwenna shook her head. “First food, now coffee? We’re going to have to employ the imps full-time at this rate, and I simply do not have the time to bake the beer bread they so enjoy. In fact, I already fear they are going to start stealing again as they feel overworked. So, unless you want the full-time job of baker, we’ll be hiring someone else, plus we’d need the facilities. I’m already having to pick up the slack from my cleaning staff. It seems they’ve all taken the day off. I’ll have no time for any of my hobbies.”

“What hobbies do you have?” Flint asked.

“I’ll be taking up mounting dragon heads on my walls if you’re not careful.” Morwenna turned away and crossed her arms. “Besides, I’ll have you know that I’m quite the salsa dancer.”

“So…no latte, then?” Laurel asked.

“Doesn’t sound like it.” Flint chuckled nervously under the scathing gaze of Morwenna.

“Then I suppose we’ll have to have a couple of gins. With plenty of ice,” Laurel said.

“Oh, we’re going for the real thing, not a mocktail?” Calvin asked. Then he turned around as the door opened and a familiar voice reached him.

“I’m telling you, fellas, the hangover is from the music, not the beer,” a voice drifted in from outside.

“But you did have quite a few,” came a reply.

“Certainly wouldn’t have helped,” another voice agreed.

“Uncle Stan!” Calvin called.

“Flint, you’re on bar duty. I have to get this place back into some sense of order. Seems Brushworth and co. are broken.” Morwenna looked around, disdain on her face at the poorly arranged chairs, empty tankards and glasses still left on tables, and a few strings of cobwebs hanging from the rafters. “Now, where did that blasted feather duster get to?”

“Somebody broke Brushworth?” Uncle Stan said as he headed toward the bar with his best friends, Harry and Bert, behind him.

“Is he snapped in two? Beyond repair?” Harry asked, sounding troubled.

“Who is Brushworth?” Calvin asked.

“He’s a magical sweeping brush,” Harry said.

“He’s the magical sweeping brush,” Uncle Stan corrected, and then his gaze rested on Laurel. “Hello.”

“Hi.” Laurel raised a hand.

“We haven’t been introduced.” Uncle Stan shot Calvin a sharp look. “You two are together, I take it.”

“Of course they are together,” Harry chuckled. “Can’t you see it?”

Uncle Stan put his fingers to his temples. “Everything is still a little blurry if I’m honest.”

“Well, it’s right there on their faces.” Harry thrust out his hand at Calvin. “Congratulations, young man.”

“Thanks.” Calvin shook his hand. No matter how old he was, he always felt like a young man around his wizened uncle and his friends.

I guess Laurel’s going to have to get comfortable with people knowing we are mates, Calvin’s bear said. Looks like there is no hiding it.

I guess so. Calvin let go of Harry’s hand as Uncle Stan flung his arms around him and hugged him tight.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Uncle Stan asked.

“I don’t think you understood anything I said this morning beyond ‘coffee.’” Calvin chuckled as he patted his uncle on the back. “I was going to tell you as soon as I got home.”

“When did you meet?” Uncle Stan asked. “Tell us all about it!” He clicked his fingers at Flint. “Bring us a bottle of your finest champagne.”

“You really want me to open that cupboard this morning?” Flint asked warily as he nodded toward an innocent enough looking cupboard behind the bar. “I’m surprised you can even stomach the idea of another drink already.”

“Don’t tell me that the wine connoisseur was affected, too?” Bert asked.

“I’m sorry, you employ a wine connoisseur?” Calvin asked in disbelief.

“And why would we not?” Morwenna asked sharply, her dress jingling as she emptied the dust into the trash.

“Well...”

I think you should be very careful about the next words that come out of your mouth, Calvin’s bear advised.

“Well?” Morwenna leaned on the bar with menace.

“I just thought...” Calvin felt his brain buffering like his computer when he asked it to deal with too much data. “That the tavern specialized in beer rather than wine.”

Good save, his bear applauded.

“Speaking of beer, did you meet with Damien?” Uncle Stan interjected, to Calvin’s relief.

“I did,” Calvin said. “Laurel is working with Damien on the launch of his brewery.”

“You are?” Uncle Stan’s smile brightened further.

“Did Damien share his plans with you?” Laurel asked Stan. “He mentioned nothing to me about Calvin, but then again, it’s probably not something I needed to know for the launch.”

“He did.” Uncle Stan glanced at Calvin. “He swore me to secrecy. He was worried that you would try to talk him out of it. Or that you would refuse his offer of a full partnership. That you wouldn’t take the risk on this new venture.”

“He knows how risk-averse you are,” Harry chipped in.

“Risk?” Calvin asked. “As I see it, Damien is the one taking all the risks.”

“He wanted to make the brewery a success before he told you about his plans,” Uncle Stan said, perching on a barstool. “He hoped that might tempt you back here if he could prove to you that you could make a life for yourself here doing something you’d always wanted to do.”

“And Demelza?” Calvin asked.

“Ah, Demelza.” Uncle Stan sucked in a breath. “You met her, I take it?”

“We did.” Calvin cast a sideways glance at Laurel. “We were just about to compare notes.”

“I have a few notes of my own,” Bert added as he settled down next to Stan. “Are we getting drinks, or have the taps run dry?”

“I think we sucked them dry last night. That, or the tavern, knows we need coffee instead.” Harry clambered onto a bar stool and swayed slightly.

I think we left just in time last night, Calvin’s bear said. Everyone looks the worst for wear.

“Good idea.” Bert held up his hand. “Coffee, please, Flint.”

“Coffee?” Morwenna turned to face them, armed with her dustpan and brush. “Have you ever seen us serve coffee?”

“No,” Bert replied sheepishly. “But that doesn’t mean to say that you don’t serve it at all.”

“Yes, we don’t know what you have hidden away behind all those cupboards,” Harry said with a sweep of his hand. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you have a whole coffee plantation hidden in the vents.”

“And maybe we don’t want to know,” Uncle Stan said. “I swear one of these days we’re going to open one and all get sucked in. Like a massive black hole.”

“Now, don’t go spreading those kinds of rumors,” Morwenna warned with a wag of her bony finger. “That only happened once and there were extenuating circumstances.”

I can’t tell if she’s joking or not, Calvin’s bear said.

That makes two of us. But Calvin had to admit that The Lonely Tavern sure did add a little mystery to the town.

“Extenuating circumstances?” Uncle Stan asked.

“You know how it is,” Morwenna shrugged. “Magical cross-wires.”

“Anyway,” Calvin butted in. “Why don’t I get you all something to eat? Something greasy.”

“Oh, I like you,” Morwenna said as she nudged Flint. “You heard him, Flint. Fire up the fryer.”

“As long as it’s not those Goblin Grease Fritters or whatever they were called that you were serving last month.” Bert covered his mouth at the memory.

“Those definitely stretched the definition of ‘food.’” Stan grimaced.

“Where did you even find the recipe for those?” Harry asked.

“A very respectable gnome explorer sold me those,” Morwenna harrumphed. “And I think you’ll find they were perfectly rancid.”

“I don’t think that’s a good thing.” Calvin shrank under her gaze.

“I think you just don’t know the slang the mythical folk use these days. Rancid is exactly the word the gnome used, and he was so eager to sell me the recipe that he offered an absolute basement price for them.”

Flint smiled. “I think we’ve got some bacon lying around. I’ll fix you all something up.”

“Cheers to Flint, our savior!” Stan cheered, before wincing at the noise. “I don’t suppose you could grab us a cold drink as well? A boozeless beverage, if you will.”

“You wouldn’t prefer them room temperature?” Flint asked with a hopeful smile.

“Not the yeti, too?” Harry blew the air out of his cheeks.

“Nobody was immune to the music last night,” Flint said, eyeing the fridge up.

“Except me,” Morwenna interjected and reached for a charm sewn onto her dress.

“Ah, and you had to deal with the incident with the restroom,” Bert said gently to Flint. “That’s enough to scar a man for life.”

“You have no idea,” Flint murmured.

“But Flint is no mere man,” Morwenna said firmly. “He is a dragon shifter. A big and strong one at that.” She waved her hand and Flint. “So get our customers their food, please.”

“Maybe we should get back to going over what happened this morning,” Laurel suggested as she leaned closer to Calvin, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as her warm breath caressed his skin. “I mean with Damien and Demelza.”

“Sure.” He smiled at her, wishing their meeting had been more straightforward. “So, how did you get along with Demelza?”

“I can’t put my finger on it,” Laurel replied. “But I’m sure there’s something more going on with her than meets the eye.”

“Me, too,” Calvin agreed.

And for Damien’s sake, they wanted to know the truth. He didn’t care about having a stake in the brewery.

That’s not quite true, his bear said.

No, it’s not, Calvin agreed. Seeing the brewery, and its potential, had given him a fire in his belly that he hadn’t felt for a long time. But if Damien was in love, if his future depended on keeping the whole brewery, Calvin would walk away. His friendship with Damien meant more than beer.

“Here we are,” Flint appeared from the back room, two plates of delicious-smelling food in his hands with another floating behind him. “Let me try and find you those drinks.” He stepped tentatively toward the fridge.

That was quick. His bear salivated at the smell of the food.

Maybe we need to add ‘magical fryer’ next to ‘yeti fridge’ on our list of future appliances.

“Woof.” Stan’s eyes practically jumped out of his skull at the sight of fresh bacon and eggs. “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in all my life.”

“I don’t even think angels are this perfect.” Bert eagerly picked up his knife and fork from his plate.

“Huh,” came Flint’s voice before he stood back up. “No yeti.”

“What? Even that ragged fur ball is taking the day off?” Morwenna crouched down. “What is the point of having all this staff when I must still do everything myself?” She reached one arm in, and then another, and then half of her body was inside the fridge. There came the sound of clattering metal, scraping stones, and something loud snapping before Morwenna appeared, bottles wet with condensation held deftly between her fingers. “Would you look at that? Mr. Yeti must have had a secret stash of lemonade in there.”

“Be thankful for that. I thought we’d only have the bread beer left today,” Flint said.

“You know that’s what inspired Damien to make his craft beers,” Calvin told Flint. “He wanted to make something as unique, though perhaps better tasting, as the bread beer here.”

“He’s a fool,” Morwenna huffed. “There is nothing to match a pint of good bread beer.”

“I will have to take your word for it,” Calvin said.

“Here’s to you and Laurel. And Damien and Demelza.” Uncle Stan raised his bottle. “I couldn’t be more happy that you have both found the one you love.”

“Maybe you should have a double wedding,” Harry suggested.

“Maybe a double date first,” Bert said with a chuckle.

“A double date?” Morwenna asked. “Oh, what a wonderful idea! The tavern loves double dates. That will be just what this place needs to get over its hangover and pull it out of its funky mood.”

I still cannot get my head around the tavern having any thoughts or feelings about dating, Calvin’s bear said.

But if it does, Calvin began, what better way to sniff out a fake relationship?

A double date it is then! His bear grinned. And then afterward, you can introduce me to our mate.

It’s a date! Calvin replied as he took out his phone and dialed Damien’s number.


Chapter Sixteen – Laurel

A blind date. Now a double date.

Laurel stood before her open closet and studied the array of outfits before her. Should she go for flattering and demure, or something more revealing? Something to tempt her mate into wanting to ravish her...

“Laurel.” Laurel visibly jumped at the sound of her grandmother’s voice from the hallway. “Can I talk to you? Please.”

Laurel tensed her jaw and bit back her first response, which was not polite. She still could not believe her grandmother, of all people, could even think about setting Laurel up on a blind date with Giovani, let alone actually do it!

“I’m busy,” Laurel replied.

“It won’t take a moment,” her grandmother reassured her in a muffled voice. She must have been leaning right up against the door.

Laurel stared at the different colored fabrics hanging in her closet and then sighed and closed the door. If she didn’t hear what her grandmother had to say, it would be on her mind all evening. And they didn’t need the distraction.

She gave a rueful smile at her reflection in the mirror as she went to the bedroom door. There was no way she would not be distracted when Calvin would be there.

Damn, that man was hot!

Not the kind of thoughts she wanted in her head when she spoke to her grandmother.

“I can spare a couple of minutes,” Laurel said as she cracked open the door to reveal her grandmother. It was as if the older woman had shrunk overnight, and Laurel was sure her eyes looked red-rimmed even though her grandmother had a reputation for always keeping her composure.

“It’s about...yesterday,” Grandma said.

“Oh, you mean yesterday when you tried to set me up on a blind date with Giovani, the same Giovani who broke my heart and stole my business?” Laurel asked, not ready to let her grandmother off the hook. Red-rimmed eyes or no red-rimmed eyes.

“You know I only want the best for you,” Grandma said, her bottom lip trembling.

“And you honestly thought that Giovani is the best I can do?” Laurel asked.

“His family...” Grandma began but stopped as Laurel sent her a cutting look.

“I have never cared about family connections or bloodlines,” Laurel stated firmly. “You know that. You also know what he did to me.” Laurel swallowed hard as her emotions threatened to overwhelm her. “I know you know because you held me while I cried. You held me while everything I had built over the last two years came crashing down around me!”

“I know,” Grandma said. “I just thought that if you and Giovani got back together, everything would be put right.”

“Put right?” Laurel asked incredulously. “We can’t turn back time, so there is no putting this right. The damage is done. Damage, that is a part of me now. Damage that affects the way I see the world and everyone I meet. He betrayed me in the worst possible way.”

She took a breath. Laurel did not want to go back to the person she’d been in the days and weeks after her breakup with Giovani. She’d been angry and bitter, her mind filled with self-destructive thoughts.

But she’d gotten over that. She’d moved back in with her parents and with their love and support, she’d seen the light and made a plan to move on and rebuild her life.

“He told me that it had all been a big misunderstanding and he was willing to put things straight with...”

“He was willing to put things straight if I dated him?” Laurel asked.

“Yes.” Grandma hung her head. “But I see him for what he truly is now.”

“You do?” Laurel asked, her anger slipping away.

“He should have set things right before your date. He shouldn’t have used it as leverage. And I admit I was blinded by my own desire to see our bloodline restored and to see you restored.” Grandma stepped into the room, her arms outstretched. “I can say I am sorry a thousand times or more, but it won’t be enough.”

“I know you would never do anything to intentionally hurt me,” Laurel said. “But intentional or otherwise, you did hurt me. I’m just thankful that Calvin was there instead.”

“The bear shifter,” Grandma whispered.

“Yes, the bear shifter. My mate.” She inched away from her grandmother. “I need you to promise that you will not try to interfere in my relationship with Calvin.”

“Ever?” Grandmother squeaked.

“Never. Ever.” Laurel gave her a long, hard stare. “I know your heart is in the right place, but Calvin and I are mates. We already know it’s going to work out between us. As for the rest of it, I want to know that everything I feel, everything I experience, and Calvin experiences, is the truth. I had enough lies and betrayal with Giovani. No more.”

“No more,” Grandma replied, her tone sullen.

“Promise me,” Laurel said.

“I promise,” Grandma answered begrudgingly.

“Okay. Now I have to get dressed for my date with Calvin.” Laurel chose not to involve her grandmother any more than that. She didn’t want the older woman to find any wriggle room in her promise to stay out of Laurel and Calvin’s lives.

“You should wear the sapphire blue dress with the embroidered edges.” Grandma went to the closet and took the dress off the rail. “It sets off your eyes perfectly, and you positively glow when you wear it.”

“You’re right. It’s perfect.” She held the dress up to her and looked in the mirror.

“I am sorry,” Grandma repeated. “And I hope that your bear shifter makes you happy.”

“He does,” Laurel replied. “He wants the best for me. So the two of you already have something in common.”

“And I promise that if Giovani ever comes sniffing around trying to cause trouble, he will feel my wrath.” The sadness in her grandmother’s eyes was replaced by a flash of anger.

“I’m sure he’ll stay out of my life now,” Laurel said.

“You mean now that he’s been scarred for life? I don’t know what happened inside that tavern. The owner insists it was user error and that her terms of service say that she cannot be held responsible for any damage that occurs while you are on the premises.” Grandma raised an eyebrow. “Was there magic afoot?”

“Not my magic,” Laurel retorted. “Anyway, until I came home last night, I had no clue my blind date was supposed to be Giovani.” She held up her hand. “And before you try to accuse Calvin, he had just rolled into town and, as far as I am aware, the only magic in him is the ability to shift.”

“So, it was the tavern,” Grandma murmured.

“Well, when I am there tonight, I will check it out.” Laurel glanced at her watch. “I really need to get ready.” She kissed her grandmother on the cheek. “Thanks for the apology.”

“I love you, Laurel,” Grandma said. “Have a good evening.”

“Do you mean that?” Laurel asked.

“Of course I do.” Grandma hugged Laurel tightly. “I do want what’s best for you and if this bear shifter is it, then I will be okay with it.”

“Even if it dilutes our bloodline even more?” Laurel asked.

“Even if it dilutes our bloodline even more.” She sniffed and pulled away. “At least he’s not a dragon shifter.” She shuddered. “You know how we feel about those.”

“I do.” Laurel chuckled. It was no secret that the fae did not like dragon shifters one bit.

“Now, you get dressed and go have dinner with your mate.” Grandma’s lips twitched up at the corners. “I like the sound of that.”

“Me, too,” Laurel replied.

As her grandmother left the room and closed the door behind her, Laurel quickly got dressed in the blue dress and then combed her hair, pinning it up with a silver hair clip. After applying minimal makeup, she headed out the door, with only minutes to spare before Calvin was due to pick her up.

Even after the time they had spent together so far, Laurel’s heart fluttered a little in her chest as she watched Calvin’s car roll into the driveway, and it practically skipped a beat as he stepped out. His hair had been neatly combed and gelled back. The white button-up shirt was just large enough not to look as though the buttons threatened to pop off every time he moved, causing his muscles to shift beneath the silky material.

And then there was that warm, genuine smile that he clearly couldn’t keep off his face when he saw her. It was sweet how he was almost bashful with his gaze, trying not to stare at her, but also unashamed when she caught him looking.

“Hi,” he said as he walked over to her.

“Hi yourself.” Laurel smiled up at him. “You look very handsome this evening.”

“And you look beautiful. I really like the way the blue of your dress sets off your eyes.”

“Thanks.” Laurel tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s been a while since I’ve had an excuse to wear it.”

“I can’t tell you how happy I am to be that excuse.” Calvin then offered her his arm. “Shall we?”

“We shall.” Laurel hooked her arm through his and let him lead her to the car. “I’m hoping this dinner will not be so awkward that we can’t enjoy ourselves even just a little bit.”

“Even if it is, there’s no one I would like to share an awkward double date with more than you.” Calvin opened the passenger door.

“You say the sweetest things.” She placed a hand on his chest before getting into the car.

He closed the door behind her before making his way around the car and getting in beside her. “You know what I mean, though, that even though this will not be a fun evening, I’m still gla... You were joking.”

“Only a little bit.” Laurel giggled. “I’m also glad that I’m sharing this awkward double date with you instead of anyone else. I just hope there’ll be plenty of non-awkward ones to come.”

“I’ll make sure there is.” Calvin then started the car, and they drove off into the evening.

“So, what’s the game plan?” Laurel asked.

“I’m glad you asked.” Calvin chuckled. “I’ve been thinking this over a lot. Not in an obsessive kind of way, but I’ve been thinking of strategies.”

“Wow, I feel like I’ve come unprepared now. Let’s hear it.”

Calvin looked over at her for a moment. “I feel at this point we can’t ignore the fact that the tavern has some kind of mind or will of its own. And if Morwenna is to be believed, it has likes and dislikes, and even feelings. Which we observed when the whole building appeared to be hungover today.”

“This sounds a little crazy, but I have to agree with you.” Laurel nodded.

“It does sound crazy, but our own experiences there, and what other people have told us, do indicate this being the case. The one thing we can almost be certain that the tavern likes is love. So, I don’t think it’s that wild to guess that it will not like fake love.”

“Ahh, you’re saying that you think it will tell if Damien and Demelza’s romance is fake, and that it will somehow…tell us?” Laurel couldn’t believe she was having this conversation.

“Exactly,” Calvin said. “So it’s our job to make this evening as romantic as possible. I’m thinking a good wine. And we ask Morwenna if we can have a candlelit table. We ask them about how they met, what they like about each other, stuff like that.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” Laurel looked over at Calvin, watching his face as he drove. “But maybe we should do a trial run.”

“Trial run?”

“Yeah. We’ve got to make sure we get this right. I’ll start. What do you like the most about me?”

She could see by the widening of his eyes that she had caught him off guard and winced. It sounded romantic in her head, but maybe she had jumped the shark there.

“I think I’d need to get to know you a little better before I answer that. I like everything about you, but there’s so much about you I don’t even know that I don’t think I can give you a good answer yet,” Calvin said carefully.

Laurel smiled. “It’s all right. Sorry for springing that on you. I thought it would be fun, but that was a little intense of me.”

“No, not at all.” Calvin tapped his fingers on the steering wheel for a moment. “I love how carefree you are. Even the most mundane things seem magical when you’re involved because you’re not afraid to just have fun. You’ve done nothing but lighten my spirits since I’ve met you.”

Laurel blushed, unable to keep herself from grinning like a fool at the comment. “Apart from the time I told you off for pretending to be my blind date.”

Calvin chuckled. “Yeah, apart from that, but it was probably deserved. Okay, what about you?”

“I like that you come up with complete strategies on how to get a magical tavern to tell us whether your friend’s fiancée is faking it.”

Calvin gave a bark of laughter. “That’s very specific.”

“I know, but it shows who you are,” Laurel said. “You care so much that you spent all afternoon figuring out how you can make sure your friend is safe. You’re genuine, clever, and easy on the eyes, to say the least.”

It was now Calvin’s turn to blush. He glanced over at her. “Now, I thought we said one thing. You just gave me a whole list.”

Laurel lightly smacked him on the arm. “Maybe there are too many things about you to choose from.”

“I suppose I can easily live with that.” Calvin still had the smile on his face when he turned into a side street and pulled the car over. He looked over at her as the engine cut out. “You still think it’s best if we don’t appear as a couple?”

Laurel nodded. “Yes. I think it’s just going to drive Demelza into a frenzy if she thinks that we’re together after the whole giving you half the company thing. I think she’ll be suspicious that we’re in cahoots, even though we aren’t.”

“Okay. I’ll try to play it cool.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage,” Laurel said as they began to walk toward the tavern. But by the look in his eye, she wasn’t sure if he would. And by how hard she had to fight not to reach out to hold his hand, she wasn’t sure if she would, either.


Chapter Seventeen – Calvin

There was a slight chill to the usually pleasant air inside the tavern. The candles and lanterns were casting only a weak glow across the empty benches, stools, and tables. After last night it seemed strange seeing the tavern so quiet on an evening. There were no crowds dancing, no music playing, and even Brushworth looked dejected as he absently swept the floor.

“It’s kind of spooky. I won’t lie,” Laurel said in a low voice.

“Hm,” Calvin nodded. “With some tweaks, we’ll make the place moody and romantic instead. Let’s go see what Morwenna can do.”

The floorboards creaked softly beneath their feet as they walked toward Morwenna who was perched on the edge of the bar, running her finger over the rim of a crystal wine glass before putting it up to her ear.

“Hm, really?” She chuckled softly. “No chance he thinks that about her…wait—they said they loved the fritters! I can’t believe they went and said that about my cooking at my bar—”

“Hello, Morwenna.” Laurel waved.

Morwenna’s gaze snapped up, and she clutched the glass to her chest as if she had just been caught stealing. She squinted through the dim light. “Oh. Customers.”

“Yeah,” Calvin nodded. “We booked a table for four. We were just in here earlier. With Stan and his friends.”

“The Regulars?” Morwenna’s eyes lit up. “Yes! The double date!” She reached up and replaced the glass onto the rack over her head before hopping off the bar in a flurry of silver jingling charms. “That’s just what this place needs. A nice double date will sort the tavern right out. It’s feeling quite sorry for itself at the moment. Too much fae music and partying will do that to a building.”

“It happens to the best of us.” Laurel shrugged at Calvin.

“Did you have a table in mind for us?” Calvin asked.

“Take your pick.” Morwenna opened her arms wide. “The whole tavern is reserved just for you. This was definitely planned and not just a slow night.”

“Planned?” Calvin asked, eyeing the weapons hanging on the wall.

Let’s hope dinner is all the tavern had planned tonight, his bear said.

“Yes.” She tapped her chin with a long, thin finger. “I thought Flint might have left the closed sign outside. But it was the tavern door. It has a habit of getting stuck if it doesn’t want someone to come inside.”

“It opened for us,” Calvin said.

“Because it wants you in here.” Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed them. “Hmm.”

“Hmm?” Calvin asked.

“Yes. Hmm.” Morwenna shifted her attention to the bar area. “Pick a table. Any table you want.”

“What do you think?” Laurel looked up at Calvin. “That one in the middle?”

Calvin looked at the table Laurel pointed at. A nice round table dead center in the middle of the bar area. “Perfect. Could we get a white tablecloth, and maybe some candles on that table?”

Morwenna wagged her finger at Calvin. “I’m liking you more and more every time you cross this threshold. It’s nice to meet a man for once who’s not afraid of being a bit romantic.” She waved her hands in a shooing motion, and the other tables and benches around their now-reserved table were shoved back out of the way, clearing a wide space for their seats. “You should give Flint a talking to sometime. Or Ash. Especially Ash. There’s only so much snark and bravado I can stomach, you know.” She whistled, and a white tablecloth descended from the dark rafters above.

At first, it looked like it was a flying magic carpet, but Calvin soon saw that it was being carried by a group of imps, who seemed to be struggling to keep themselves flying straight, and missed the table, having to turn and come back for another run, this time managing to drape the table cloth so it just about covered the table.

Morwenna tutted as she stepped over and adjusted the cloth by hand. “This reminds me of when I first took on his place. Or rather, this place took me on. There was no staff here whatsoever, and so I had to serve everyone back then. And I tell you, those peasants could be a rowdy lot.”

She clicked her fingers and long, slim, moon-white candles sprouted like flowers from the table, with delicate flames blooming like petals, hovering a few inches from the table. “But those days are long behind me, so I may be a little rusty.”

She then pointed upward, and something high above them cast a spotlight onto the table, encapsulating the dining table in a soft, hazy glow.

“But I think I’ve still got it.”

She pinched her fingers together and twisted them in the air, as if turning an invisible dial, and the already dim tavern darkened just slightly more, but the harsh shadows softened, and the light became more diffuse as the temperature warmed a few pleasant degrees.

“Look at that.” Calvin wrapped an arm around Laurel. “From gloomy to moody.”

“It’s perfect,” Laurel breathed. “Could we also get a bottle of red wine for the table, please?”

“Certainly.” Morwenna nodded. “And let me go see why there isn’t any music playing.”

Calvin pulled out a chair for Laurel before taking a seat beside her. She took his breath away. She looked otherworldly beneath the soft lights over them, and with the room dark behind her, it felt as though his world ended where she did. And it did, really.

She smiled, and he couldn’t help himself any longer. He felt his hand reaching out for hers, as if of its own will... and then the door opened, and he snapped his hand back to him.

“Wow, look at this place,” Demelza said, looking around at the tavern as she walked toward the table with Damien in tow. “Did you hire out the whole tavern?”

“It seems that way,” Calvin said as Demelza and Damien took their seats.

“We figured that since we were celebrating such a nice occasion—the launch of the beer and Calvin and Damien being reunited—that we’d do something special,” Laurel explained.

She’s pretty good at this, his bear swooned.

“You didn’t have to do this, Cal,” Damien said.

“It was the least I could do after everything you’ve done for me.” Calvin watched Demelza out of the corner of his eye. To her credit, she didn’t visibly react. Perhaps they had talked about things after Calvin and Laurel had left and come to an understanding.

Demelza even smiled as she said, “Well, it’s nice to see that Damien has a good choice in frie… What on earth is that?”

They all turned to look toward the stairs, where there was the sound of someone banging on a door and raised voices from somewhere out of sight.

“...those ivories won’t be the only thing being bashed if you carry on! I’ll be employing Yelland here permanently if you don’t get your act together!”

Then came the sound of thunderous footsteps, before Morwenna appeared at the bottom of the stairs, pausing when she saw everyone staring at her.

“I see the whole party is here now.” She raised a finger as the muffled sound of a smooth saxophone with accompanying piano gently filled the silence. “Ah, there’s the music. Let me fetch you that wine and we can get the evening underway.” She scurried toward the bar.

Demelza laughed. “I see this place truly is as quirky as Damien was telling me.” She then lowered her voice. “Are we sure we want the launch to take place here?”

“This is the tavern at its most…hungover,” Laurel said. “So if it’s this nice now, imagine it when it’s recovered.”

“So Damien’s never brought you here before, Demelza?” Calvin turned to her. “I’m surprised, considering how much he said he liked this place.”

“I’m not much of a tavern girl. I guess I prefer a nice restaurant,” Demelza said pointedly.

“And we’ve certainly had some great nights finding some gems in town, isn’t that right?” Damien leaned in toward Demelza for a kiss but stopped, his eyes opening to look at the commotion coming from behind the bar.

“I’m going to come in there and turn all that fancy wine into vinegar if you don’t open this blasted door,” Morwenna grunted as she heaved on a closet door, almost tipping backward when it swung open. She peered inside, and they could hear an exchange of harsh whispers and angry gesturing from Morwenna before she stepped back, a bottle in hand.

Calvin and Laurel shared a quick glance as Morwenna hurried over to the table, a wine bottle in one hand and four glasses held in between the fingers of her other.

“Good evening. You all look absolutely ravishing tonight.” With practiced ease, she placed down a glass in front of everyone, before holding the bottle forward. Instead of a label, the name of the wine was threaded with gold through the actual glass, though Calvin couldn’t read the language.

That looks very expensive, his bear mused.

I guess Morwenna is just invested in this date going well.

“I have for you here a ‘fine, you can have this one’ wine that has been aged perfectly for so many years that it has come to be known as ‘you’re a wicked hag.’ It has ‘stop being so bitter about it’ flavors with an undertone of ‘don’t insult my craft like that again,’” Morwenna explained in a studious tone.

Those seated at the table laughed quietly, a little confused.

“I don’t think that sounds right.” Demelza frowned.

There was a flash of annoyance on Morwenna’s face, but she kept it straight. “I assure you, an expert in this field has literally just told me that word for word, so I can assure you it’s true. Now, who would like to sample the first pour?”

“I suppose Damien should, as he is the man of honor tonight.” Laurel gestured to him.

“Thank you, Laurel.” Damien waited for Morwenna to splash some wine into his glass before he lifted it to his nose. He nodded and then took a sip. “Oh my. That makes me feel like I’ve dived headlong into the wrong business.”

Calvin chuckled. “It’s good then?”

“Good enough to make me rethink this whole beer thing entirely!” Damien laughed and turned to Demelza, promptly stopping when he saw her unimpressed expression. “Joking. Of course. But yes, very good wine.”

“Glad to hear it.” Morwenna filled everyone’s glasses with the aromatic liquid. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will go and work on your starters.”

“Starters? We haven’t even looked at the menu yet,” Demelza said.

“You won’t be looking at any menus tonight, simply because there aren’t any.” Morwenna placed the bottle on the table and gave a quick bow before turning and scooting toward the backroom, which Calvin could only assume was where the kitchen was.

“So, how did you two meet again?” Calvin asked as he reached for his glass. “You never told me the details, Damien.” He took a sip of the wine, and it felt like the flavors were actually dancing across his tongue in a slow waltz. Delicious.

“It was quite romantic, wasn’t it?” Damien beamed at Demelza.

“Yes, it was.” Demelza sipped her drink before gagging a little. “Urgh. This tastes sour.”

“Really?” Laurel tried her drink. “It tastes sweet to me.”

“Here, try mine.” Damien offered his glass, but Demelza waved him off.

“It’s fine. I don’t really like red wine, anyway. What did you ask, again?”

“How we met,” Damien said. “It was very romantic. We met on the…on the, you know, that place in town. It was…I can’t quite remember the details, I’ll be honest. The launch must be taking up more of my mind than I thought.”

Calvin could see a concerned expression on Demelza’s face. “We bumped into one another by the market stalls in the town center.”

Calvin kept his focus on Demelza, despite the loud clattering that was coming from the kitchen.

“You were looking for ingredients for your beer, and I was looking for…botanicals, I think. Our hands touched when we both reached for the lemongrass, and that was it. Love at first sight.”

There was a loud bang, like something dropped from behind the kitchen door, followed by Morwenna’s muffled shouting. It felt like the music coming from somewhere upstairs grew just a little in volume to try to cover up the commotion.

“Lemongrass. Wow, that’s so romantic.” Laurel placed her chin in her hands. “I never thought that something like that could happen, but I guess it’s true.”

It is in our case. His bear bared his teeth in a grin.

I’m sure that’s what she’s really talking about. Calvin tried not to grin at the thought.

“It turns out dreams really can come true,” Damien said. “First the HoneyClaw Beer, and then Demelza.”

Calvin shook his head in disbelief. “I guess fate has a strange way of working.”

They looked up as Morwenna reappeared, a large dish in her hands, with a flustered expression and her hair a little messier than it normally was.

“You won’t believe what just happened. I did not know that cast-iron pans could spontaneously develop an allergy to fungi. And react so violently.” Morwenna placed the dish in the middle of the table. There was a small mound of beautifully golden breaded mushrooms, with a dusting of cheese over a bed of fresh greens.

“We were wondering what all the commotion was,” Calvin said. “But this looks delicious.”

“I certainly hope so. I nearly lost my head making them.” Morwenna put on a sweet smile. “Anyway, enjoy, my beautiful, lovely double-daters.” She once again headed for the bar.

Demelza watched her go before turning to Calvin and Laurel. “Double-?”

“So what do you two like to do for fun?” Laurel quickly asked.

“Oh, we do enjoy doing everything together,” Damien said as he joined everyone else in picking at the mushrooms. “Don’t we?”

“Well, maybe not everything,” Demelza said. “You certainly get much more joy out of the beer than I ever could.”

There were several loud pops from the bar and a shocked scream from Morwenna as many of the bottles around the bar blew their caps, spewing beer and liquor over the counter and floor.

“What is going on?” Morwenna stormed into the kitchen.

“You must have things you enjoy doing together, though?” Calvin asked, trying to keep the conversation on track.

“We’ve got lots of plans for after the launch. I’ve just been so busy working with Laurel to get the launch right and perfecting the beer recipes. Demelza has been wonderful, though. She doesn’t mind at all that this is taking up all my time right now. In fact, she’s been encouraging it.” Damien chewed down another mushroom. “These are so good. They remind me of our younger days picking wild mushrooms in the forest, remember, Cal?”

Calvin grinned at the memory. “We had some good times adventuring to all sorts of places in search of the most delicious ones. You’re not so much of a fan?” He directed the question at Demelza, who was eyeing up the dish.

She shook her head. “I’ve always found mushrooms a little…weird.”

There was a bright flash of light and a loud fizzling sound as several of the candles floating around the table flared brightly for a moment before falling to the floor.

“Okay, I don’t think this place is safe.” Demelza put up her hands. “I think we should think about getting out of here.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing Morwenna can’t fix,” Laurel said. “This is a very popular venue. We might never get the chance to have the place to ourselves again.”

“Besides, I’d like to ask about your plans for the future. Especially since we’re partners now.” Calvin nodded at Damien.

“That’s right.” Damien grinned. “We’re all partners in this now. Even after the launch, I’d like us all to hunker down and work hard as a team to make this best the brewing company in town.”

Demelza scowled. “That sounds like it would be wonderful for all of you, but I was thinking of a nice vacation somewhere.”

The walls of the tavern began to groan loudly as if it was twisting in on itself. The music, which had been steadily getting louder, turned off-key, becoming unpleasant instead of unnoticeable background noise.

They all looked around. Even Calvin was beginning to worry that they were pushing the tavern too far in its fragile state.

Demelza stood up. “I think this whole place is about to come down. We should leave. Now!”

“But we haven’t even talked about your marriage,” Calvin insisted. “Have you set a date? Booked a venue?”

Damien nodded his head from side to side. “I think we’d like to keep it a simple affair with close friends and family.”

“No, it should be lavish, with as many people as the venue can fit,” Demelza retorted.

The groaning became louder, and Calvin wasn’t sure if he could actually see the walls begin to warp in the dim light. Then something fell on the table.

“Oh my,” Laurel peered forward at the little red-winged creature that lay in a crumple on the white cloth. “Is it-?”

It suddenly sat up, shaking its head to clear its daze. Its tiny features scowled at them, and it uttered a few disgruntled, indescribable words before flying off, leaving behind a small silver trinket that it must have been carrying.

“That’s pretty.” Calvin picked it up, before jumping at a loud bang.

Morwenna flew out of the kitchen, running toward the table. “Enough! I don’t know what you’re doing, what you’re playing at, but that’s enough. Out! The lot of you! Before this place starts throwing a proper tantrum!”

“We were just leaving, anyway. Come on, Damien.” Demelza grabbed Damien and pulled him to his feet.

“Thanks for the dinner, you two. We’ll do this again sometime.” Damien waved at them.

The door opened for them and then slammed shut behind them. As soon as they were gone, the light in the tavern began to return to a normal level. Then the groaning ebbed away as if the tavern were sighing with relief.

“I think we have our answer.” Calvin smiled innocently at Morwenna.

Judging by that thunderous expression, I think it’s going to take more than that to appease the witch, his bear whimpered.

“You, too!” Morwenna pointed to the door.

“What about the bill?” Calvin asked.

“It’s. On. The house,” Morwenna ground out as Brushworth appeared and began sweeping them toward the door.

“Come on.” Laurel reached the door, but it didn’t open.

“Here, I’ll get it for you.” Calvin grasped the door handle and pulled it. For a moment he thought it was going to stay resolutely shut, but then, with a groan, it opened, and Calvin and Laurel stepped out of the tavern and into the empty alleyway.


Chapter Eighteen – Laurel

“Well, that was the strangest date I have ever been on,” she said, shaking her head as she looped her arm through Calvin’s.

“Me, too,” Calvin replied as he looked up at the sky above.

Laurel rested her head on his shoulder. “I think my grandma was right when she said the tavern is...” Her brows furrowed, struggling to say the words. “It sounds crazy to even think it.”

“That the tavern is a sentient...building.” Calvin finished her thought, his deep voice hinting at disbelief.

“Yeah.” Laurel nodded.

“It’s certainly not logical,” he said. “But it’s hard to deny it when you see it for yourself.”

“Oh, I think we saw it all right,” Laurel agreed, remembering the strange occurrences that unfolded throughout the evening. She bit her lip, hesitant to ask the next question. “It didn’t like Demelza, did it?”

Calvin shook his head. “No, I don’t think it did.”

Laurel mulled this over. From the sour wine, exploding bottles, and fizzling candles…to the imp falling onto the table. Every time Damien and Demelza did something even vaguely romantic, the tavern reacted very poorly. It was like it was cringing from having to watch.

“I do hope that imp was okay. It had quite the fall,” Laurel said.

“They seem pretty robust. Oh, it did drop something, although I didn’t get a chance to give it back before Morwenna shooed us out.” Calvin reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver bauble, which he handed to Laurel.

“Huh, that’s pretty.” Laurel ran her fingertip over the small sliver of silver, shaped like a music note. “I wonder who it belongs to.”

“Maybe someone dropped it last night, and the imps picked it up for safekeeping,” Calvin mused. “So, Demelza and Damien?”

“You don’t think the tavern behaved that way toward Demelza just because it’s hung over from last night?” Laurel asked, searching for any other explanation as she fiddled with the little charm.

Calvin shook his head. “When we were holding hands and talking, it was fine. The trouble started as soon as Damien and Demelza started acting couply. I know correlation isn’t equal to causality, but I think we can make an educated guess that it really didn’t like the thought of those two being together.”

“I thought the same. So we’re saying that the tavern has given us proof that there is definitely something going on with those two.”

“I think so,” Calvin agreed, his eyes meeting hers.

“So…they’re in some kind of fake relationship? That could be the reasonable explanation.” Laurel would not be having this conversation with anyone other than Calvin. Because if she did, they would think she was crazy.

“It’s an explanation, but as to how reasonable it is...” Calvin paused, his face cast in shadow under the moonlight. “It’s hard to base our conclusions on the behavior of a sentient tavern hung over on fae magic.”

“Well, when you put it like that,” Laurel said.

“Listen, why don’t we forget about the date and Damien and Demelza for the rest of the evening?” Calvin said as they reached his car.

“Okay, what else did you have in mind?” Not that Laurel cared what they did as long as they were together.

As much as their double date had been entertaining, for mainly the wrong reasons, she was eager to spend some time alone with Calvin.

“Do you fancy a drive?” he asked.

“Do you have a destination in mind?” Laurel asked.

“I thought we might drive up into the mountains,” Calvin suggested.

“The mountains.” Laurel glanced toward the distant peaks that were silhouetted against the star-spangled sky. “I’d like that.”

It certainly would give them some privacy.

“Okay.” He led her to his car and opened the door for her to climb in.

“Thanks.” Laurel buckled her seatbelt and took a deep, steadying breath as he went around the car and then slid into the driver’s seat. The temperature in the car rose a couple of degrees instantly.

Or maybe it was the heat creeping through her body at the nearness of him.

“Do you have a particular place in mind?” Laurel asked as Calvin pulled away from the curb and headed out of town. “‘The mountains’ is quite a big area.”

“Yes.” He glanced sideways at her. “It was a favorite spot of mine back when I lived here. It’s got great views across the ocean. And it’s far enough out of town that we can see the stars properly.”

“What’s it like where you live?” Laurel asked.

“I don’t know that it’s that different,” Calvin replied. “Although there’s a lot less magic.”

Laurel chewed on her bottom lip as she stared out of the car window. Did that mean Damien had gotten it wrong and Calvin was happy with his life in the World Beyond?

“And I can’t shift at will. Having a bear running around in towns over there would cause havoc.” Calvin glanced at Laurel. “I am planning to move back here. If you were wondering.”

“I was,” she admitted. “I’ve never been outside the protection spell. And my life is here…but then your life is out there.”

“It’s not much of a life,” Calvin admitted. “I miss this place. Because even though it’s a lot the same, it’s incredibly different, too. The people are different. And I miss all the weird stuff.”

“You mean there isn’t a Lonely Tavern in the World Beyond?” Laurel asked in mock shock.

“Nope.” He cracked a grin. “But if we set one up, it sure would make a good franchise. It’s so quirky and we could replicate some of the stuff it does…”

“Like matching people together?” Laurel asked.

“Like matching people together.” He reached across the car and placed his hand over hers. “I will be forever grateful to that place for bringing us together.”

“Yeah, and for the whole restroom incident. Giovani kind of deserved it for the way he treats people.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. “I talked with my grandma before you picked me up.”

“Oh?” Calvin asked warily.

“Don’t worry. She’s happy I found my mate. And grateful you are a bear and not a dragon. The fae do not like dragons,” Laurel said.

“Talking of bears,” Calvin said.

“Am I going to get to meet yours?” Laurel asked, sitting up straighter in her seat. “Tonight?”

“He is kind of hoping that’s what’s going to happen. If that’s okay with you?” Calvin asked.

“It’s more than okay,” Laurel answered. “Right now, it feels as if I’ve only met half of you.” She cracked a grin. “Not that the half I have met isn’t enough.”

“But you want to meet the furry side, too,” Calvin said. “I can understand that. And he is a part of me. Half of me.”

“I’ve never actually seen anyone shift,” Laurel admitted.

“Never?” Calvin asked in surprise.

“There were not many shifters living where I grew up,” Laurel explained. “And when my mom and dad moved to Wishing Moon Bay, I only visited occasionally since my life, my career, was elsewhere.”

“And do you want to live in Wishing Moon Bay, or elsewhere?” Calvin asked.

“I like it here. And if you do own half of the brewery, this is where we should build our lives. It’s a fresh start for both of us and I like that idea,” Laurel replied.

“It’s a good place to raise kids,” Calvin said, staring at the road ahead.

“Is that your subtle way of asking if I want children?” Laurel asked. “Because if it is, then yes. I do. But I also need to work. I love event planning. And I’m not ready to give it up.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to,” Calvin assured her. “I can take our child to work. I can carry him or her on my back in a papoose. And then there’s my parents, they will help out, and my Uncle Stan.”

“I like your Uncle Stan. He and his buddies are a hoot,” Laurel said. “But they might have to fight off my grandma when it comes to childcare. She cannot wait for me to have children.”

“Is that why she set you up?” Calvin asked.

“With Giovani?” Laurel nodded. “I told her that I was done with men, and she was scared that her chances of having a grandchild were slipping away. I don’t know why she thought I might take back Giovani after what he did.”

“I know he hurt you,” Calvin said.

“Deeply.” Laurel fell silent for a moment. She wanted to trust Calvin. She did trust him. Which meant she needed to be open and honest with him. That way, he would understand her a little bit more. “Giovani and I…”

“Take your time,” Calvin said gently. “We have all night.”

“Giovani and I weren’t just romantic partners, we were also business partners. Or so I thought,” she began, her voice hoarse.

“And he betrayed you,” Calvin said with a knowing nod.

“Yes.” She cleared her throat and continued. “Looking back, I believe he was more interested in what I could do to help the business grow than in any long-term future we might have together.”

“He used you.” Calvin steered the car along the mountain roads, through pine forests, and passed rocky crags.

“He used me. And then when it suited him, he dumped me, and took the business.” She waved her hand in the air. “We worked in the fae world and when he tried to ditch me to further his career, he forged the paperwork so that the company was in his own name with me as a junior partner. I tried to prove otherwise, but the law was weighted in his favor since he has a pure fae bloodline.”

“Wow!” Calvin gripped the steering wheel so tightly the whites of his knuckles showed. “He is a piece of work.”

“He is,” she agreed.

“And your grandma knew all this before she set you up on a blind date with him?” Calvin asked.

“She did.” Laurel gave a nod. “From what she told me she hoped, or at least, Giovani told her that he was willing to take me back…” She pushed down her rising anger. Giovani would not spoil this evening.

“My bear wants to go find him and tear his head from his shoulders,” Calvin said.

“I appreciate the offer. But Giovani is not a part of my life anymore and I want to keep it that way,” Laurel told him.

“Duly noted,” Calvin said as he turned off the road and bumped along a gravel track that threaded its way through a dense pine forest before they reached a wide-open space where he stopped the car.

“Is this it?” she asked.

Calvin unbuckled his seatbelt. “This is it.”

She stepped out into the cool evening air. Pine-scented winds caressed her face. Overhead, stars sprinkled the night sky like a handful of diamonds scattered carelessly onto black velvet.

“This is…beautiful,” Laurel murmured, as her gaze swept over the clearing, taking in the silhouettes of the towering pines outlined against the starlit sky.

“It gets better.” Calvin wrapped his arm around her as they walked. “Come on.”

She leaned into him as the chill mountain air caught the hem of her dress. If she’d known they were going hiking in the mountains, she’d have worn something warmer.

But as they crested a small rise, Calvin stopped walking. “Here.”

Here was a cliff overlooking a small cove, with the ocean stretched out before them. The pine forest blocked out the light of the low moon and made the stars above shine brighter.

“Wow.” She rested her head on his shoulder as she stared out into the distance. “It’s like we’re the only two people in the world.”

“I’ve spent many hours up here staring out at the ocean while trying to work through my problems,” Calvin said.

“Is that what I am, a problem?” she asked lightly.

“You are the best thing that has ever happened to me.” Calvin dropped a kiss on the top of her head.

“Really? Because I’d say half a brewery is quite the gift,” Laurel said.

“I’m still not sure if I’m going to accept,” Calvin said. “But don’t worry, I will find something to do here in Wishing Moon Bay.”

“Pity, I’d like to work with you and Damien on promoting the beer and building it into a massive brand.”

“Yeah, I don’t see that happening with Demelza on the scene, and if Damien truly does love her and wants to spend the rest of his life with her, then I will not get in his way.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Now that we’ve met, I realize that love is the most important thing in the world.”

“Love?” Laurel said, turning to look into his face.

“Love.” He cupped her cheek in his hand and smoothed his thumb over her cheek. “That’s what I feel. I know it’s sudden and scary…”

“But that’s how it is for a shifter and their mate,” she murmured.

“It is.” He lowered his head and captured her lips. Heat spread through her, chasing away the chill mountain air.


Chapter Nineteen – Calvin

“Are you okay?” Laurel touched his upper arm lightly, but it was enough to bring him to his senses.

She was here in his arms. Beneath them, the endless ocean stretched out into the distance, and behind them, the mountains rose like silent sentinels.

It seemed so surreal that only a couple of days ago he was working in an office, with no real hopes for the future.

But the text from Uncle Stan had changed everything. And not in the way he expected.

Certainly, if anyone had told him he’d be holding his mate in his arms and telling her that he loved her, he’d have laughed and told them they were crazy.

But here he was.

“And this bear of yours,” Laurel murmured. “What’s he like?”

Calvin’s lips brushed against the sensitive skin of her neck as he whispered, “Big, and furry.”

And dying to meet our mate, his bear replied.

“And he desperately wants to meet you,” Calvin told her, even though he wanted nothing more than to stand here beneath the stars with his arms around his mate.

And, well, maybe more.

“I’d like that, too,” Laurel whispered, and she pressed herself closer to him, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his back, making it almost impossible for him to let go.

But he owed this to his bear.

With a groan, Calvin stepped away from his mate, although his eyes did not leave her face. “Don’t be scared.”

“The only thing that scares me about any part of you is how you make me feel,” Laurel said. “I’ve never felt this way before, so raw, so exposed. It’s like you’ve stripped me bare.”

He wanted to reach out and pull her back against him, bury his face in the crook of her neck, and breathe her in. And strip her bare physically just as he had emotionally, but he resisted.

His bear grumbled in impatience and Calvin swallowed down his intense desire and instead let the world and his mate slip away.

Laurel stood rooted to the spot as Calvin’s human form faded from the world. He only hoped that when his bear appeared in his place, his mate would still be there.

She was. Calvin sighed in relief. But that relief was swiftly replaced by his bear’s desire to inhale the scent of their mate and to feel her hand on his fur.

But he didn’t want to scare her.

Lowering his head, Calvin’s bear took a tentative step forward, and then another. As he took a third, Laurel exhaled sharply and then hurried toward him and kneeled on the ground in front of him as she threaded her arms around his neck and buried her face in his fur.

“You are amazing.” Laurel had no fear, no hesitation as she hugged him.

And so are you, his bear replied, wishing she could hear his words.

I think she already knows, Calvin said as the bear nuzzled their mate gently.

Laurel pulled away and studied the massive bear in front of her. Awe radiated from her as she traced a hand over his face before she rested her forehead on the bear.

For a long moment, they stayed there, neither moving as if they were connecting on a level that didn’t need words. Calvin’s bear had never felt such peace. Such a sense of completeness.

“Maybe one day soon we can walk together in the mountains,” Laurel said. “Or maybe splash in the ocean. Do bears like the ocean?”

The bear nodded his head. He would like it anywhere his mate was.

Laurel flopped down on the ground and the bear sat beside her, staring up at the stars side by side. She leaned into him and rested her back against his hulking body.

This has to be the best night of my life. Calvin’s bear sighed happily.

That makes the two of us, Calvin agreed.

“Thank you,” Laurel said to the bear. “Thank you for being a part of my life.”

The bear nuzzled her gently.

“I know you didn’t choose me. And I didn’t choose you. But if it were my choice, I wouldn’t want things any other way.” Laurel sat up and turned to look at the bear. “And that goes for both sides of you.”

I think maybe it’s your turn to take over, his bear said and got up, then lumbered away from their mate.

“We feel the same way, too,” Calvin said a second later as he swapped places with his bear.

Laurel held out her hands to him and he went to her, sitting down on the springy mountain grass where his bear had sat only moments before. “Your bear is incredible. You are incredible,” she murmured as she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

Calvin threaded his arm around her waist and pulled her close, the warmth of her body igniting a deep desire within him. He wanted her. Wanted to claim her here in the mountains, with the stars as his witness.

But did Laurel feel the same?

Her fingers tugging at his shirt buttons gave him the answer. A resounding yes!

As she unbuttoned his shirt, she caressed his exposed flesh with her fingers, leaving a trail of heat in their wake.

He groaned and slid his fingers through her hair as she pressed her lips to his chest and kissed her way to his shoulder. Her warm breath sent shivers down his spine, and he pulled her onto his lap so he could kiss her full on the lips. Laurel opened her mouth, giving him access to explore and taste her sweetness.

And she was sweet. Sweeter than mountain honey.

Sweeter than HoneyClaw Beer, his bear said happily.

But as she slipped his shirt from his shoulders and her fingers curled around his nipple, he realized there was not and never would be anything, or anyone, to compare his mate to. She was uniquely his.

As Calvin nipped her bottom lip lightly, he inched her dress up over her thighs, stroking her soft skin as he did so. And when his fingers finally brushed her inner thigh, she moaned. The sound of her arousal made his already hard shaft ache painfully.

With a growl, Calvin rolled over, pressing her back onto the cool ground, and then he lay atop her, careful not to crush her beneath his weight. He needed to make love to his mate, but he wanted to savor every moment, to relish her exquisite beauty as he looked down at her face, flushed with passion.

And desire.

“I want to feel you naked against me,” she murmured. “To make love under the stars.”

“Your every wish is my command,” he whispered against her skin, and she shivered, her fingers stroking the nape of his neck.

Laurel eased herself to a sitting position as he shifted his weight. With trembling fingers, she caressed his bare chest as he unbuckled his belt and pushed his jeans down over his thighs. She swallowed hard when she saw his hardened shaft before lifting her dress over her head to reveal her lacy underwear.

With a sigh, Calvin pulled her close, crushing her breasts against his chest, and she wound her arms around his neck, holding him close. His fingers explored the soft skin of her back, finding every inch of her exquisitely beautiful.

She wriggled her hips, easing her panties over her thighs, while he tackled the clasp of her bra. Finally, they were naked, bathed in starlight.

He was desperate to bury himself inside of her, but he didn’t want to rush this.

Laying her back down gently, he kissed her breasts, teasing each nipple until they were stiff peaks. He sucked one into his mouth and flicked his tongue over the sensitive flesh as she squirmed beneath him. His arousal intensified his need to please her in every way, all-consuming.

He had so much more to give his mate.

And he planned to give her it all.

Calvin kissed his way down her belly, his tongue tracing a line over her hips and down between her legs. He parted her thighs and kissed her intimately. Laurel cried out in pleasure as his tongue found her bud.

He teased and tasted her as her fingers dug into his back and her breath came in short gasps.

Just as her climax approached, he changed position and settled between her thighs, aching to enter her.

“Please,” she gasped. “I need to feel you inside me.”

He didn’t hesitate. He slid his length into her slowly, inch by inch, as her inner muscles tightened around him. Laurel rocked her hips, urging him on, as he pulled out of her slowly, before thrusting into her. She wrapped her legs around his back, pulling him deeper until he was completely buried in her.

He moved slowly, filling her as he thrust again and again, while her hands roamed his back, urging him on. Not that he needed urging. This was what he wanted. To take her slowly, leisurely, taking his time so they could each savor every moment of this, their first time together.

Laurel nipped at his neck, her breathing ragged as her body clenched tight, and he knew she was close to her climax.

But he was determined to wait, to take her there slowly.

Her moans of pleasure mingled with his own as he took her harder, his hardness swelling inside of her as he drove his shaft deeper, needing more, wanting her to feel everything he felt.

Calvin shifted his weight and cupped her breast in his hand, lowering his head to flick his tongue over her taut peak as he rocked his hips, sliding in and out of her hot wetness.

He could feel her tightening around him and knew her release was imminent. With every ounce of his self-restraint, he slowed his rhythm, rocking his hips gently inside her, keeping her on the precipice as he grazed his teeth over her tortured nipple. Laurel’s breaths came heavy as her inner muscles tightened around him, sheathing his hardness until it was too much. He had to move; he had to take her.

And she let him.

Thrusting his hips, Calvin pressed himself against her, driving his shaft deeper and deeper as his own orgasm raced toward him. He shuddered, his entire body vibrating with need as he felt his release building.

Laurel’s muscles spasmed as her climax overtook her and she let out a cry that echoed across the mountains, her back arching as she met his thrusts with her own, sending him over the edge. He exploded into her, his seed shooting deep inside her as her fingers dug into his back, leaving their mark.

Just as she had left her mark on his soul.

They lay there, entangled, as their orgasms subsided, and the stars above them seemed to twinkle in approval.

And a sense of complete contentment washed over him. He had never been happier in his life.

“I should get home,” she whispered.

Calvin frowned. He didn’t want to let her go. Not yet. Not ever.

“I don’t want to,” she said as she stroked his cheek. “I want to stay here forever with you. But I have to work tomorrow. The launch party is so close. And I need my beauty sleep.”

“I would disagree,” Calvin said. “You are, and always will be beautiful.”

“To you, because you are biased.” She inched away from him and looked into his eyes. “But you are biased. And anyway, I think better when I have had a good night’s sleep.”

“Then I’ll take you home,” Calvin said. “Since I know how much this launch means to you.”

“Thank you.” She smiled as she watched him gather up her clothes and hand them to her. “But after the launch...”

“I intend to make love to you all night,” Calvin said, kissing her lips before he quickly dressed.

They walked back to the car, hand in hand, her head resting on his shoulder. As they drove to her parents’ house, a comfortable silence settled over them. It was as if there were no need for words. They knew exactly what the other was thinking.

“Goodnight.” Laurel leaned across the seats and kissed him, and he slipped his arm around her waist, wanting to pull her into his lap and make love to her again.

Instead, he said, “Goodnight.” He understood her need to go. Her need to succeed in the launch of HoneyClaw Beer.

Because it means a new life for us here in Wishing Moon Bay, his bear said.

Yeah, it does. And if I can help her achieve that, I will.

And we both want her to succeed, his bear added.

With one last lingering look, Laurel got out of the car. As she closed the door, he felt the loss. With each step she took toward the house, he wanted to run after her and pull her back.

Instead, he waited until she opened the front door and went inside. Then he drove away, his head full of the memory of the night they had spent together on the mountain. It was a memory he would never forget. Even when he was old and gray.

Calvin drove back down the mountain roads, heading to his Uncle Stan’s house. If he was going to be any use to Laurel, he needed to get a good night’s sleep, too.

However, as he neared town, his phone beeped. It was a text message from Damien.

Meet me at the warehouse.

Is everything all right? Calvin texted back.

I’ll explain when I see you, was Damien’s reply.

Intrigued, Calvin made a quick turn, steering the car in the direction of the warehouse. When he arrived, he parked the car and climbed out. The place seemed deserted.

But then his shifter senses locked onto Damien. He was with someone else inside the warehouse.

Demelza, perhaps?

No, a male, Calvin’s bear said.

Calvin strode across the parking lot and slid open the door.

And that was when the singing started.


Chapter Twenty – Laurel

Laurel glanced at the collection of folders and binders, containing posters, branding notes, and images, on the passenger seat of her car. The printer in Wishing Moon Bay had done an excellent job in a short space of time and now she was heading back to the brewery to show Damien and Demelza the absolutely final drafts of everything they needed for the launch.

She’d been surprised when Demelza called first thing this morning to arrange a last big meeting before the main event at The Lonely Tavern. Laurel wasn’t sure it was a necessary meeting but if that’s what her client wanted, that’s what her client would get.

Laurel was especially excited when Demelza announced that Calvin would also be there. It seemed as though, after their double date last night, Demelza might have finally decided to accept her fiancé’s wish that Calvin own half of the brewery. Even if the ‘date’ went a little off the rails, perhaps seeing Calvin and Damien together had caused Demelza a change of heart.

She focused on her phone screen for a moment, summoning her magic to tap the screen and dial Calvin’s number…for the sixth time since she’d gotten Demelza’s message about the meeting.

But once again, the phone simply rang and rang. No answer.

Damn it! She wanted to speak to Calvin before the meeting to make sure they were on the same page. They had planned on dissecting the double date this morning over brunch and she had been surprised when he not only didn’t call her to arrange the brunch like he said he would but didn’t even text her to let her know that he had agreed to this meeting.

Unease threaded through her veins. She didn’t like this. Not one bit.

She could not shake the feeling of Déjà vu.

Which was ridiculous. She trusted Calvin. He was her mate. He would never do anything to hurt her. She needed to believe in that and not let what happened with Giovani taint her future.

Giovani.

“Giovani!” She slowed her car just to make sure her eyes were not playing tricks on her. Nope, there he was getting into his parked white car on the side of the road. There was no mistaking him with his tall, lithe figure, and long, light hazel hair filled with little braids.

What was the lying, cheating rat doing in Wishing Moon Bay?

She didn’t spend too long watching him before she put her foot down and sped back up, not wanting to be spotted by her ex-romance and business partner. That would be the last thing she needed right now.

She let out a long breath and forced herself to calm down. He was probably here collecting a shipment of goods that he was marketing. Wishing Moon Bay was a busy place, there were a whole host of reasons he could be hanging around the docks and so many that had nothing to do with her.

Laurel tightened her grip on the steering wheel and put her foot down on the gas. Giovani was nothing to her. She’d got a new business and a new man. One who would never let her down.

One who loved her.

And she loved him.

As time passed by, Giovani’s betrayal would fade. All she had to do was let him go and embrace her new life and her new future.

A future that, for now, at least, lay inside the brewery with its looming warehouse and little office building. She pulled into the parking lot and switched the engine off. Laurel sat still for a moment, staring at the building in front of her.

This project had brought her so much joy. It had been her first solo project in a long while. One that had tested her creativity, and she was thrilled with the outcome. HoneyClaw Beer would be a surefire success. She’d done the research, and blind taste tests, and was confident in her marketing plan.

So why did she feel a sense of trepidation?

Because she had so much riding on this project. She couldn’t afford a failure, it would reinforce what Giovani had been telling all their old clients. That he was the creative driving force and Laurel was simply riding his coattails.

Which was as far from the truth as it could be.

But Giovani...

But Giovani nothing. Laurel opened the car door and then leaned across the car and gathered up her purse and the posters, along with her briefcase. With her arms full, she shut the door with her foot and then headed toward the office.

As she grew closer, she knew Calvin was inside. Knew it in her bones, in her soul. It was a strange feeling that became slowly stronger the more time they spent together and the closer they had become.

So why hadn’t he answered his phone when she’d called? He was a very prepared person, not someone who would leave his phone somewhere or let it go dead.

Adjusting her hold on the items in her arms, she used her elbow to push down the door handle, feeling slightly annoyed that Calvin hadn’t been his usual chivalrous self and come to assist her. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t sense she was near.

“Morning,” she said brightly as she entered the office to find Calvin, along with Damien and Demelza.

“Morning,” Demelza said as she looked up from her desk.

“Morning,” Damien said with a broad smile.

Laurel glanced at Calvin, who simply smiled and said, “Morning.” There was no warmth, no familiarity. No love in his expression.

It was only a small thing, but it still caused the worry she had felt in the car to grow into a pit in her stomach. Last night, he’d held her in his arms and made love to her under the stars. But now it was like they were merely acquaintances.

“Why don’t you take a seat, Laurel?” Demelza said and glanced at the seat opposite her across the desk.

“Sure.” As she stepped forward toward the desk, the posters nearly fell out of her arms, and she scrambled to catch them, expecting Calvin’s strong arms and lightning reflexes to come to her aid.

They did not. He stood still, his face impassive.

And her heart fractured.

Recovering herself, she placed the posters on the desk and then sat down. Laurel could sense Calvin behind her. The connection she felt was still there, still strong.

Wasn’t it?

Had she been fooling herself? Was their relationship fake? Had he been just some guy trying to bed her after all?

Her jaw tensed as she fought to control her emotions. Then she took a deep breath and picked up one of the posters and showed it to Demelza. “These look great. We can start displaying them around town...”

“Hold on a moment.” Demelza held up her hand to silence Laurel. “Damien. Calvin. Why don’t you two go and pick up that delivery from town while I talk to Laurel?”

“Shouldn’t they be here for this? I thought this meeting was for going over everything one last time,” Laurel said. However, a glance over her shoulder told her that both men were obeying Demelza as if she were their boss, heading wordlessly toward the door.

“There’s no need. Damien and Calvin have both agreed that I am in control of running the company while they focus on the brewing process itself.” Demelza leveled a challenging look at Laurel.

“So you and Damien have come to an agreement over the ownership of the brewery?” Laurel asked Calvin.

“Yes,” Demelza answered. “Don’t take too long, boys. There’s lots to do today.”

The two men left the office without a word. It was as if they were robots, automatons that looked like men, and spoke like men, but were controlled...

As she watched Calvin walk out of the office, and, she feared, out of her life, a white car pulled into the parking lot.

As the office door swung closed, she caught a glimpse of an all too familiar tall man with long hair slipping out and greeting Calvin and Damien.

Giovani!

“What is going on?” Laurel turned an accusing look on Demelza.

“Oh. I have been approached by another company. They have given me a marketing plan that includes a huge launch at a festival in the fae realm. And I...we have agreed to their terms.” Demelza stood up and went around the desk, heading for the door.

“And this company, it’s run by Giovani?” Laurel asked through gritted teeth.

“Yes.” Demelza opened the door as the fae approached. “He can be very persuasive.”

“And Damien and Calvin have agreed to this?” Laurel asked in disbelief.

“Yes. As you know, this is Calvin’s chance to move back here and that is the most important thing to him and Damien. So, I struck a deal for an exclusive launch with Giovani,” Demelza said.

“Exclusive?” Laurel asked as color flooded her cheeks as the door behind her opened again.

“Well, hello there, Laurel. Good to see you again.” Giovani smiled widely, showing off his too-white teeth.

“I wish I could say the same,” Laurel replied as she got to her feet.

“Now, now, let’s not be petty,” Giovani replied.

“Petty?” Laurel stood up, her hands clenched into fists.

“Now, I did not come here looking for a fight, Laurel,” Giovani said smoothly. Smugly, even. “I had hoped we could be professional about this. You do know how to be professional, don’t you?”

“Oh, I do,” Laurel retorted. “Unlike you.”

“That’s not true.” Giovani flashed a smile at Demelza. “There were some concerns over your ability to launch HoneyClaw Beer to its full potential. So, I offered to step in.” Giovani walked to the desk and picked up a poster. “Your branding and marketing materials are good. With some work, they will be spectacular.”

“Demelza?” Laurel turned her attention to the other woman in the office. “You can’t be serious about this.”

“It’s nothing personal,” Demelza purred. “But Giovani has the contacts and the experience to launch HoneyClaw Beer in a way you simply cannot.”

“And Calvin and Damien have agreed to this?” Laurel asked again. Or were they part of this whole conspiracy? Had she been betrayed again, both romantically and professionally?

She could not believe Calvin would do this to her. And if he had already been given half of the company, he had more than enough power to have stopped this from happening. But then, his behavior this morning had been so...weird.

Just as he had thought Damien’s behavior was weird.

“We appreciate the work you have done so far on the launch,” Demelza said with a distinct lack of sincerity.

“I’ll send my final bill.” With that, she grabbed her briefcase and purse and headed for the door.

“Of course,” Giovani said as he sprang after her and put his hand on the door to stop her from opening it. “If you want to come back to work for me...”

“Come back to work for you?” Laurel scoffed. “I never did work for you. We were partners.”

“No, as you are well aware we were never partners,” Giovani began. “We were...”

“If you don’t step away from the door, I am going to...”

“Threats?” Giovani raised an eyebrow.

Laurel laughed, a harsh sound. “You’re always so dramatic, Giovani. Just get out of my way.”

Giovani half-smiled, half-grimaced as he pushed open the door and stepped back. Laurel didn’t even look at him as she brushed past, walking measuredly toward her car. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her flee.

“I’m sure I’ll see you soon,” Giovani called. “Perhaps you’ll even come to see the launch.”

Laurel didn’t reply, despite the seething rage inside her. Instead, she calmly unlocked her car, got in, and drove away.

She could feel the familiar anger and bitter feeling that Giovani seemed an expert at causing her. It felt like an old wound had been ripped open, and she wanted to do nothing other than scream and punch something.

But instead, she sucked in a deep breath, and let those sensations leave her as she exhaled.

She would not let him cause her more pain. She would not act rashly or lash out, as he so desperately wanted her to.

No, she may have lost her first deal to whatever game he was playing, but she would not lose who she was. So, she would drive to The Lonely Tavern, which was quickly becoming a safe place for her. Perhaps Stan would be there, and she could ask about his thoughts on Calvin’s actions. And from there, well, she found this deal, so she would simply have to find another. And if Giovani was so obsessed with trying and sabotage her again, perhaps she would simply broaden her horizons and seek new, faraway lands, and put some distance between them.

She tried to keep thoughts of her ex-partner out of her mind during the drive, which was not easy. And even more difficult was keeping thoughts of who she thought was going to be her next partner out of her mind.

The cold, glazed way that Calvin had looked at her made her heart sink. As she exited the vehicle and continued on foot toward the tavern, her mind was consumed by nothing else. All the joy he had brought her, the brief glimpse she had of her future, had been snatched away. And she could only guess what it was all for.

Was Giovani really vindictive enough to orchestrate the whole thing? Was there something for Calvin to gain for betraying her like that?

She almost didn’t realize that she had already stepped across the threshold of the tavern as the quiet, comforting atmosphere of the quirky place enveloped her like a hug from a friend. She let out a long breath.

She was hurt. Hurt more than words could say, but she would be okay.

Three familiar faces turned to look toward her from the bar. Except the bar was at an off angle to the wall, as if it had shifted out of place, and the walls were all wonky. This place was really out of sorts.

“Laurel! Didn’t think we’d see you until later.” Harry waved.

“Thought you and Cal would be in here tonight celebrating,” Bert said. “Can’t help but notice he’s not with you.”

“Everything all right, dear?” Stan asked with a frown.

Laurel wiped her eyes, only now feeling the dampness on her face. “Yes. I’m all right, there’s just been an unexpected…change of plans. And Stan? Maybe you could pass on a message to Calvin for me?”

“Pass on a message?” Stan pointed at her. “Why would I do that when the boy is standing right behind you?”

“What?” Laurel turned to stare straight up at Calvin. She hadn’t heard him come in, but there he was, with the door quietly swinging shut behind him.

“Laurel, I…”

She put her hand up, feeling the bitterness that she had just let go well up inside her once more. “No, Calvin, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Well, that might be a good thing because then you’d have deniability,” Calvin said as he gnawed at his bottom lip.

“Deniability?” Laurel asked, her earlier fears swept away.

“Yes,” Calvin said.

“About what?” Laurel asked.

“Are you sure you want to know?” Calvin hissed.

“We’re mates. Partners.” Laurel leveled her gaze at Calvin. “Whatever trouble you are in, I’m there for you.”

“Good.” He rushed forward, relief flooding his features. “Because I have Damien tied up in the trunk of my car.”


Chapter Twenty-One – Calvin

“What?” Laurel put her hands on her hips as she faced Calvin.

“I have Damien tied up in the trunk of my car,” he repeated.

“Yes. I heard you,” Laurel replied. “I just don’t understand what is happening here.”

“Agreed,” Uncle Stan said as he joined Laurel. “When you say you have him tied up in your car, is this like a bachelor party thing? Did I miss the invite?”

“No.” Calvin shook his head, exasperated. “I can’t make this any clearer—I’ve kidnapped Damien, and he is tied up in the back of my car to stop him escaping.”

Why not tell them in no uncertain terms? His bear fidgeted, unable to keep still.

We need to get them to understand quickly. Demelza is going to realize something is wrong soon.

“Okay…” Laurel took a gentle tone and closed the distance between them, placing a hand on Calvin’s shoulder.

Calvin could tell from her voice that she was worried about him, talking to him as if he was having some sort of outburst or mental break.

“Why don’t you start from the beginning? You and Damien were both acting mighty weird about an hour ago in his office, you haven’t replied to any of my calls or texts, and you’ve turned up saying that you’ve kidnapped your best friend and business partner, and he’s tied up in the trunk of your car.”

“I mean, that pretty much sums it up,” Calvin said. “But I think of this as more of saving Damien than anything else.”

“From what?” Laurel asked.

“From Giovani.” Calvin gave her a sympathetic look. “And I’m sorry for this morning. Ignoring you, pretending that you were nothing to me was one of... No, the hardest thing I have ever done.”

“So, why do it?” Laurel withdrew her hand and crossed her arms in front of her body like a shield.

“That is a good question,” Calvin agreed. He sighed heavily. “And the answer is a little...weird.”

“I’m beginning to think weird is the new normal since the tavern arrived in town,” Uncle Stan said.

“Does this have anything to do with the tavern?” Laurel asked.

“No,” Calvin assured her.

“But it does have something to do with Giovani?” Laurel asked. “He was there at the warehouse this morning. Demelza said that I have been fired and Giovani is going to launch HoneyClaw Beer.”

“I’ll talk to Morwenna,” Uncle Stan said. “There is no way she’d let this Giovani rob you of this. If HoneyClaw Beer is going to be launched in this tavern, then you are the one to do it.”

“Thanks, Stan,” Laurel said, not taking her concerned eyes from Calvin. “But Giovani doesn’t intend to launch the beer here. He intends to launch it in the fae realm. There’s a big festival coming up and he has persuaded Demelza to allow him to completely change the plans of the launch to suit him. He’s loading it up now as we speak.”

“I’m sorry,” Calvin said. “I had no idea that was the plan.”

“But you knew there was a plan of some kind?” Laurel asked, her temper rising along with her voice.

She thinks we were in on it, Calvin said.

You need to make her understand, his bear growled back.

“Yes,” he admitted.

“And you didn’t think to tell me?” Laurel asked. “Do you have any idea how it felt to come face to face with the man who has ruined your old life, take a wrecking ball to the new life you are trying to build?”

“No,” Calvin answered simply.

“No,” Laurel said as she let out a long, defeated breath.

“I’m sorry.” Calvin reached out and placed his hand on her arm.

She shied away from him a little, but she didn’t run.

“Then why?” Laurel asked.

“I’m sure the dear boy has a good reason,” Uncle Sam interjected, worry etched on his wrinkled face. “Don’t you?”

“Yes.” Calvin nodded and then raked his hand through his hair. “Last night, after...”

“Yes,” Laurel said as color flushed her cheeks.

“After I took you home, I got a text from Damien asking me to meet him at the warehouse. He said he had something he needed to tell me.” Calvin sucked in a breath. “So I went to meet him.”

“And?” Laurel asked, her voice laced with distrust.

She thinks we’re trying to pull the wool over her eyes, his bear said.

Then we need to make sure that she knows we are speaking the truth. Speaking from the heart, Calvin replied.

“When I arrived at the warehouse, I could sense that there was someone else there,” Calvin began. “Maybe I should have been more on my guard, but I could sense Damien and another person.”

“Giovani?” Laurel asked.

“Yes.”

“How much did he offer you to fire me?” Laurel spat. “Seems you own half of the business now. It must have been your decision as much as Damien’s.”

“No,” Calvin said. “It wasn’t like that at all.”

“Then what was it like?” Laurel asked.

“He sang to me.” Calvin wrinkled his nose in disgust as he recalled the haunting song and the way the notes were like bony fingers clawing to get inside his head.

“He sang to you?” Uncle Stan asked, mirroring his nephew’s disgust.

“Yes.” Calvin nodded. “You know how the tunes The Fable played cast a spell over you?”

“Oh, I do!” Uncle Stan said. “How can I forget? I still feel a little woozy now.”

“Well, it was like that, but on steroids.” Calvin could still hear the echoing sound of Giovani’s voice in his head. Insidious, pervasive, wanting to possess him and bind him to Giovani’s will.

“He tried to use fae logic on you?” Laurel asked incredulously.

“I believe so,” Calvin replied. “And I also believe that is what happened to Damien.”

“Oh. Oh! Oh my,” Laurel covered her mouth with her hands. “I knew that Giovani was a little weasel, but I thought that was below even him. To charm someone with fae magic, to try to remove someone’s free will, to what? To get to me?”

“He hypnotized Damien? That’s a thing?” Uncle Stan asked with a shudder.

“Of course, hypnotizing’s a thing,” Harry called from the bar.

“Really? I didn’t think it was,” Bert said.

“Of course, it’s a thing!” Morwenna called as she came around the bar and stalked toward them. “Are you saying there is fae magic afoot? Again? I won’t be having that in my tavern. It caused absolute chaos last time.”

“I think we are,” Uncle Stan said solemnly.

“Okay, Calvin, go and get Damien. I can’t imagine it’s doing him any good being cramped into that trunk,” Laurel ordered as she shooed Calvin toward the door. “I’m going to call my grandma. She’ll know about fae spells.”

Calvin left the tavern, feeling his adrenaline beginning to subside finally. Damien hadn’t put up much of a fight, and this was for his own good, but Calvin still felt pretty bad about manhandling him like that.

Do you think they will be able to free Damien from the spell? Calvin’s bear asked as they hurried to their car, which he’d parked as close to the alley entrance as possible.

I don’t think it. I know it, Calvin said. I will not rest until our best friend is free!

Let’s just hope that this spell is not connected to Giovani’s life force, his bear said. He might work like vampires are supposed to.

Thanks. I hadn’t thought of that, Calvin said. But now that he had thought it he could not unthink it. But there had to be another way. As much as he liked the idea of roughing that slime ball up, it wasn’t really who Calvin was.

Calvin reached into his pocket and pulled out the car keys. Then he popped the trunk and hooked his hand under Damien’s elbow. “Sorry about this, Damien. But word has gotten out about the beer, and I heard that someone was trying to kidnap you to steal the recipe.”

“You’re such a good friend, Cal,” Damien said as Calvin lifted him onto his shoulders with a grunt. “Always looking out for me.”

“You know it,” Calvin said as he trudged back to the tavern, which thankfully obliged by opening the door for them.

“But I still don’t understand why you needed to tie me up.” Damien held up his bound hands as evidence.

“That is a good question,” Calvin said over his shoulder. “And I will explain everything. I promise.”

“Hey…Damien.” Laurel eyed Damien’s bound hands. “You weren’t joking about him being tied up.”

“Is your grandma coming?” Calvin asked as he carried Damien to the bar before gently lowering him onto a stool.

“She is.” Laurel narrowed her eyes at Damien. “There’s one flaw I see in your reasoning.”

“A flaw?” Calvin bristled. “In my reasoning?”

Calm down, his bear soothed.

“Yes. If you think...what happened to you happened to...” She inclined her head toward Damien, who was staring up at something in the rafters. “Why didn’t it affect you in the same way?”

“I don’t know,” Calvin admitted. “That’s what I’m hoping your grandma might be able to help us with. Or she might know someone who is adept at this kind of fae magic.”

“I swear if you bring any of that sing-song nonsense in here, someone is going to find themselves in an even worse position than a locked exploding restroom.” Morwenna headed back toward the bar as if on a warpath, her charms jingling loudly. “Now, come on, Flint. There are people needing drinks here.”

“We don’t need a drink, thanks, Morwenna,” Laurel said.

“Then why are you in here?” Morwenna snapped. “Perhaps you want me to host another awful double date and cause this place to completely blow its top, with us along with it. I mean, look at this place! It’s all…wrong.”

“It is looking a little under the weather.” Harry grimaced as he looked at the walls, which had bent in on themselves in a strange way.

“We came here because...well, the tavern decided to bring me and Laurel together,” Calvin explained. “So maybe it might help us figure out why Damien was affected, and I was not?”

Morwenna plucked a glass from a shelf and held it to the wall. “Tavern. Calvin wants to know why he was not affected by the fae magic.” She fell silent, her eyes going from side to side as she listened. “Nope. It’s got nothing.”

“Can you really hear it?” Harry asked in awe.

“No, of course I can’t!” Morwenna snapped as she banged the glass down on the bar. “Now are you buying a round, or not?”

“What about you?” Calvin pointed at Morwenna. “You’re a powerful witch. Do you have any idea why I wasn’t affected?”

“Well, dear boy. When it comes to dealing with the magic of fae, you need a mixture of confidence, vast wisdom, preparedness, and…charms!” Morwenna looked down at her dress and ran her hand over the numerous silver baubles sewn haphazardly into the fabric. “The right charm, powerful enough and specific enough, can protect you from all sorts, including fae songs. Why do you think I wasn’t dancing like a lunatic when The Fable played… It’s gone! Where’s it gone?”

Morwenna’s face paled, and she braced her arms on the bar as she stared down at the floor behind the counter.

“What have you lost?” Laurel asked.

“A charm.” Morwenna sucked in a breath. “Flint! I need you to go through all the trash. I’ve lost a charm! I’ll start with the bins here.” She rushed around to the back of the bar and tipped over the tin trash can, spilling dust, balled-up napkins, empty bottles, and other debris all over the floor before dropping to her knees and frantically sifting through the detritus. “There are the big bins out in the alley. There’s the trash bag that got taken by the lorry this morning and that bag of very toxic waste I threw in the incinerator. I don’t care which order you choose, but get looking!”

“I’ll add it to the long, long list of things you need me to do since the tavern and all its minions seem to be out of whack,” Flint replied tartly.

“Top of the list!” Morwenna yelled. “This goes to the top of the list!”

“Why don’t we help you look for it while we wait for my grandma?” Laurel asked. “What does it look like?”

“A charm,” Morwenna muttered. “It looks like a charm.”

“When did you see it last?” Calvin asked.

“I don’t know.” Morwenna screwed up her face. “I had it when the band played, obviously. But after that... Oh, the night you came for your disastrous double date. I had that to-do with Yelland! I bet it was you!” She launched herself at a shelf under the bar and the feather duster darted out, narrowly avoiding her grasp before spinning up into the air and launching itself across the tavern.

“Wait a minute, I think I know where it is. When the imp fell down onto the table during our ‘date’...” Calvin began. “I picked something small and shiny up.”

“My charm,” Morwenna held out her hand. “That explains why you weren’t affected. Now hand it back this instant. And if you have any pepper spray, hand that over, too…I’ve got some little flying vermin to deal with.”

“No, it doesn’t explain anything,” Calvin replied.

“Why not?” Morwenna’s face flushed pink. “Don’t tell me you lost it. Or gave it back to the imp.”

“No,” Laurel said as she dug her hand into her purse and pulled out a small silver charm in the shape of a musical note. “He gave it to me.”

“Then I am at a loss,” Morwenna mused as she took hold of the charm and pinned it to her dress. She sighed in relief and quickly regained her composure, disapproving scowl included.

“Don’t you know anything about how magic and curses work?” Flint asked as he came from the backroom and placed a crate of clean glasses on the bar.

“No, enlighten us. Oh, magical one!” Morwenna said sarcastically.

“True love.” Flint shrugged. “Calvin has his mate. And she anchors him. Damien, on the other hand, is not tethered by love.”

“True love!” Morwenna scoffed. “And I thought the fae music had not gotten to you.”

“It hasn’t,” Flint said. “Because I have found true love. With Liselle.”

“I’m here!” The tavern door swung open, and Laurel’s grandmother entered carrying a cloth bag. “How can I help?”

“I don’t think you can,” Laurel said miserably. “Unless you have a potion in that bag that can help Damien find true love.”

“I have found true love,” Damien said. “Demelza is my true love.” He smiled dreamily. “Do you think I should compose a song to tell her how I feel? All this talk about music has given me the idea. Anyway, I’m not sure what all this fuss is about. I’m perfectly sound of mind.”

“No, no more songs,” Calvin said.

“I have a few tricks in my bag we could try.” Grandma placed her cloth bag on a nearby table and opened it up.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Uncle Stan said as he and the other Regulars crowded around.

“Do you know anything about fae magic?” Grandma asked.

“No.”

“True love?” Grandma arched an eyebrow at him.

“No.” Uncle Stan hung his head, but then he brightened and said, “But I’ve always been willing to learn.”

“I have a better idea,” Calvin said.

“Of course you do, shifter,” Grandma said drily as she pulled out a vial with purple swirling liquid inside.

“Let’s hear it,” Laurel said encouragingly.

“The tavern.” Calvin held out his hands. “It loves love. It loves getting people together. Finding their perfect match.”

“It does,” Uncle Stan said, staring at Laurel’s grandma.

“So let it do its thing.” Calvin looked around the tavern at all the people gathered there.

“Oooh, no.” Morwenna wagged her finger at him. “No more of your wacky ideas of getting the tavern in a twist.”

“No more fake double dates, or relationships this time, I promise.” Calvin placed a hand on his heart.

“So, what are you suggesting?” Morwenna narrowed her eyes.

“We just keep Damien here until his true love walks through the door.” Calvin shrugged. “Come on. Eventually...”

He was cut off as a collective ooh! went around the tavern as it shuddered loudly, causing the tankards and glasses to clatter together before the door slowly swung open.

Maybe this was it. The tavern would present Damien with his true love and the spell would be broken. Could it really be that easy?

“Hey!” In walked a man with long hair, dressed in a leather jacket over a white shirt, who carried the faint tang of a dragon shifter.

“Oh, Ash!” Bert shook his head. “We were expecting someone else.”

“And there was I thinking the tavern had made a special journey to meet me after a long day of work,” Ash said as he sauntered to the bar.

“What do you mean, a special journey?” Uncle Stan asked excitedly.

“Look outside,” Ash said with a sweep of his hand.

“Are you saying...” Uncle Stan ran for the tavern door. “We’re on an excursion?”

“No way!” Calvin shook his head as he followed his uncle to the door. Just when he thought things could not get any weirder.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Laurel

“The tavern has actually moved?” Laurel left her seat at the bar and hurried to the door. She’d known the tavern was magical, but she’d never believed that the tavern could uproot itself and actually move...to where?

“Don’t get too excited,” Ash said as he took Laurel’s seat at the bar. “Flint, my usual, please.”

“And that is?” Flint asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Ouch!” Ash put his hands over his heart. “I’m wounded.”

Flint grinned as he took down a glass and poured a double whiskey. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

Flint went around the bar and strode toward the door.

“Wait!” Uncle Stan called. “Shouldn’t we arm ourselves? We don’t know what is out there. Don’t you remember what happened last time? Harry should take Kengar’s war hammer off the wall.”

“Judging by the fact that Ash walked in here dressed for a business meeting,” Calvin said, “I don’t think we have to worry about weapons, Uncle Stan.”

Stan looked visibly deflated. “I guess you’re right.”

“So where are we?” Bert asked.

“Where we are meant to be,” Laurel said as she untied Damien’s hands. “Or, if Calvin’s calculations are correct, right where Damien is supposed to be.”

“I like the way you think,” Calvin said with a grin.

“You really think that the tavern has moved?” Grandma asked. “So that this man can find love?”

“Yes,” Laurel said firmly.

“Okay. Then prove it,” Grandma said.

“Damien. After you.” Calvin nodded toward the open door.

“I thought I was hiding out because someone wanted to steal my secret formula,” Damien asked, bewildered.

“Yes,” Calvin said quickly. “That is true. But...”

“But the tavern has taken us somewhere safe,” Laurel replied and hooked her arm through Damien’s. “Come on, we’ll go out together. If there’s anyone out there, you’ve got me, Calvin, the Regulars, and my grandma to protect you.”

“Okay.” Damien glanced around the bar. “Shouldn’t I go check on Demelza? Or at least call her. She’ll be wondering where I am.”

“It’s better this way so we don’t want to put her in danger,” Calvin said, giving Damien a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

“Of course.” Damien’s eyes seemed to go out of focus as he murmured, “I love Demelza. She’s my fiancée.”

“Not for much longer,” Morwenna muttered from behind the bar as she looked down at her nails.

“What? She’s breaking up with me?” Damien asked, distraught.

“No, silly,” Laurel said with a sharp look at Morwenna, who seemed totally oblivious. “You’re getting married, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yeah. She’ll be my wife,” Damien said with a goofy grin.

Calvin shot Laurel a look that she took as, ‘over my dead body.’

Laurel patted Damien’s hand, and they walked toward the door. As she passed the host sign, she glanced sideways at it, hoping for some cryptic words of advice. Or maybe a hint that this was going to end well.

The path of true love never does run smoothly.

Damien, flanked by both Calvin and Laurel, stepped outside of the door which hung open for them. Laurel could feel Calvin tense up, but quickly relax as they stepped out onto what could be just any other street around the town of…Wishing Moon Bay.

“I think we only traveled a few blocks over.” Calvin looked down the wide street, lined with houses and a few storefronts from grocers to cafes.

“Not quite what I expected.” Laurel looked at Damien. “Do you know where we are?”

“Yeah…” Damien frowned before pointing to a house directly across the road. “That’s Linda’s house.”

“Linda? Linda! She’s your secretary, right?” Laurel asked. A workplace romance! The tavern might be onto something after all!

“Yeah, she is.” Damien looked more and more confused. “But she got back from her vacation a few weeks ago and never came back to work.”

“That same time Demelza started working with you?” Calvin asked.

Damien scratched the back of his head. “I think so.”

“Well, let’s go say hello and make sure she’s doing all right.” Laurel started walking, pulling Damien and Calvin with her.

“I thought we were supposed to be going somewhere…”

“This is just a minor detour, bud,” Calvin said as they approached the light green door before reaching out a hand and hammering on it loudly.

There was a moment of silence and for a brief moment Laurel worried Linda wasn’t in. But footsteps approached, and the door opened, revealing Linda. Her bed head matched the robe she wore wrapped around herself, and her eyes were a little bleary, but quickly turned wide when she saw them.

“Damien? Calvin? What on earth are you doing here?” she demanded.

“We came to check up on you,” Calvin said cheerily. “Damien said you haven’t been to work since you went on vacation.”

“That would be because Damien fired me by text on said vacation.” She fixed Damien with a withering glare.

“He did?” Laurel looked round at Damien.

Damien held up his hands defensively. “I don’t think I did. I think I…I think I lost my phone a while ago. Demelza only found it again for me recently, so I don’t think I would have been able to…”

“Demelza…” Linda spoke the name as if it left an awful taste in her mouth.

“Okay, Linda, I know I haven’t been around much, and this is going to sound irrational,” Calvin began. “But could you come with us right now, into that tavern over there, and we will explain everything?”

Linda jutted her head forward and frowned at Calvin. “What tavern…” Her eyes widened as she looked past him. “What! How did that get there?”

Laurel glanced over her shoulder to see that the tall, wooden building stood at a slant in the middle of a small green area that looked like a little park. The lights were dimmed in the windows, and it sounded like it was creaking softly.

“That isn’t important right now. But what is important is that we should all go inside.” Calvin flashed a not-too-forced grin.

“I don’t know…” Linda wrapped her arms around herself.

“Come on, Damien said that it’s really important for him to talk to you. Right?” Calvin looked at Damien, but he stood gazing at Linda, dumbfounded.

Linda sighed. “Fine, let me go get changed.”

“You’re perfectly fine as you are.” Laurel grabbed Linda by the robe.

Linda yelped in surprise, but Laurel was already on the move. With Calvin towing Damien, they rushed back to the tavern, stepping through the door.

“Woah, who turned out the lights?” Linda asked.

Laurel felt a grin spread across her face. “Oh, that’s perfect.”

The furniture had been moved to create space around one table in the center of the room with a white tablecloth draped unevenly across it. Around the table stood Harry, Stan, and Bert, wearing bow ties they must have found in the tavern somewhere. Each of the Regulars held a long white candle in each hand that flickered in the breeze from the open door. A crowd of imps stood on the rafters above, shining a flashlight down on the table, though the slight flicker in the beam must have meant that the batteries were beginning to dim.

Morwenna stood to one side, a bottle of wine in one hand, and gestured with her other to the table. “Good evening, my alluring, captivating customers. Take a seat.”

“What is going on?” Linda asked.

“Let’s call it an…engagement.” Laurel giggled as they threaded through the maze that had been formed by the hastily rearranged furniture.

Laurel cast Stan a questioning glance as she pulled out a chair for Linda. The older man shrugged with a grin. “Morwenna couldn’t get the candles to float, so we had to improvise.”

“You guys make the perfect candle holders.” Laurel took a seat next to Calvin, opposite Linda and Damien.

Morwenna stepped over to the table. “I have a lovely red here for the pulchritudinous couples…”

“The what?” Ash asked from the bar.

“Couples…?” Linda began, but Morwenna simply continued.

“It’s been aged an indeterminable amount of time, as it’s just some bottle I found in the back of the kitchen cupboard.” She poured everyone a glass. “Enjoy.” That last word was more of a demand than a request.

Calvin picked up his glass, nodding at Laurel to join him, which she did.

“Here’s to old and new flames,” Calvin said as he raised his glass.

“I still don’t know what is going on here,” Linda laughed nervously.

“Come on, it’ll be fun.” Damien nudged her lightly, a broad smile on his face as he raised his own glass.

Linda looked at him with pursed lips that slowly spread into a smile. “Okay, fine. You always were one for spontaneous things like this. Though, Calvin, I don’t remember you being so fond of this kind of impromptu adventure.”

Calvin shrugged. “I guess I’ve recently found the better half of myself.” His eyes flicked briefly to Laurel, and her heart skipped a beat as she smiled into her glass.

They all took a sip.

“Mmm, that’s actually pretty good for ‘kitchen cupboard’ wine.” Damien swirled his glass around.

“It’s better than some of the wine we’ve tasted on business trips.” Linda took another sip. “Do you remember that time in…”

“Stesia? How can I forget?” Damien chuckled. “When they brought out that fancy bottle that we all thought would be wine and…”

“It was actually tea?” Linda looked down with a smile. “They had the cork, the fancy label, wine glasses, the whole lot. Nothing has ever felt so wrong than sipping an herbal tea out of a big wine glass.”

“So, how did you two first meet, anyway?” Laurel rested her chin on her hands.

“We met at an art gallery.” Damien’s eyes grew a little distant as he smiled at the memory. “I was trying to find a painting for my office. Something that would remind me of the wider world, so I didn’t always feel cooped up inside that little room.”

Linda looked over at him with a wistful expression. “I was volunteering there. I’d helped organize the exhibition that week, and stayed on as one of the guides, to show people around and explain about the different pieces. Almost everyone was mostly interested in the dramatic landscapes and hyper-realistic portraits, but unfortunately, not many people were interested in my favorite piece.”

“What was it?” Calvin asked.

“It was,” Linda chuckled as she thought of it. “It was some artist who I think as a dare had painted what was little more than cave painting-like animals sat around a table on the moon, lit by a single bare light bulb that hung from…somewhere. And they were all holding little glowing things. They didn’t even put their name to it. Anyway, I just so happened to pass by when I saw someone standing staring at it.”

Damien shrugged. “I was simply mesmerized.”

“I think I did two rounds of the whole gallery, and this man was still standing there.” Linda glanced at Damien. “So I just had to go over and see who this man was that was so obsessed with the painting.”

“Anyway, we got talking, first about paintings, then about Linda’s role in the gallery, and eventually we got around to what I did.” Damien looked at Linda.

“And when he said that he ran a business importing teas, and was looking for a painting to hang in his dull office, neither of us could quite believe it when I told him that our registry said the painting was named ‘The Midnight Tea Party.’”

“We exchanged details, and when Linda’s time at the gallery came to an end, she let me know and I hired her on as my secretary.”

“Sounds like you two have a lot in common.” Laurel took a sip of her wine, watching the other two over the rim.

“Yeah, we do,” Linda said wistfully.

“We were inseparable after that. We did pretty much everything together.” Damien stared into her eyes.

“And we’ve always had fun doing it.” Linda lifted her gaze to meet his, and they both leaned in to one another, their lips meeting.

Calvin and Laurel turned away, both smirking and trying to stifle laughter as they saw the Regulars had already turned away, still holding the candles high in the air.

“Crap!”

They all spun back around at Damien’s yell.

“You, okay?” Calvin asked.

“Yes,” Damien stood up. “It’s all come back to be. Demelza, Giovani. The change of plan with the launch, everything.” He threw up his hands. “What was I thinking?”

“You weren’t thinking,” Laurel said gently. “You had been charmed. Fae magic.”

“Charmed?” Linda exclaimed before slowly nodding her head. “Okay, that explains a lot.”

“Don’t beat yourself up.” Calvin stood up and placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “There was nothing you could have done, but it’s okay now. We can fix things.”

Damien nodded. “Together, partners.” He held a hand out.

Laurel watched Calvin grin and shake his friend’s hand. “Partners.”

“Wait, but how come Damien isn’t charmed anymore?” Linda asked as she looked up at them.

“Can’t you guess?” Flint’s deep voice asked as he leaned over the table and placed down a fresh bottle of wine.

“True loves…” Linda and Damien spoke at the same time as their eyes met, then they erupted into the most adorable fit of giggles.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Calvin

It is the season of true love. Calvin’s bear sighed happily.

It certainly is, Calvin agreed with relief. Finally, he’d got his best friend back. And his friend had gotten his true love.

“Hey!” Calvin saw a flash of silver from above, and held out his hand to catch the small metal object.

Is that one of Morwenna’s charms? Calvin’s bear asked. If those imps keep stealing them, the witch is going to be evicting them from the tavern.

It’s not a charm, Calvin told his bear as he slowly opened his plan to reveal a silver ring adorned with sapphires that matched the blue of his mate’s eyes.

Wow! His bear sucked in a breath.

Wow, indeed, Calvin replied.

Are you going to...? his bear asked.

I am, Calvin said as he smiled at Laurel, who looked at him kind of quizzically.

“Is everything all right, Calvin?” Laurel whispered.

“I have something to ask you,” Calvin said as he took her hand, feeling her soft, warm skin on his.

“Oh, my!” she gasped, covering her mouth with her other hand. “Are you?” she whispered.

“Yes,” he replied solemnly.

“Going to propose?” Her eyes were bright with tears.

“Do you want me to propose?” he asked as he leaned closer to her.

“Yes,” she whispered hoarsely.

Calvin dropped to one knee. Suddenly the tavern, and the people in it, grew quiet, as if the very building was holding its breath. “Laurel, will you marry me?”

“Yes!” Laurel threw her arms around his neck and kissed his face. “A thousand times, yes.”

“Oh, my!” Grandma clutched her hands to her heart.

“Grandma,” Laurel warned.

“I’m so happy!” Grandma said. “You’re going to get married. Have lots of babies.”

“Maybe we can babysit together,” Uncle Stan suggested as he sidled toward her. “Since the tavern did bring us together.”

Grandma narrowed her eyes at him.

“Oh no,” Laurel chuckled. “I might be plucking Uncle Stan from the pond after he’s been turned into a toad.”

But then the older woman said, “Maybe we should start with dinner?”

“I like dinner,” Uncle Stan said happily.

Grandma cast a scathing glance around the tavern, her eyes resting on the imps in the rafters, who were chattering to each other happily. “But not here.”

“Oh,” Uncle Stan said, but then he nodded. “Name the place.”

“He might regret that,” Laurel said as she cupped Calvin’s face in her hands.

“Oh, don’t be too sure,” Calvin said. “Uncle Stan is full of surprises.”

“As is his nephew,” Laurel said as Calvin slid the ring onto her finger. “Where did you get this ring, anyway?”

“It fell into my hand,” Calvin said, looking up at the imps who were all lined up on the edge of a rafter looking down at the scene below.

“It must be fate,” Laurel murmured against his lips.

“Or there is magic afoot.” He leaned in and kissed her lips.

“If we’re all done with the kissy kissy,” Morwenna said. “Might I remind you that you are hosting a party at the most exclusive tavern in town tomorrow night?”

“I thought we were hosting it here, at the tavern,” Bert said and then found something incredibly interesting to stare at on the wall as Morwenna shot daggers at him.

“Nooooo!” Damien moaned like a wounded animal.

“Yesssss,” Morwenna matched the tone and pitch of Damien’s voice.

“What’s wrong, my love?” Linda asked in concern.

“Giovani.” Damien shook his head.

“What about him?” Laurel asked. “Surely now that you have come to your senses, and the spell is broken, you aren’t going to let him launch HoneyClaw Beer for you?”

“It’s not that. I mean, of course, he is fired,” Damien assured her. “But the thing is, by now, he’ll already have shipped the beer through the portal to the fae realm.”

“So, can someone please explain exactly what is going on here?” Linda asked.

“I’m afraid this is all my fault,” Laurel said and hung her head.

“No, it’s not,” Calvin said firmly. “This is all on Giovani.”

“The bear shifter is right,” Grandma replied. “The only person to blame here is Giovani.”

“And Demelza,” Uncle Stan added bravely.

“Okay, and that little harlot, Demelza,” Grandma said. “How any self-respecting woman could be part of tricking a man into believing he was in love with her is beyond me.”

“Yeah, why was Demelza involved with tricking Damien?” Laurel asked, looking at Calvin’s best friend. “Not that you aren’t a good catch.”

“I think I know the answer,” Calvin said.

“Care to share with the group?” Morwenna asked and crossed her arms.

“Well, last night, when Giovani thought he had hypnotized me with his singing.” Calvin gave an involuntary shudder. “When they thought I was under their control, they talked openly about their plans.”

“What did they say?” Damien asked.

“From what I gather, Giovani and Demelza had done a deal. Giovani wanted to sabotage the launch so that Laurel would have no choice but to go back to him…” Calvin’s jaw tensed, and he clenched his fists, wishing he could pummel Giovani for his part in all this.

“I am going to have words with that young man!” Grandma ground out, her face turning red with rage.

“And Demelza?” Linda asked, looking equally enraged.

“She was going to keep control of the brewery. At least until she had made a nice nest egg and then she planned to travel to Panjara.” Calvin shook his head in disgust.

Damien might have missed out on his chance at love if their plan had worked, his bear said.

And if we weren’t immune to fae magic, we might have missed out on our mate, Calvin said hotly.

“And you never thought to tell the rest of us earlier?” Morwenna said.

“I was a little busy trying to free my best friend from the spell,” Calvin said defensively.

“And while you were doing that, Giovani has absconded with all the HoneyClaw Beer.” Damien raked a hand through his hair. “I should have been strong enough to repel the magic.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Grandma said. “And as for the rest of you, it’s not too late.”

“Grandma is right,” Laurel said. “We have until tomorrow night to get the beer back.”

“No,” Damien shook his head. “The fae festival is this evening. By tomorrow, there might not be any HoneyClaw Beer left to drink. If that happens there’s no way I’ll be able to brew enough for a small gathering, let alone a whole brand launch.”

“Then let’s get going!” Grandma grabbed her cloth bag.

“Why don’t you all go and get the beer?” Linda said. “While I go and give Demelza a piece of my mind!”

“I’ll come with,” Damien said as he followed his true love toward the tavern door.

“You don’t want to go with your friends to get the beer back from Giovani?” Linda asked as she reached the tavern door.

“No.” Damien shook his head. “I don’t want to let you out of my sight ever again.”

“Oh, Damien.” Linda wrapped her arms around Damien’s neck and kissed him.

“All right,” Morwenna said as Brushworth darted from behind the bar and began brushing the kissing couple out of the door. “No time for kissing. You need a plan.

“We’ll have to organize some trucks,” Calvin said as the door slammed shut behind Damien and Linda.

“Ah.” Morwenna placed her hand on the tavern wall. “Glad to see you are feeling more like your old self.”

“I thought you said you can’t hear the tavern?” Harry asked.

“I can’t hear it,” Morwenna said. “But I can feel it.” She smiled softly and nodded. “It’s good to go.”

“Go?” Grandma asked uneasily.

“Go,” Morwenna repeated.

As the tavern door creaked ajar, a familiar melody drifted into the tavern.

“The Fable?” Calvin asked.

“Don’t you leave me again, charm,” Morwenna said as she touched the note-shaped charm on her dress.

“Where are we?” Calvin asked as he went to the door and pulled it open.

“Now this is what I call an excursion,” Uncle Stan hurried to his nephew’s side and surveyed the scene before him.

Majestic trees, as ancient as the mountains of Wishing Moon Bay, reached for the sky, their thick trunks surrounding a large clearing. At one end of the clearing stood a stage made of intricately twisted tree roots, where The Fable were warming up their voices and instruments.

The growing crowd was milling about, visiting stalls that sold aromatic foods and bright clothing. And there, taking centre place among the stalls, was the familiar label that Laurel had designed… HoneyClaw Beer.

“Now do we get to use Kengar’s war hammer?” Uncle Stan murmured darkly.

“Let’s try to deal with this without bashing anyone,” Calvin told his uncle.

“I don’t know, my boy,” Uncle Stan began. “This Giovani sounds like a despicable character. Maybe a good bonk to the head will set him right.”

Uncle Stan is right, Calvin’s bear roared. And shouldn’t we defend our mate’s honor?

These are Laurel’s people, Calvin told his bear. She might not forgive us if we alienate her from them.

Why do you always have to sound so logical? his bear grumbled.

“Stand aside.” Grandma strode forward, pushing through everyone who had gathered in the doorway. “He’s mine.”

“Okay, while Grandma deals with Giovani, we’ll load the beer barrels inside the tavern,” Calvin instructed as they watched Grandma disappear into the crowd. “No need for trucks since the tavern’s already here, I suppose.”

“I have a better idea,” Laurel said.

“You do?” Calvin asked.

“Yes. Let’s launch HoneyClaw Beer here. But save enough for the launch in Wishing Moon Bay tomorrow, too. We’ll make sure everyone knows it’s limited to really get the buzz around it going.” She grabbed hold of his arm. “It makes perfect sense. By launching in two worlds there’s no way that this won’t be a big enough success for you to move back to Wishing Moon Bay. Besides Giovani’s done the heavy lifting for us already by bringing the beer here.”

“I’m moving back regardless,” he reassured his mate.

“I know.” She cupped his face in her hands.

She needs this, Calvin’s bear said. She needs to show everyone here what she is capable of.

You’re right, Calvin agreed.

“Morwenna?” Calvin turned to face the witch, loitering around the bar.

“Oh, no!” Morwenna said, as her fingers curled around her charm. “The tavern has only just recovered from its last encounter with fae magic.”

“I don’t know, I’m ready for another round,” Harry said.

“So am I. And if we can handle it, the tavern definitely can!” Bert stood up.

“All right!” Laurel clapped her hands together. “You go and get the beer. We can hand out samples and take orders to be delivered when the next batch is brewed.”

“That is a good idea,” Calvin said. “Uncle?”

“Lead the way,” Uncle Stan said, and he beckoned to the others to follow him.

They raced across to the large HoneyClaw Beer stall, where Grandma was scooping something up and putting it in her carpetbag. There was a crowd of fae people watching, and for a moment Calvin was worried that they were going to get into trouble, but by the laughter and humorous expressions, they didn’t seem to mind the antics.

Did she… Calvin’s bear began.

I think she did, Calvin said.

“You go ahead. Giovani is going on vacation for a while,” Grandma said as she walked away. “Somewhere with a nice pool.”

“You heard her.” Calvin tipped over one of the metal beer barrels on its side, angling it toward the tavern door.

“She sure is a forceful woman,” Uncle Stan said in admiration as she walked away.

Calvin chuckled as he rolled the beer barrel past his uncle and toward the tavern. He stopped in his tracks as he approached and looked up saw the sign that hung outside The Lonely Tavern. For hanging from it was a large musical note-shaped charm, just like the one Morwenna had on her dress.

“Smart,” Calvin said as Laurel skipped toward him. “Hopefully now Morwenna won’t be begging the tavern to move again and strand us here.”

“I’m not just a pretty face,” she joked as she helped him roll the barrel toward the tavern.

“No, you are not.” Calvin leaned forward and kissed her lips. “You are so much more. But more importantly, you are mine.”

“I am,” she said. “And I don’t think there is a charm in the world strong enough to stop the mating bond.”

“I love you,” Calvin whispered.

“I love you, too,” Laurel said. “And I cannot wait to share many adventures with you.”

As they reached the tavern, the fae music broke out, accompanied by whoops and howls as The Fable left their stage and headed for The Lonely Tavern, effortlessly playing their instruments as they danced toward the tavern.

“You came, friend!” one of The Fable called out as he danced to the sound of his fiddle.

“Is he talking to the tavern?” Uncle Stan asked as he puffed up to join them, rolling a beer barrel with Harry and Bert.

“I do believe he is,” Calvin said.

Weird, his bear said.

I’m beginning to like weird, Calvin replied.


Epilogue

“Morning.” Laurel rested her chin on Calvin’s chest as he opened his eyes.

“Have you been watching me all night?” Calvin stroked her back, sending tendrils of desire through her.

She nuzzled his neck. “No,” she said, her mind fuzzy on the details of last night. “I just woke up.”

Calvin blinked and lifted his head off the pillow. “Where are we?”

“Well, since I don’t think either of us were in a fit state to drive last night after the fae festival...” She glanced around the room. “And since the only place I know that is decorated like something from another century, I would say we are still in The Lonely Tavern.”

“That’s what I thought,” Calvin said as he lay his head back down on the pillow and sighed.

Laurel moved her hand across his chest and pulled herself closer to him. “How often do you think people get too drunk at fae festivals and wake up naked together in The Lonely Tavern?”

Calvin chuckled and ran his fingers through Laurel’s hair. “Who knows? I have stopped guessing when it comes to this place.”

“There is one thing we can do now that we’re both awake and have recovered from last night.” Laurel pressed her lips against his, and a warmth spread through her body.

“What’s that?” Calvin moaned softly and tightened his hold around her waist.

“I’ll give you one clue.” She stroked his broad chest, her fingers coiling around his hard nipple, and he sucked in a sharp breath.

“I like your way of thinking.” Calvin rolled them over so that he was on top of her and trailed kisses down her neck. Laurel closed her eyes and savored the sensation of his soft lips against her skin.

“I thought you would.” She tilted her head back as he kissed lower, his warm mouth covering her breast. She gasped as his tongue flicked across her nipple and reached up to run her fingers through his hair. Her body burned with desire, and she wanted nothing more than for him to move lower.

He paused for a moment and looked into her eyes. “Do you think anyone else stayed over at the tavern?”

Laurel giggled. “I just hope Uncle Stan doesn’t barge in.”

“Oh, I think he went home with your grandma,” Calvin said.

“No!” Her eyes widened, and then she covered her mouth as she fought back her laughter.

“Oh yeah,” Calvin replied. “That’s what I heard, anyway.”

Laurel shook her head. “How weird would it be if they dated?”

“About as weird as everything else that has happened over the last few days,” Calvin said and then cupped her breast in his hand, rubbing his thumb over the taut bud. “But enough of all that. I think I should make love to my fiancée.”

“Say it again,” she murmured as she raised her hand and admired her engagement ring. “It’s stunning.”

“So are you, my fiancée,” he growled as he placed his hand between her legs and stroked her sensitive flesh.

Laurel closed her eyes and savored the sensation as waves of pleasure washed over her. She moaned, and arched her back in response, as Calvin dipped his finger inside her while he continued to stroke her sensitive bundle of nerves. She rocked her hips against him, seeking more friction as he gently teased her.

Calvin lowered his head and licked her nipple before sucking on it and sending her into a frenzy. She gripped his shoulders, pulling him closer and digging her nails into his skin. He slipped another finger inside her and increased the pressure of his movements until she couldn’t take it anymore.

She gasped and trembled as her climax crashed over her, sending sparks of pure ecstasy through every nerve ending in her body. Calvin continued to touch her, tease her, drawing out her orgasm until she was breathless and spent.

When Laurel’s breathing slowed, he propped himself up on his elbows and gazed down at her. “I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you, too,” she whispered as tears of joy misted her eyes. How had she gotten so lucky? Calvin was everything she could ever have dreamed of and more.

He leaned down and pressed his lips to hers in a passionate kiss, and she could feel his arousal pressing against her thigh. Laurel reached down and wrapped her hand around his hardness, stroking it from base to tip.

Calvin moaned and pushed back the covers, revealing his muscled body. He ran his hand over her breast and stomach, caressing every inch of her skin. When he moved his fingers to her opening and began slowly teasing her again, she stroked him faster, feeling her desire building once more.

She wanted, needed, him inside her.

Laurel opened her legs wider and guided him to her entrance. Calvin held her gaze as he slid himself into her, filling her completely. For a moment he lay still, as if savoring the feel of her around him.

Damn, he knew how to turn her on.

Then he moved. Slowly and deliberately, he pulled out slightly and then thrust back in, rocking his hips back and forth. Laurel rocked her hips against his, matching his rhythm and sending bolts of pleasure through her body.

His movements became more intense, and she knew he was close. She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him, meeting every thrust with passion and desire. She had never felt so alive or so connected to someone before in her life.

With a groan, Calvin reached his peak and spilled his seed inside her. Laurel’s inner muscles tensed, and her orgasm swept over her, more powerful than the first.

When they were finally spent, they lay together in each other’s arms, listening to the sounds of the tavern. Small creaks as the timbers settled mingled with soft scratching, as if there was something in the attic.

But then another sound reached them.

“Damien and Linda are here,” Calvin murmured.

“Then I guess we should get up since today is launch day.” Laurel swung her legs over the side of the bed and dragged on her clothes while Calvin did the same.

“Ready?” Calvin asked as he pulled on his shoes.

“As I’m going to be,” Laurel said. “I could do with a shower and a change of clothes.”

“Maybe we could look for a bathroom on the way downstairs,” Calvin suggested…suggestively.

“We need to focus on the launch,” she told him as she took his hand and pulled him toward the door.

Laurel stepped out first, onto a narrow staircase which was tilted slightly, making it a little awkward to walk down. The stairs turned violently after a small landing, and the walls here were covered in old-timey portraits.

They could see where the stairs ended at the bar area below them, but Laurel stopped and stared closely a one of the paintings. “That’s my ring.”

Calvin leaned forward and peered at the painting and then held up her hand to study the ring. “It is.”

Laurel stood back and stared at the painting of a man and a woman, dressed elegantly in strange clothes. The most poignant feature however was the way that the two were gazing into one another’s eyes. Clearly in love. “Does he look like you?” She tilted his head to one side as she studied the features of the man’s square face.

“He does,” Calvin agreed.

“Do you think one of your great, great ancestors met his mate in this tavern?” Laurel wrapped her arm around him and leaned against him.

“I’d like to think so,” Calvin said. “I’d like to think that they reached forward from the past and gave us this ring.”

“That is not very logical,” Laurel told him.

“I’m learning there is more to life than logic,” Calvin told her. “Now, come on. Let’s make this the best launch ever.”

“Let’s.” She glanced up at the painting and then at the ring on her finger once more. How could life with Calvin not turn out perfectly when fate, and the tavern, were watching over them?
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