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The Bear’s Second Chance Mate

Bear Creek Forever

Thornberg Vineyard

Book Five

Wrong address. Right mate.

One mistaken message from his brother Finn, and Stanley Thornberg ends up at the wrong garden… staring into the eyes of his fated mate.

Yes—it’s another of Finn’s matchmaking mix-ups. And Stanley couldn’t be happier.

But something in those eyes, in the way June fiercely shields her son, makes him hold back. Revealing their connection too soon could spook her—and losing her would be unbearable. So he waits. Helps. Proves, day by day, that she and Oli belong in Bear Creek… and in his life.

“You can’t be mates.”

That’s what June’s Aunt Barb tells her. But no one warned her how impossible it would be to ignore the instant attraction she feels toward Bear Creek’s handsome pet store owner—or the way her shy son comes alive around him. Still, June’s been burned before, and she won’t risk her heart or Oli’s stability on a man who might not stay.

Or worse—might only be interested in her until his real mate comes along.

When secrets surface, June must decide if she’s ready to believe in fate… and in the bear shifter who’s already claimed her heart.

The Bear’s Second Chance Mate is a heartwarming, low-angst fated mates romance filled with small-town charm, found family, adorable animals, and a slow-burn love story that will melt your heart.

Tropes you’ll love:

•Wrong-address meet-cute

•Fated mates—with a slow-burn spark

•Protective single mom romance

•Neurodivergent Child

•Animal rescue & pet therapy

•Heroine rebuilding her life and rediscovering her worth

•Small-town charm

•Found family and emotional healing

Perfect for fans of heartfelt single mom romance, protective heroes, and cozy shifter romance.


Chapter One – Stanley

Stanley locked the door of Bear Creek Pets behind him, balancing a lightweight travel crate in one hand and his phone in the other as he made his way to his truck. After placing the crate on the back seat, he reread the text he’d received from his brother, Finn, ten minutes ago.

Stray rabbit spotted in the backyard of number 12 Maple View Lane. Can you grab it?

Of course, was his reply. As the local pet store owner, Stanley was often called on to help with escaped pets or re-home strays. Not that he minded. He loved helping pets and their human friends. Most days, he believed he had the best job in the world.

Yeah, most days, his bear chuckled.

Are you ever going to stop reminding me of the time I fell into the duck pond after saving Miss Kirby’s cat? Stanley asked.

Nope, his bear teased, as he settled down for a nap while Stanley jumped into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

Maple View Lane wasn’t far, ten, maybe fifteen minutes across town. But the closer he got, the stranger he began to feel. His skin prickled beneath his flannel shirt. His breath grew shallower, but not in an anxious way. It was as if…as if his body was tuning into something just beyond his understanding.

Or someone, his bear stirred. Wide awake now. Alert. Focused. She’s here.

Stanley’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. What do you mean, she’s here? he asked.

Although deep down, he knew exactly what his bear meant. He just could not allow himself to believe it was true. Because if this were a false alarm, he didn’t think he could cope with the disappointment.

It’s not a false alarm, his bear assured him.

So, do you think this might be one of Finn’s matchmaking mix-ups? Stanley asked.

We’ll soon see, his bear answered excitedly.

Stanley turned onto Maple View Lane, spotting number twelve halfway down the quiet cul-de-sac. It was a little white house with blue shutters and a wild, slightly overgrown garden.

Is this the right number? Stanley murmured, cutting the engine. Or did he somehow get it exactly right this time?

Does it matter? his bear rumbled in satisfaction.

You’re right, Stanley agreed. The only thing that matters is that this is fate.

Stanley parked the truck and took a moment to compose himself. He did not want to repeat his brother Nero’s first meeting with his mate, when he’d fallen at her feet holding out an engagement ring. Not that he had an engagement ring in his pocket. But he was capable of falling at his mate’s feet and making a fool of himself.

Not the first impression he wanted to give his mate.

No, he needed to play it cool, since he had no idea what or who to expect at house number twelve.

Only one way to find out, his bear urged.

True. He stepped out of the truck, his heart hammering against his rib cage as he retrieved the crate from the back seat. He could feel it more keenly now, the unmistakable pull of the mating bond. As if some invisible force were drawing him forward, compelling him to close the distance between him and his mate.

But as he walked toward the house, he heard a raised voice. A child in distress.

His first primal instinct was to rush through the gate into the backyard. But then a second voice reached him. A woman. Her tone was softer, gentler, as she tried to comfort the child.

Drawn by a force greater than anything he had ever known, he made his way down the side path and opened the low gate at the back. The latch clicked in his hand, and with the crate still in his grip, he stepped into the garden.

And there she was.

A woman… His woman.

Our mate, his bear swooned.

Their mate stood in front of him, her arms crossed as she positioned herself between Stanley and a young boy of about nine or ten.

The expression she wore wasn’t overtly hostile, but it wasn’t welcoming, either.

She’s like a momma bear protecting her young cub, his bear said, clearly impressed.

And who wouldn’t be? She was clearly fiercely protective of the boy.

Stanley stopped in his tracks and opened and closed his mouth a couple of times before he blurted out, “I came to collect the stray rabbit.” He lifted the crate to reinforce his story.

Her eyes narrowed. “There’s no rabbit here.”

“Oh, this was the address I was given,” Stanley said as he glanced around the garden.

“Is the rabbit hurt?” the boy asked, angling his body to look around the woman.

Stanley’s entire posture shifted. He dropped his shoulders and lowered the tone of his voice to the one he used to soothe animals. “That’s what I’m hoping to find out. I run the pet store in town. Someone said a rabbit was loose in the back garden here. I just want to make sure it’s safe and get it back to its owner.”

The boy tilted his head slightly, considering that. “What color is he?”

“It doesn’t matter what color he is,” the woman said. “He’s not here.”

Before he could answer, Stanley’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and read the screen.

Oops. Meant number 21. Sorry!

Finn, his bear chuckled.

Of course.

He looked back up at the woman and offered a sheepish smile. “Looks like I got the wrong house. My brother texted me the address. He’s, uh…got quite the reputation for mix-ups.”

Matchmaking mix-ups, his bear added.

Mate matchmaking mix-ups, Stanley corrected, forcing himself to keep a straight face when all he wanted to do was grin like a lovesick fool.

His mate’s expression thawed slightly as Stanley held out his phone so she could read the message.

This is not the wrong house. Finn got it just right, his bear said with a smug growl.

His bear was totally right. Still, he couldn’t exactly announce, Hey, by the way, you are my mate, to a clearly on-edge woman and her cautious kid.

Instead, he offered a small, apologetic smile. “Sorry for the bother. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

She gave a small nod, still evaluating him. “It’s fine,” she said eventually. “Mix-ups happen.”

Especially to a certain brother of ours, his bear said, his excitement at meeting their mate barely contained.

Stanley lingered, the crate still in hand, his feet unwilling to move. How could he just walk away when everything in him screamed, stay? This wasn’t just a stranger’s garden, it was the place he was supposed to be. With the woman he was supposed to meet.

His mate. His future.

“Don’t let me keep you,” his mate said at last, her voice polite but dismissive.

But before Stanley could respond, the boy stepped forward. “I could help catch the rabbit,” he offered. “It might be scared. And that might make him hard to catch.”

“It might be,” Stanley agreed, surprised and oddly touched by the offer.

But this was not his decision to make. His mate was obviously wary of the strange man who had suddenly appeared in her garden, and Stanley did not plan to make things worse by being pushy. He could sense the tension in her, and one wrong move could have lasting consequences for their relationship.

He’d have to be patient, let her learn to trust him. But at this moment, patience did not come easily.

“I’m sure Stanley can manage,” she said a little too quickly.

“But rabbits are fast,” the boy countered. “And what if it hides under a bush?”

The pitch of his voice rose slightly, his words tumbling faster now. Stanley sensed it. A tension building beneath the surface, like a balloon stretched too tight. Another wrong word and his mood could tip into tears or shouting. And he really didn’t want to be the cause of that.

Stanley raised his hands slightly and took a half-step back. “It’s okay,” he said gently. “I can manage. Really.”

“Mom,” the boy said, voice strained.

Her eyes flicked to her son, and in that second, Stanley knew she saw the signs, too. The slight twitch in his hands, the wobble in his bottom lip. Whatever this was, it wasn’t just a kid being stubborn. This mattered to him.

She exhaled slowly, then gave a reluctant nod. “I guess…we could help out. Just to catch the rabbit.”

Stanley’s face lit up. “Great!” he said, too loudly, too brightly.

“Great!” the boy echoed, matching his tone with wide-eyed enthusiasm.

“Maybe we should introduce ourselves. Stanley.” He held out his hand, wanting to experience that first touch.

But it was the boy who stepped forward and shook his hand. “I’m Oli. And this is my mom, June.”

“Good to meet you, Oli.” Stanley shook the boy’s hand, his expression solemn. “And good to meet you, June.”

At last, his bear sighed happily.

“Shall we?” Stanley held up the crate as he let go of Oli’s hand and headed back out of the gate.

Oli followed close behind, while June hesitated, as if she were still not sure this was a good idea.

But it’s the best idea, Stanley’s bear declared.

He was certain June did not echo that sentiment, but with a resigned sigh, she followed after them.

Together, the three of them crossed the quiet cul-de-sac. The garden at number 21 was wilder than June’s, with tangled flowerbeds and a lopsided wooden arch marking the entrance to the back gate. A faded sign near the door read: “Beware—Retired History Teacher. Dates are not debatable.”

Stanley knocked gently, but before he could call out, the gate creaked open from the other side.

“About time,” came a familiar voice. “Thought I’d end up catching it myself.”

Mrs. Abernathy stood in the gap, one hand on the gate and the other holding a gardening trowel. Her sunhat was slightly askew, and a large pair of reading glasses sat halfway down her nose. She squinted at Stanley, then at the others.

“I texted Finn,” she said. “He said you’d be by. But that was nearly an hour ago!”

“Sorry for the delay. I had to shut up the store, and then Finn sent me to the wrong house,” Stanley replied. “Twelve instead of twenty-one.”

Mrs. Abernathy sniffed. “Figures. That boy mixed up the Tudors and Stuarts three years in a row. Smart as a whip, but only when it suits him.”

Stanley smiled. Oh yeah, he remembered Mrs. Abernathy from school. “Is the rabbit still here?”

“Oh, it’s here,” she said, stepping aside and waving them in. “Nibbled through my petunias before settling in under the rhododendrons. I’d have caught it myself, but these knees aren’t what they used to be.”

“I’m happy to take it from here,” Stanley offered, holding up the crate. “And I brought backup.”

“Backup?” Mrs. Abernathy echoed.

Oli stepped forward, his expression solemn. “I want to help.”

“Well.” Mrs. Abernathy looked Oli up and down. “That’s the spirit. This way!”

She led them around to the back garden and pointed toward a large rhododendron bush.

“There he is,” Stanley murmured, spotting a blur of white just beneath the leaves.

He crouched low, and Oli dropped beside him, matching his posture with care.

“Think you can coax him out?” Stanley asked.

Oli nodded gravely. “I saw a video once about rabbits. You have to pretend you’re not interested.”

Stanley grinned. “Perfect technique.”

Oli extended a slow hand, palm open. The rabbit twitched its nose, inching forward with curious caution.

Behind them, June hovered close, her arms no longer crossed. She was watching them both with interest.

Just as the rabbit took another hop forward, Mrs. Abernathy called out, “Need a hand?”

Stanley glanced back. “We’ve got it. Just about.”

“You’ve got expert help,” Mrs. Abernathy said. “And a steady hand. You Thornberg boys always had patience and an affinity with living things.”

Now, that’s a compliment, Stanley’s bear said.

With Oli’s unwavering patience and Stanley’s calm voice, the rabbit crept fully into view. A moment later, with gentle precision, Stanley scooped it up and eased it into the crate.

Click.

“Well done,” he said, offering Oli a fist bump. The boy blinked, then returned it with a shy grin.

June stepped forward and placed a hand on Oli’s shoulder. “Thanks for letting Oli help.”

“June, isn’t it?” Mrs. Abernathy asked, turning her attention to Stanley’s mate.

She nodded. “June Draper. And this is my son, Oli. We’ve just moved in with my aunt.”

“So I heard. Welcome to Bear Creek.” The old woman gave them both an approving look. “I know your Aunt Barb. She’s murder at bingo night. Stole a whole meat hamper out from under me last winter.”

“Did she?” June asked, her tone lighter now.

Stanley smiled as he noted the lack of tension in her shoulders and the way her lips curved into a smile. Lips he would so love to kiss.

Mrs. Abernathy leaned slightly closer to Stanley, lowering her voice just enough for only him to hear. “Wrong address, huh?”

He met her gaze. It was sharp, knowing, and a little amused.

“I guess you could call it fate,” he replied.

“I believe you could,” Mrs. Abernathy said.


Chapter Two – June

The rabbit sat still in the crate, its sides rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Oli kneeled beside it on the grass, his small fingers reaching carefully through the wire door to stroke the fur along its side. He murmured as he touched it. Facts about rabbit diets, how fast their hearts could beat, and how they couldn’t sweat. As he spoke, he kept his voice steady and unusually calm, especially considering he was in the presence of two strangers.

Not that Stanley felt like a stranger. No. In fact, the opposite was true. June felt as if she had known him all her life. As if he were her destiny.

How crazy was that?

Very.

Maybe Stanley made everyone feel that way. He’d certainly had an effect on Oli, too.

This was the most settled she’d seen her son all day. No pacing. No hand-flapping. No sharp breaths or clenched jaw. Just a quiet stillness.

As she stood there, June became aware of the late afternoon sun filtering through Mrs. Abernathy’s grape arbor, dappling the lawn with shifting gold and shadow. The mountain breeze ruffled Oli’s hair. Somewhere overhead, a bird sang its sweetest song.

To most people, it would be nothing, a fleeting moment in a stranger’s backyard, but to June, it felt like stepping into a pocket of calm. A rare and precious thing.

She turned slightly and found Stanley watching, too, his posture relaxed, hands hooked loosely on his hips.

Their eyes met. He gave a small, lopsided smile. Not wide, not flashy, but it did something to her.

She found herself smiling back, a wordless thank you in the curve of her lips.

For once, she didn’t feel like she was holding her life together with duct tape. The feeling was unfamiliar. Disorienting, even. But good.

“Well,” said Mrs. Abernathy, breaking the silence. “I’d have offered to catch the bunny myself, but these days I leave the sprinting to those without replacement hips.”

June smiled, letting herself be swept along by Mrs. Abernathy’s easy chatter and the crooked sunhat that bobbed every time she gestured. There was something solid about the woman’s presence, something that made June feel a little steadier on her feet.

Mrs. Abernathy’s attention flicked to Stanley, a sly glint sparking behind her glasses. “Don’t you look pleased with yourself. I bet your bear’s tail is wagging like a golden retriever.”

June’s smile faltered slightly. Bear? Tail wagging? What an odd thing to say.

Stanley cleared his throat, a flush creeping up his neck. “Mrs. Abernathy, I think you might be…”

“Mixing up my metaphors?” the older woman said with an arch of her brow.

“Something like that.” Then he chuckled lightly, but it sounded forced. “You know I like a happy ending,” he said, nodding toward the captured rabbit. “I’d hate to think of this little fella out here all alone at night. But I’ll get him settled at the store and then try to find his owners.”

“Oh yes, we all like a happy ending.” Mrs. Abernathy hummed, clearly amused.

June got the intense sense that she was missing something. That there was a secret message in Mrs. Abernathy’s words. A message that had caused Stanley to tense, as if he were afraid of what she might say next.

Goodness, she was reading too much into this sudden encounter with the handsome pet store owner and her Aunt Barb’s neighbor. Mrs. Abernathy obviously knew Stanley’s family well since she had taught them at school. It was possible that Mrs. Abernathy’s remarks were directed toward some childhood misdemeanor, which Stanley found highly embarrassing.

Yes. That was it. A shared memory. Nothing to do with June.

She surprised herself as a twinge of disappointment pierced her heart. Did she want there to be more to it than that?

Oli looked up from the crate, his brows tugged together in concern. “Will the rabbit be okay at the pet store?”

Stanley glanced at June before crouching to meet Oli at eye level. “I’ll take good care of him. He’ll have a cozy pen with fresh hay and water,” he said gently. “Some treats, too. And I’ll check on him myself while we wait to see if someone comes looking for him.”

Oli considered this with the same seriousness he applied to most things that mattered. “He might be scared.”

“He probably is,” Stanley agreed. “But animals usually calm down when they feel safe. And he’ll be safe. I’ll make sure of it.”

June watched the exchange, something unfamiliar tugging inside her chest. There was no baby voice, no fake cheerfulness in Stanley’s tone. He spoke to Oli the way she always wished more people would. Respectfully, calmly, like he understood her son didn’t need coddling, just patience and reassurance.

“You really know a lot about animals,” Oli said, his voice lifting.

“I’ve been running Bear Creek Pets for a long while,” Stanley replied. “I’ve met just about every kind of furry, feathered, or scaled friend you can imagine.”

Oli’s eyes lit up. “Do you have guinea pigs?”

“A few,” Stanley said with a smile. “And a bearded dragon named Clive.”

June raised an eyebrow. “Clive?”

“Short for Sir Clive Scales-a-Lot.”

That earned a delighted snort from Oli, and even June couldn’t help smiling.

“You should come by the store and meet him,” Stanley said, standing slowly. “I could give you both a brief tour. No pressure, of course.”

Oli’s whole body seemed to lift. He looked lighter, younger, and June’s throat tightened as tears pricked her eyes. “Can we, Mom? Please? Can we go see Clive?”

June brushed her hand across her eyes before she laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Take a breath, love.”

As her son took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, June turned to Stanley, her tone shifting into the practical calm she used whenever assessing whether a place or situation might be too much for Oli. “It’s kind of you to offer. What are your quietest times? We’d want to come when it’s not too busy.”

Stanley nodded, clearly understanding more than most. “Late afternoons on Tuesdays and Thursdays are usually the quietest times. Fewer customers, and the animals are always most relaxed after their lunch.”

He wasn’t like the men her mother or aunt had ever nudged her toward.

He wasn’t the kind of man who demanded attention or tried to be the center of things. Even after he caught the rabbit, he did not play the hero. He wasn’t trying to impress anyone. He was just…calm. Solid. Present.

And that, more than anything, made her feel a little off-balance.

“Tuesday afternoon would work,” June added, the words tumbling out of her mouth before she could second-guess herself. “Oli doesn’t have occupational therapy that day.”

Stanley nodded, his expression brightening. “Perfect. We close at five, but I know the owner will stay longer for special visitors.” He gave a wink, and Mrs. Abernathy snorted under her breath.

But June’s attention switched to Oli as he bounced slightly on his toes, a small, contained movement that June recognized as his trying-to-stay-calm-but-bursting-with-excitement stance.

Mrs. Abernathy stood from her lawn chair with a soft grunt. “Well, this has been more excitement than my garden’s seen in months. Unless you count that squirrel that got drunk on my fermented crab apples last fall.”

“We should let you get back to your evening,” June said, suddenly aware they’d commandeered the woman’s backyard for nearly half an hour.

Mrs. Abernathy waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense. This was better than my usual television lineup. Besides,” she added with a wink at Stanley, “some things are worth watching unfold.”

June pretended not to notice the comment or the slight flush that rose to Stanley’s cheeks. She turned to Oli instead. “Time to say goodbye to the rabbit. We should head home for dinner.”

“He needs a name,” Oli said abruptly.

“A name,” June echoed.

“Yes,” Oli said. “We can’t just call him the rabbit.”

“No, we can’t,” Stanley agreed. “Do you have a name in mind?”

“Herbert,” Oli replied with certainty. “He looks like a Herbert.”

“Then Herbert it is.” As they left through the side gate, Stanley paused. “My truck’s just down the street. I should get this little guy settled.”

“We’ll walk with you,” Oli said immediately. It was not a question but a declaration. One June decided to let slip.

“Okay, then we have to say goodbye and let Stanley take the rabbit…Herbert, back to the store,” June said firmly. It was far better to set out the sequence of events so that Oli knew the boundaries.

“Okay,” Oli agreed, walking beside Stanley, his gaze darting between the man and the crate he carried.

“What does Clive eat?” Oli asked as they stepped onto the sidewalk. “Does he have special lights? Do the guinea pigs live near him, or would that be scary for them? Does your store have fish, too? And do rabbits like music because I read some animals do, but some don’t, and…”

“Oli,” June started, her automatic response to rein in the rapid-fire questions.

But Stanley just smiled, answering each one with consideration. “Clive eats crickets and veggies. He has a special UVB lamp that gives him the right kind of light. The guinea pigs are on the other side of the store, so everyone feels safe. We do have fish…tropical ones that need warm water and some that live in cooler tanks.”

He paused, considering the last question with the same seriousness he’d given the others. “I’m not sure if rabbits like music, but I sometimes play classical in the store, and they seem to relax with it. Nothing too loud or with heavy bass, though. We don’t want them bouncing off the sides of their pens.”

June walked a few steps behind, watching the easy flow of conversation. Stanley shortened his stride without making it obvious, matching Oli’s pace naturally. When Oli stepped closer, gesturing with his hands as he spoke about a documentary he’d seen on desert animals, Stanley didn’t pull back or stiffen.

Most people did. They’d lean away, sometimes imperceptibly, sometimes obviously. They’d look to June with that help me expression or try to create more space. Stanley just listened, nodding at the right moments, asking questions that showed he was actually paying attention.

It wasn’t that he was perfect. June could see the moments when he wasn’t quite sure how to respond to one of Oli’s more scattered thoughts, or when he had to pause to find the right words. But he tried. He stayed present. He didn’t check out or check his watch, or send June a need to be rescued signal.

The realization made the handsome pet store owner more attractive than his charm and rugged good looks.

When they reached the truck, Oli hesitated, his excitement faltering. “The rabbit will be by itself when he gets to the store. And what if he is afraid of the dark when it’s all so strange?”

Stanley set the crate down gently and crouched to Oli’s level, not too close, just enough to meet his eyes. “I’ll make sure he’s comfortable tonight. He’ll have fresh food, soft hay, and I’ll leave a little night light on, so he doesn’t feel scared in the dark.”

Oli considered this, his brow furrowed in serious thought. “You promise?”

“I promise,” Stanley said, his voice unwavering.

June felt her throat tighten unexpectedly. Such a simple thing—a man keeping his word to a child about a stray rabbit. Yet it hit her with unexpected force. How long had it been since anyone had shown such simple kindness to her son? How many teachers and caregivers, and so-called friends, had dismissed Oli’s concerns or treated his questions as burdens?

Stanley was just...kind.

As he carefully placed the crate in the back seat of his truck, June stepped forward, drawn by an impulse she couldn’t fully explain.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice quieter than she’d intended.

Stanley looked up, genuine surprise in his expression. “For the rabbit?”

“For...everything.” The words felt inadequate, but they were all she had.

His smile made her heart skip a beat. “I’ll give you an update if you want.”

“Yes,” Oli said, and June took out her phone and added Stanley’s number to her contacts and then sent him a text, so he had hers.

“Got it,” Stanley said. “And I’ll see you on Tuesday.”

June hesitated, then nodded. “Tuesday.”

The smile that broke across Oli’s face, and the way he bounced on his toes again, this time letting his hands flap freely at his sides in his signature happiness gesture, made her chest ache. It was so good to see him happy.

“Tuesday it is,” Stanley confirmed, his eyes still on June’s. “No pressure if it doesn’t work out.”

But something in his tone, in the intense way he held her gaze, made June believe it mattered to him that they kept the date.

“Tuesday,” she agreed, surprised by how much she meant it. At how much she wanted to reassure him that they would not let him down.

As Stanley climbed into his truck and started the engine, June placed a hand on Oli’s shoulder, and they stood together and watched the taillights disappear around the corner.

“I like him,” Oli declared matter-of-factly. “He listens like you do.”

June squeezed his shoulder lightly. “Yes,” she said softly. “I think he does.”

“I like Herbert, too,” Oli said as they headed inside.

As she closed the door behind them, June felt a flicker of hope igniting within her. Maybe this was the start of their next chapter.

But would Stanley be part of their story?


Chapter Three – Stanley

The world outside the truck’s windshield looked exactly the same as Stanley drove away from his mate and toward the pet store. But nothing was the same. His world had shifted. Turned on its head. All because of one chance meeting in a stranger’s backyard.

It all seemed so surreal. Had he truly just met his mate thanks to one of Finn’s matchmaking mix-ups?

Yes, his bear roared in his head.

Stanley glanced sideways at the crate resting on the passenger seat. The soft rustling of straw as the rabbit burrowed deeper was actual, living, breathing proof of his encounter with June.

Yet, it was still hard to believe. After so much longing, so much waiting, he’d finally met his mate.

He kept one hand on the wheel, the other steadying the crate as he steered the truck around a bend. His fingers trembled slightly as the enormity of the last couple of hours hit him. He’d met his mate. And she had a son.

Which meant he had a ready-made family.

How lucky was he?

Very, his bear stirred with restless energy.

Stanley exhaled through his nose and tightened his grip on the wheel. He needed to keep his focus on the road. He needed to get the rabbit back to the store and settled for the night, just as he’d promised Oli.

Oli… He was a special kid. It was obvious he saw the world differently, but he had a quiet inner strength and gentle kindness about him. Despite his own challenges, he’d shown deep empathy for the rabbit. He’d calmed himself, even though, when Stanley arrived, it had sounded like he was in the middle of a meltdown.

Then he’d focused on helping, speaking softly to the rabbit with a steadiness that moved Stanley more than he could say. There was courage in that kind of calm. A quiet bravery. And Stanley sensed how much it had cost Oli and understood how much it meant.

He couldn’t wait to be a part of their lives. To make a home with them.

His bear gave a soft growl. Then tell her.

No. His voice was firm now. It’s too soon. She probably doesn’t know. About us. About any of it.

She will if you tell her, his bear said.

Yeah, he whispered. But not yet.

June was cautious around him. Maybe because he’d turned up in her backyard unannounced. Or maybe because of her past. Of whatever had brought her to Bear Creek.

But one thing was certain, the wariness in her posture hadn’t been imagined. He’d seen it in the tight set of her shoulders, the protective way she kept Oli close, the barely veiled suspicion in her eyes, even as she’d begun to trust him.

Stanley understood that kind of weight. That kind of responsibility.

He signaled and turned onto the road that led toward his shop. The town was quieter now. Most folks were home, preparing dinner, settling in for the night.

Stanley’s pulse finally began to slow as the store came into view, though he still buzzed with pent-up energy. Meeting June had awakened a primal part of him he never knew existed. A part that wanted to claim her, right then and there, to tell the world she was his.

His bear gave a low rumble of agreement. But they both knew that kind of behavior would have done nothing but scare June off.

Stanley pulled into the narrow drive behind Bear Creek Pets and parked the truck. He got out and reached for the crate. Herbert blinked up at him, ears twitching, as if he, too, sensed something important had shifted in the world.

“Big day for both of us,” Stanley murmured. “Let’s get you settled.”

The soft chime above the back door of Bear Creek Pets rang as Stanley stepped inside, Herbert’s crate balanced carefully in his arms. The store was dim and peaceful this time of evening, the front lights already off, the aisles quiet and still. Only the gentle hum of the fish tanks and the occasional rustle of small paws in the enclosures broke the silence.

Stanley moved through the store as he always did after hours, calm, steady, methodical, careful not to spook the animals. He carried Herbert to the back corner, where he kept a few extra enclosures, reserved for boarding pets or strays like this one. He set the crate down on the floor beside an empty pen, already cleaned and lined with sawdust.

“Here we go, little guy,” he whispered. “Fresh start.”

He opened the crate door and waited, giving the rabbit space. Herbert took a tentative hop forward, then another, ears twitching. Stanley didn’t rush him as he crouched down, watching as Herbert adjusted to his new home. That was the key to animals, he’d learned. Space. Gentleness. Time.

His bear stirred contentedly. That will work on our mate, too.

I believe it will. Stanley reached for a small ceramic bowl and filled it with water, then added a handful of leafy greens to a terracotta dish. The final touch was a handful in the corner of the pen, just right for burrowing.

“You’re in good hands now,” Stanley murmured, placing the bowl down with care. “Let’s hope your people come for you.”

We found ours today, his bear said, his voice full of reverence.

Stanley paused, one hand still resting on the edge of the enclosure. He let the weight of that truth settle in his chest. He’d found his mate. Not in a dream, or a future hope, or some far-off wish. She was here. Real. Breathing the same mountain air.

Yeah, he said softly, voice rough. We did.

As he kneeled by Herbert’s enclosure, arranging the water dish just right, Stanley’s thoughts wandered—not forward, but back. He thought of Nero, of that ridiculous moment when he’d met his mate and practically proposed in the middle of a wedding fair. He thought of Kris and Cassia, of how his brother had glowed with pride as they’d prepped the barn together for her dream restaurant. One by one, his brothers had found someone. Each meeting was different. Each bond was undeniable.

He’d been happy for them. Truly. But a part of him had wondered if fate had simply forgotten about him. Or worse, if maybe he wasn’t meant for anyone at all.

And now, today, in the most unexpected way, he’d found her.

But even though thoughts of his mate threatened to consume him, he switched his focus back to Herbert. That was how Stanley worked. One thing at a time. One life at a time. Even with the world shifting under his feet, he could still care for this rabbit.

He double-checked the latches on the pen and dimmed the overhead lights until they cast a warm glow over the space. From a small speaker tucked near the back of the room, he queued up a playlist of soft instrumental music, his usual calming routine for animals who needed a little extra comfort.

It was his way of creating peace. Not just for them. For himself, too.

Because until he told his mate everything, until she accepted him for who he was and embraced the bond they shared, he feared he might never find peace again.

She will, his bear reassured him.

Stanley stood for a long moment, watching Herbert munch on his hay, the sound more soothing than any music.

The rabbit was safe. Cared for. Just as June and Oli would be, if he ever got the chance.

His bear rumbled gently. Soon.

“Maybe,” Stanley said aloud, as he left Herbert to settle in and headed for his office. “But not just yet.”

The hum of the store faded into the background as Stanley sat at his desk, a mug of lukewarm coffee cradled in his hands. The scent of hay still clung to his flannel shirt, grounding him, even as his mind spun.

He stared at his phone for a long moment before unlocking it.

His thumb hovered over Finn’s name. Finn, who had given him so much without even realizing it.

Just call him, his bear urged. He needs to know.

Stanley took a breath, then tapped the button. The phone rang once—twice—before his brother answered, upbeat as always.

“Hey there! Everything okay with the bunny rescue?”

Stanley swallowed, suddenly unsure how to say the words now crowding his chest.

“I met her.”

“The rabbit?” Finn asked.

“No. Her,” Stanley said with more emphasis.

There was a pause on the line. Then, quieter: “What?”

“My mate,” Stanley said, voice rough. “Today. Just now.”

Finn’s silence stretched a moment longer, then turned into a whoop so loud Stanley had to pull the phone away from his ear. He smiled despite himself.

“You’re serious?” Finn finally said. “Wait…did you meet her at number twelve?”

Stanley let out a slow breath. “Yeah. June. And her son, Oli.”

“June…” Finn repeated, his tone shifting. “Oh man. You met her because I messed up, again?”

Stanley leaned back in his chair, a tired chuckle escaping. “You did.”

“I can’t believe I did it again,” Finn murmured.

“Believe it,” Stanley said, “because it happened.”

Finn’s voice was low when he spoke. “I’m happy for you, Stan. You deserve this.”

“Thank you,” Stanley said simply. “I know it wasn’t on purpose, but...I can never thank you enough.”

Finn let out a long exhale. “Hey, you don’t have to thank me. Your time was coming.”

“It’s coming for you, too,” Stanley said, recognizing all too well the sound of longing in Finn’s voice. “And when it does, I’ll mess up a message for you so good, she won’t know what hit her.”

That earned a short laugh. “Deal.”

Stanley’s bear stretched inside him, rumbling with approval. It’ll be epic.

Stanley smiled to himself. “All right, it’s getting late. I’ll let you go. Just...thanks.”

“No problem,” Finn said. “Did you catch the rabbit, too?”

“I did,” Stanley confirmed. “It was in Mrs. Abernathy’s garden at number twenty-one.”

Finn groaned. “You didn’t tell her I mixed up the numbers, did you?”

“Do you want me to lie?” Stanley chuckled.

Finn groaned louder. “No, and I am sure she’ll remind me when I see her next.”

“I’m sure she will, since she already mentioned how bad you are at dates,” Stanley said. “Night, Finn.”

“Night, Stanley.”

After ending the call with Finn, Stanley sat for another long moment. Then, almost on instinct, he reached for his phone again and opened the camera. Quietly, he walked back through the store and snapped a photo of Herbert nestled in the hay, one floppy ear twitching in the dim light.

He stared at the image for a long time, then tapped into his messages.

Herbert’s safe. Just thought Oli might want to see.

That didn’t sound quite right. So he hit delete.

And tried again.

Let me know if Oli wants updates. Or a bunny visit.

Too much? Deleted.

After a couple more attempts, he settled on… Made it home safe. Herbert’s tucked in for the night. Let me know if Oli wants a photo or update anytime.

Then he added the image and hit send before he could overthink it.

Back at his desk, the notification showing the message had been delivered gave him a strange kind of satisfaction.

When his phone buzzed in his hand, he nearly dropped it.

June had replied.

Thank you. Oli was worried, but this made him smile. He says Herbert looks cozy.

Stanley smiled, rereading the message twice. He could almost picture Oli saying the word cozy, voice careful, deliberate. And he imagined June standing beside him, reading the message aloud or letting her son take comfort in the picture on his own terms.

Anytime, he replied. Happy to send more updates if it helps.

Another pause. Then she replied,

That would be lovely. Thank you again.

Stanley needed nothing more than that.

She’d let him in, just a little.

Stanley placed his phone on the desk, the screen still glowing.

He stared at the words for a long moment and then drained his coffee cup and stood up.

Time to go home.

Alone.

But if he had his way, soon he’d have June and Oli to go home to.

And for that, he could not wait.


Chapter Four – June

The scent of simmering soup filled the kitchen as June stood at the stove, slowly stirring the pot. Her eyes drifted to the table, where Oli sat with his sketchbook open in front of him. He was hunched over the page with single-minded focus, tongue tucked into the corner of his mouth, the tip of his pencil darkening Herbert’s soft fur with careful shading.

She didn’t speak. Didn’t dare break the spell.

His shoulders were relaxed. His breath was even. He wasn’t fidgeting, or humming, or bouncing in his seat.

It was the most settled she’d seen him in weeks. The move to Bear Creek had been hard for him. The very idea of giving up his normal routine, when he’d learned of June’s plans to move to Bear Creek, had caused a slow and, at times, unstoppable spiral.

But it had stopped.

The moment Stanley had said the words lost rabbit, something in Oli had shifted. It was as if he’d felt a deep, unspoken connection to the animal.

Maybe because that was how he often felt himself.

Lost.

June bit down on her lower lip and swallowed the lump in her throat.

She turned back to the stove, giving the soup another gentle stir as she blinked back tears. She was so proud of him. Not just because of his empathy toward the rabbit, but because he’d openly communicated with Stanley, even though he was a stranger.

That was unusual for Oli. Not that he couldn’t speak to people, it was that he rarely felt safe enough to. Especially not with new adults. Especially not men.

But today, something had been different.

She gave a mental snort. Oli wasn’t the only one. Ever since his father had rejected them, leaving June to raise their son alone, she’d been wary. And not just of strangers.

As Oli got older, and it became obvious he wasn’t developing the way other children did, some of June’s oldest friends had quietly started stepping back. Invitations to birthday parties stopped arriving. She was no longer included in weekend coffee groups or community events.

At first, it had stung. Then it had hollowed her out.

Over the years, she’d felt more and more isolated.

And that isolation had left her wounded in a way she couldn’t easily explain.

But today, with Stanley, those wounds had felt a little less raw.

Her mind drifted to the backyard. The rabbit. The sun shone through the grapevines. The way Stanley had crouched beside Oli and spoken to him, not in the clipped, over-explaining tones so many adults used, but like he was someone worth listening to.

And Oli had listened.

June’s hand tightened on the spoon. She wasn’t used to that kind of gentleness. Certainly not from men. Oli’s father had never understood him. Hadn’t tried. Meltdowns were met with shouting. Quiet moments were dismissed as sulking. Even when she’d explained, again and again, that their son’s world moved at a different pace, he’d rolled his eyes and left the room.

Until one day, he’d left for good.

But Stanley had stayed.

She glanced back at Oli, who was now drawing whiskers on Herbert’s face with small, deliberate strokes.

The sound of a key in the door broke June’s thoughts as the door opened and her Aunt Barb let herself in.

“Smells like soup,” Barb announced, setting her canvas tote on the bench near the door.

June arched a brow. “And it should taste like soup. Carrot and coriander. I also bought a fresh loaf from the bakery this morning.”

“I knew there was a reason I agreed to you and your boy moving in.” Barb didn’t smile, but her eyes twinkled faintly as she stepped into the kitchen. Her gaze landed on Oli at the table with a fondness that made June’s heart tighten in her chest. Despite her often-gruff demeanor, Aunt Barb accepted Oli for exactly who he was, something for which June would be eternally grateful.

That, and for letting them stay rent-free while June got herself back on her feet. Retraining for a new career had zapped most of her savings, and Barb’s offer of somewhere to stay until she found a new job had been an unexpected and much-needed lifeline.

“What’s this?” Barb asked, leaning over to get a better look at his drawing. “Not bad, kid. You got the ears just right.”

Oli glanced up, pleased by the praise but not enough to pause his careful shading. “They’re long and soft. Rabbits can turn them all the way around.”

Barb gave a soft grunt of approval and sank into the chair opposite him, patting the seat beside her. “You joining me, or still hiding behind your ladle?”

June gave the soup one last stir, turned off the heat, and brought two glasses of apple spritzer to the table. “How was your day?”

“Same as usual,” Barb said as she took a sip. “And you?” She turned her gaze to June. “I’m guessing it involved a rabbit.”

“We helped rescue one,” Oli said without looking up.

Barb’s eyebrows lifted. “That right?”

“We did,” June confirmed.

“We helped Stanley Thornberg catch a stray rabbit,” Oli said. “He owns the local pet store.”

Barb’s glass paused mid-air, then she blinked and shuffled in her seat. “Thornberg?” she echoed slowly, then took a longer sip than necessary. She set the glass down with deliberate care. “Well now. Fancy that.”

June frowned. “You know him?”

“Know, knew his father, Hugo,” Barb said, voice smooth but tinged with something unreadable. “Went to school with him, once upon a time.”

June watched her aunt’s expression closely. “And Stanley?”

Barb’s lips pressed together for a beat. “Nice enough. But don’t get your hopes up.”

“I...I wasn’t,” June said quickly.

“Hopes about what?” Oli finally looked up. “Keeping the rabbit?”

Barb held June’s gaze and then said, “I’m sure it’s just lost and someone will claim it.”

Oli frowned and stared down at his drawing. “I hope he has a nice home.”

“I’m sure he does,” June replied as she got up. “Why don’t you go and wash your hands while I dish up the soup?”

Oli carefully put his coloring things away in his pencil tin and slid off his seat. As he padded out of the kitchen, June fixed her aunt with a questioning look. “Care to explain?”

Barb leaned back in her chair, swirling her spritzer. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up because if he were your mate, honey, he’d have known. And he would’ve acted.”

June blinked. “My what?”

“Mate,” Barb said it as if June had misheard her. “Shifters don’t do the slow-burn thing. They meet their mate, they know. That’s it. Wham bam! No halfway.”

The bottom dropped out of June’s stomach.

Her mouth went dry. “I’m sorry…shifters?”

Barb waved a hand. “Didn’t I mention that? This town’s full of them. The Thornberg boys are all bear shifters.”

“Bear shifters,” June repeated numbly.

“Yes, they can shift from man to bear and back again,” Barb said, as if it were no more unusual than a guy owning a pickup truck.

June stared. “You can’t be serious.”

Barb met her gaze evenly. “I’ve never been more serious. And if Stanley didn’t make it clear when you met him, it means you’re not his. So don’t fall for the quiet charm, June. Don’t let Oli get attached to someone who’s just being kind.”

A cold knot twisted in June’s chest. She thought of Stanley’s warm eyes. His careful words. His gentle way with Oli.

“I…” she began, but stopped. The air in the kitchen suddenly felt too thin.

Barb reached for her glass again, tone brisk. “Just looking out for you.”

“I appreciate it,” June said, though a part of her didn’t. A part of her wanted to cling to the soft, private fantasy that maybe, just maybe, Stanley might like her. Might choose her.

She sucked in a shuddering breath. Was that what she was concerned about? Whether or not Stanley liked her, when her aunt had just revealed that shifters were real?

“It’s okay, they’re all house-trained. At least most of them are,” Barb added casually.

“What?” June looked up, frowning.

“Shifters,” Barb said with a grin. “You looked a little pale, and I thought maybe you were scared they might eat you or something.”

June snorted. “Well, I wasn’t...”

Barb leaned back and laughed. “Honestly, living in a town filled with shifters is probably one of the safest places you can be. They’re a protective bunch, not just of their own families.”

“Good to know,” June said, though she wasn’t sure she did know anything anymore.

“Anyway.” Barb stood and carried her empty glass to the sink. “I’m going to grab a shower before supper. Wash away the day.”

June blinked. “Okay.”

Barb didn’t meet her eyes as she left the kitchen. “Maybe keep this from your boy. For now.”

Her footsteps thumped up the stairs, leaving silence in their wake.

June stood frozen for a moment, her thoughts a mess of tangled threads. Then, as if on autopilot, she gathered the bowls and filled them with soup. Her movements were slow, mechanical, and the smell of carrot and coriander was no longer comforting.

She set the bowls on the table, then leaned on the counter, her hand resting beside her barely touched glass of spritzer. The faint sound of the shower starting upstairs gave her a moment to breathe, but her chest still felt tight.

Shifters.

Mates.

Barb’s words looped through her head like an out-of-tune radio.

She heard the quiet pad of socked feet returning, and a moment later, Oli came back into the kitchen, hands damp from washing. He slid into his seat and picked up his spoon but didn’t start eating. His sketchpad was tucked under one arm.

“Mom?” he mumbled.

She turned. “Yes, love?”

“Do you think Herbert is okay?”

June managed a small smile and sat down beside him. “Stanley said he’d look after him, sweetheart. And we’re going to visit on Tuesday, remember?”

“I remember.” Oli’s shoulders lifted slightly. “Stanley said I could meet Clive. That’s the dragon.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met a dragon,” June said, and then the voice in her head immediately added—if shifters are real, are dragons real, too?

“He said Clive eats crickets and has a sun lamp.” Oli turned to her, eyes wide with a question that went beyond reptiles. “He really meant it, didn’t he?”

June reached across the table and touched her son’s hand. “Yes. I think he did.”

Oli nodded slowly, then picked up his spoon and began eating. He didn’t say another word, but the corners of his mouth had softened into something close to calm.

June watched him for a moment, then picked up her own spoon and took a small bite of soup. The taste was wonderful, warm, familiar, but it did little to settle her swirling emotions.

Her thoughts wandered back to Stanley. The way he’d crouched beside her son, making sure he was at eye level. The way he’d looked at June...

There’d been something between them, hadn’t there? A thread of connection that had hummed just beneath the surface. Solid. Unspoken. But real.

She took another spoonful, slower this time.

Then Barb’s words echoed in her head. If he were your mate, he’d have known. And he would’ve acted.

June’s hand tightened around her spoon.

She needed to let go of any romantic notions. Whatever she’d felt, whatever flicker of warmth or hope had taken root, was hers alone.

Stanley had just been friendly.

Protective. That’s what Barb had called the shifters in Bear Creek.

And maybe that was all it had been. Maybe Stanley had sensed Oli’s needs and responded with kindness. As a good man. A decent man. A friend.

And she would take that.

Because for June, friends were rare, and kindness rarer still.

Across the table, Oli sipped his soup quietly, his features peaceful in a way they hadn’t been in weeks.

And that mattered more than anything.

June looked down at her bowl, the steam rising in gentle curls.

Tuesday would come soon enough.

And she would keep her feet on the ground, her heart in check.

Just as she always did.


Chapter Five – Stanley

Stanley unlocked the front door of Bear Creek Pets. It was early, and he reached up to catch the bell before it rang and disturbed the animals inside, who were probably still tucked up in their bundles of hay or snoozing in their little houses.

He stepped inside and carefully closed the door, then stood for a moment, surveying everything he’d prepared. It all looked normal, at least, to anyone else. The displays were tidy, the small enclosures clean. The faint hum of the filters in the reptile tanks blended with the rustle of hay and gentle squeaks from the rabbit pens.

But this morning was different.

It was Tuesday, and that meant she was coming.

His bear stretched with a low, slow growl. She’s coming here. To us. Finally.

At last, Stanley murmured in agreement. It might have only been a couple of days since their first encounter in June’s aunt’s back garden, but the wait to see her again had felt like an eternity.

And despite all his preparations, he was nervous.

He’d stayed late last night, adding the finishing touches to a quiet area at the back of the store. Just a corner near the window, softened with a beanbag chair, a small bookcase filled with picture books, and a little table with a puzzle left halfway done, to make it feel welcoming, not staged.

It doesn’t look staged, does it? he asked his bear for the umpteenth time.

Does it matter? his bear replied with a huff. June will appreciate the time and effort you’ve taken to create this safe space. That’s all that matters to her.

And June was all that mattered to him.

Well, June and Oli. Damn, he wanted them to be a part of his life. He wanted to be part of theirs. A real part. There for them. Always.

His bear was right. June would appreciate the effort he’d made. He’d even selected some of the quieter animals for Oli to interact with. There was Herbert, of course, who, it turned out, was a real snuggle bunny. He loved having his ears stroked and went into a kind of trance when you did.

I’d go into a daze if June stroked my ears, his bear sighed dreamily.

Can we focus on the present? Stanley replied.

I’d prefer to focus on the future, where you’ve told our mate about me and we’re living happily ever after, his bear answered.

Ignoring the hint, Stanley walked to the counter and set down the tin of cookies he’d baked before leaving the house. Yeah, he’d been up before the sun after a restless night of tossing and turning, plumping his pillow and checking the clock, sure it was broken as the minutes ticked by so slowly.

He inched open the lid and peeked at the cookies with a sigh. He’d attempted his mother’s triple chocolate recipe, but they’d turned out a little wonky in shape. Still, the smell was right, warm, nutty, with a hint of vanilla.

He moved the tin to the back room and put on a fresh pot of coffee, then glanced at the clock.

It was going to be a long day.

***

Stanley filled the hours the only way he knew how, by tending the animals and helping customers.

After his first cup of coffee, he started work, moving through the shop in a familiar routine. He checked enclosures, replaced water bottles, and cleaned cages while generously handing out attention to those animals who craved it. He scooped out fresh hay for the rabbits, refilled the guinea pigs’ pellet dishes, and cleaned Clive’s tank with gentle precision.

Customers trickled in through the morning, mostly regulars he’d known for years. He smiled, he laughed, he joked, but today it felt different.

Because you are keeping something from them, his bear said.

Yeah, these customers were his friends, and they would be over the moon when they found out he had a mate. But until he told June, it was a secret he needed to keep.

And so, he rang up cat litter and chew toys, offered his usual calm advice about tropical fish filters, and helped a local teacher collect mealworms for a classroom project, all while pretending nothing had changed.

But in reality, everything had changed.

As he worked, he kept one eye on the clock.

It moved in slow, reluctant ticks. The shop grew quieter again after lunch, and he found himself glancing toward the door, hoping the next person to walk through it would be his mate.

By early afternoon, everything was spotless. Ready. Perfect. Or as close to perfect as Stanley could manage.

He fed the last of the turtles, wiped his hands on a cloth, and turned toward the front of the store.

Stanley exhaled hard and ran a hand through his hair. “What if Oli finds the place too loud?”

Then we help him find the quiet, his bear said gently. We show him he’s safe here.

He glanced at the clock.

Almost time.

Stanley crossed the room to turn down the tank lights, adjusting the dimmer until it was a softer glow. He moved through the presence of the animals, soothing the nervous energy that buzzed beneath his skin.

When he’d finished, he stood still in the center of the shop and looked around one last time.

“Please let this go well,” he whispered to no one in particular. Maybe to the universe. Maybe to his mate. Maybe to himself.

And then he sensed her drawing near. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, and his knees went weak. He sucked in a breath and reached out to rest his hand on the counter to steady himself. He didn’t want June and Oli to walk through the door to find him face down on the store floor.

No, that is not the kind of second impression we want our mate to have of us, his bear said as excitement threaded through his veins.

Outside, a car came to a stop. A moment later, two car doors opened and then clicked shut.

His bear stilled. She’s here.

The bell above the door chimed, and Stanley stepped out from behind the counter just in time to see June guide Oli through the entrance.

She wore her dark hair tied up in a loose bun, and her expression was cautious as she scanned the store as if memorizing every detail, searching out any immediate triggers, before letting herself take a breath. Oli hovered close to her side, gripping his sketchbook to his chest like a shield. But his eyes were already darting toward the animal enclosures.

Stanley kept his tone light and steady as he approached. “Hey there. How are you doing, Oli?”

The boy clung close to June, not quite meeting his gaze.

“Do you want to check in with Herbert?” Stanley gestured toward the quiet corner where he’d moved Herbert’s crate.

At the sound of the rabbit’s name, Oli stepped forward.

“Herbert’s doing okay?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

“He’s doing great,” Stanley said. “He had lunch, hopped around a bit, and now he’s ready to say hi. He’s waiting in the quiet corner over there.”

June’s shoulders dropped a fraction, and Stanley didn’t miss the way she glanced around the room. Her eyes caught on the quiet corner near the window—the beanbag, the books, the soft pen—and lingered there.

“You set this up for him?” she asked.

Stanley nodded, keeping his tone matter-of-fact. “I thought it might help. I did a bit of research online. I hope I got it right.”

That earned him a smile. And his legs threatened to give way under him. Damn, he wished he could make her smile like that every day for the rest of their lives.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “It all looks great.”

Stanley cleared his throat and said, “You are welcome. Now, shall we?” He led them to the pen where Herbert waited, sat up on his haunches, his whiskers twitching as he heard them approaching.

“Hello, Herbert.” Oli crouched down next to Herbert. Stanley watched the boy’s face shift from cautious to calm. Slowly, he reached out toward the rabbit. Herbert flicked an ear in Oli’s direction and leaned in closer, his whiskers twitching.

Oli murmured something, probably a rabbit fact, but even with his shifter hearing, Stanley didn’t catch it. He was too busy watching June.

She stood back, arms crossed loosely, trying to look natural, but he could see she was impressed.

Or was that wishful thinking?

“Would you like a coffee?” Stanley asked. “I’ve got cookies, too. Triple chocolate. I baked them myself.”

She might not be as impressed by the cookies as she is by the quiet corner, his bear warned him.

“You are a man of many talents,” she said.

“You might not say that once you have tasted them,” Stanley warned.

“I’m sure they are wonderful,” she replied.

His bear chuckled but kept his thoughts to himself.

“Can we have one?” Oli asked. “Please.”

June nodded. “Maybe you could do the taste test.”

“I’m good at tasting food.” Oli stood up and followed Stanley into the room behind the counter.

“Here we are.” Stanley opened the tin of freshly baked cookies and offered them to Oli.

For a moment, Oli stood there staring at them, biting down on his bottom lip as he scanned the cookies. But Stanley stood patiently, waiting for Oli to select one. “This one has the most chocolate chips.”

Stanley grinned widely. “A man after my own heart.”

Oli looked up at him and tugged his brows together, the cookie held firmly in one hand.

“Stanley means he likes the ones with the most chocolate chips, too,” June explained calmly.

Oli looked at his cookie, then at Stanley, before holding it out. “Do you want it?”

“No. It’s yours,” Stanley said. “But when I was growing up with five brothers, it was always a competition to see who could get the cookie with the most chocolate chips.”

“Six sons, your mom must have had her hands full,” June said as Stanley offered her a cookie.

She hesitated for just a second, perhaps barely noticeable to anyone else, but he caught it. Then she reached in and took one.

“I left you the one with the most chocolate chips,” she said softly.

Stanley could barely breathe. It was as if she’d given him the greatest gift in the world, even though it was only a cookie.

But she thought about what mattered to you, his bear said, fit to burst right out into the open.

“Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “A handful, yes, to be sure,” he added, answering her earlier comment with a smile. “But we weren’t bad boys. We spent a lot of time roaming the mountains.”

“I bet,” June said, and then gave him a strange look he couldn’t quite read.

There was something behind her eyes. As if she wanted to ask him something but wasn’t sure she should.

Stanley held her gaze for a long moment, then turned away. “Coffee coming right up.”

As he filled two mugs, he caught June watching him. Not closely, not quite openly, but watching all the same.

He was certain she could feel the connection between them. That’s what his brothers’ mates had told him. That it wasn’t as strong for a human as it was for a shifter, but it was there from the start. An intense knowing.

She’s got that right, his bear said happily.

Stanley handed her the mug and gestured to the nearby table where they could sit. June followed him over, and Oli trailed close behind.

They settled into the chairs. Oli was on the edge of his seat, turning his cookie carefully in both hands before taking a bite.

He chewed for a moment, then declared with absolute authority: “This is really good.”

June raised her eyebrows, clearly impressed. “High praise. My son doesn’t hand out compliments lightly.”

Stanley chuckled. “I’ll take it.”

June bit into her own cookie and gave a hum of approval. “Okay, I admit it. You’ve got skills.”

Stanley felt something ease in his chest. Not just because she liked the cookie, but because her expression had softened again. Her body was more at ease. Whatever tension had been holding before had begun to loosen its grip.

And that made him happy. More than she could ever know.


Chapter Six – June

The coffee was warm, smooth, and comforting. Much like Stanley Thornberg.

Oh dear. She needed to stop thinking of the pet store owner romantically and focus on nurturing their friendship. Because if Aunt Barb was right about shifters and fated mates, Stanley would have acted on his primal impulses by now. But he had not, so it was time to accept the truth and let go of any idea of Stanley being anything more than a friend.

June sipped her coffee and focused on Oli, crouched beside the chinchilla enclosure.

For once, he didn’t fidget.

Didn’t pace.

Didn’t look to her for reassurance.

He was calm. Completely, astonishingly calm. And confident. Yes, that was perhaps the most surprising thing. He’d gained confidence through his interactions with animals.

She let out a breath she felt as if she’d been holding for months, maybe even years. This wouldn’t last. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe her son had undergone some miraculous transformation. Not that she’d want him to. She loved him just as he was. With his sharp edges, soft heart, and all the messy bits in between.

That was what being a mother was all about. No child was perfect.

It was just that hers was imperfect in a different way from most children.

The chinchilla had pressed its nose to the mesh, and Oli had responded with quiet reverence as he tried to gain the creature’s trust. He was murmuring something. Likely facts about nocturnal habits or dust baths. June couldn’t hear the words, but his tone—gentle, lulling—was one she knew well. It was the same one she used when the world overwhelmed him.

Her throat tightened.

What Stanley had created here was perfect. A little haven of tranquility, away from the outside world that so often confused those like Oli. And for mothers like her, too.

“You’re staring.” Stanley’s voice was low, amused, and much too close.

June blinked and turned to find him sitting beside her on the bench. She’d been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t even noticed him come to join her. But now that he was there, it was as if her body was attuned to his. As if they shared…

No. Just friends!

Friends who made her laugh. Friends who might remember Oli liked his food set out separately on his plate.

Friends who made her feel. That kind of friend?

She was a lost cause!

“Thank you so much for this,” she murmured, her eyes still on Oli. “It’s wonderful to see him so calm and engaged.”

Stanley nodded, his gaze following her son. “Animals are wonderful that way. They expect nothing. Don’t judge. They just…are.”

June glanced sideways. He sat forward slightly, elbows on his knees, coffee mug cupped in both hands. His flannel shirt was creased from work, and a flake of sawdust clung to his sleeve.

He was so her kind of man. A man who woke early to tend animals. Who taught kindness by example. Who made cookies. Who showed up. Who stayed.

Her need for that kind of man was almost unbearable.

“They’re easier than people,” she said. “Animals. They don’t ask questions you don’t know how to answer.”

Stanley nodded. “Sometimes that’s exactly what we need.”

She glanced at him again.

And that’s when she realized. It was not just how easygoing he was with Oli, but how easygoing he was with her. He didn’t push for answers. Didn’t pry. He was simply attentive, and kind, and accommodating. As if it meant a lot to him that she and Oli felt safe here. Felt happy.

And if she closed her eyes, she could almost imagine what it would feel like to rest her head on his shoulder. To not do it all alone. To let someone else carry the weight, just for once.

But she didn’t close her eyes.

She just sat there, sipping her coffee, letting herself believe, just for a moment, that maybe there was something between them. Maybe he was just biding his time before revealing his true self, their true relationship. Maybe he wasn’t simply being kind.

Maybe it was something more.

To distract herself, she took another sip, but it didn’t work. Beside her, Stanley shifted slightly, and the brush of his thigh against hers made her acutely aware of every inch of him.

“Do you mind if I ask…” he began, his voice kindling a warmth in her core that had nothing to do with the coffee.

“Ask away,” she said lightly, although her voice sounded breathy.

“What kinds of things help Oli feel settled? I’ve been reading as much as I can, but I know every child’s different. So I’d appreciate any personal tips from someone who has firsthand experience.”

June blinked. It wasn’t the question she expected. Usually, she got asked what’s wrong with him, or how can I fix him. As if Oli were a problem that could be solved.

June knew most people thought they were trying to be helpful, but weren’t.

Stanley sounded more like he just wanted to understand.

Her heart gave a slow, surprised thump.

“Routines help,” she said, her gaze fixed on her son. “Knowing what’s coming. Predictable transitions. Clear choices. And time. Sometimes he just needs time, you know, to take a breath, to process it all. Whenever we go somewhere new, I try to prepare him ahead of time—what it’ll look like, sound like, who’ll be there. But even then…” She trailed off. “Sometimes it’s just too much.”

Stanley nodded slowly. “He seems really comfortable here.”

“He does.” June nodded. And Oli wasn’t the only one. It had been a long time since June had felt so relaxed. Here, she didn’t need to be on edge, waiting for the next sensory trigger. “The animals soothe him.”

“They have that gift,” he said, like it mattered. “How’s he settling in here in Bear Creek?”

She glanced sideways at him. “We’ve only been here a few weeks. He’s still finding his feet.”

His eyes met hers. Calm, steady. But was there a spark there? Or did she imagine it? “What about you?”

June hesitated. She hadn’t meant to open that door. But there was something about the way he made her feel that left her wanting to open up to him. To trust him with her innermost thoughts.

“I’m…getting there,” she said eventually. “Moving here is meant to give us a fresh start.”

She didn’t say from what. He didn’t ask.

“You’re doing a great job,” he said.

The words hit harder than she expected. Maybe because no one had said them in so long, or maybe because she wasn’t sure they were true.

June looked down, blinking hard, then startled when Stanley nudged the tin toward her.

“Another cookie?”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “You really are dangerous.”

“You have no idea,” he murmured.

Heat flooded her cheeks at his tone, low, almost playful, but with an undercurrent that made her pulse quicken. She looked up to find him watching her with those dark brown eyes, and for a moment she forgot how to breathe.

“I should probably pace myself,” she said, taking a cookie anyway, her fingers tingling as they brushed against his. The tingling spread up her arm, sending warmth flooding her body.

“Wise.” He smiled, and that smile did dangerous things to her resolve.

Did he have any idea of how he made her feel?

Barb’s words came back to her once more. Was that it? He was toying with her, trying to seduce her?

Did he want to use her as his plaything? Nothing more than someone to warm his bed while he waited for the woman of his dreams, his mate, to enter his life?

But June refused to believe that about the man next to her. He’d been so kind and caring toward Oli that there was no way he would be so cruel to her. Was there?

This was so confusing.

So she should simply play it safe. Protect her heart. Not lose her head to the first man who was kind to her.

Friendship. That’s what she wanted from Stanley. That’s what she needed.

But she knew that was a lie. What she really wanted was to feel his lips on hers, his arms around her waist, his body pressed close.

She took a bite of her cookie and chewed slowly, buying herself time to regain her composure.

Stanley leaned back slightly, and she caught the faint scent of his cologne, something woodsy and warm that made her want to breathe deeper.

“So what brought you to Bear Creek specifically?”

“My Aunt Barb,” she said. “She offered us a place to stay while I figure out what comes next.”

“That’s good of her. She’s always struck me as a woman who likes her own space.”

Did Stanley have any idea of what had happened between his father and Barb?

“She’s just never found the right man,” June said, a little too sharply.

“Ah, I can understand that,” Stanley said, as he turned his gaze on her once more. And once more, she was certain there was something he’d left unsaid. “And have you?”

“Have I what?” June asked.

“Figured out what comes next.”

You, she wanted to say.

But instead, she shook her head and said, “Not yet. I retrained recently. I’m looking for work that gives me the flexibility to be there for Oli.”

Stanley’s expression softened. “That can’t be easy. Finding work that fits around a child’s needs, I mean.”

“It’s not,” June admitted. “But we’re managing.” She didn’t want to talk about how her savings were dwindling, or how her confidence was eroded by each rejection letter she received. They all said the same thing. Although she had gained the relevant qualifications, she lacked real-life experience.

“If there’s anything I can do…” His voice trailed off.

“You’ve been so kind already,” she told him.

“Mom,” Oli called. “Come see!”

She rose quickly, grateful for the interruption, and joined her son at the chinchilla enclosure.

“He’s making a nest,” Oli whispered, pointing. “Look how careful he is.”

Behind her, Stanley crouched down with them. “He’s quite the homemaker. Speaking of which…” He gave Oli a look. “Would you like to hold Herbert today?”

Oli gasped. “Really?”

“Really,” Stanley said. “Let me get him.”

Stanley scooped up the white rabbit and placed him gently in Oli’s lap. The rabbit snuggled in without fuss. Oli beamed, hands steady as he stroked Herbert’s soft back.

June sat beside them, her shoulder nearly brushing Stanley’s. And she was once again acutely aware of him. As if there were an invisible thread binding them together.

“Have you found Herbert’s owners yet?” Oli asked, his voice unusually steady as he continued petting the rabbit.

Stanley shook his head. “Not yet. I’ve posted in the local lost-and-found group.”

June watched her son’s face as he processed this information. She could almost see the wheels turning in his mind, building toward the inevitable question.

“If no one wants him, could we take him home?” Oli looked up at her with those solemn eyes that always made her heart catch. “Please, Mom? I’d take care of him every day.”

Part of her wanted to say yes immediately. Not just because it was obvious how much this would mean to Oli, but also because she owed it to the rabbit to give him a home.

After all, if he had not gotten lost, she would never have met Stanley.

Surely that was fate’s way of saying they were meant to be together.

“I think we need to give it a bit more time, sweetheart,” she whispered, reaching out to stroke Herbert’s ears. The fur was impossibly soft beneath her fingertips.

“But if he doesn’t find his owners?” Oli asked.

“We’ll see,” June replied. “A pet is a big responsibility.”

“Hey,” Stanley said as Oli tensed, and his foot tapped on the floor. “I forgot I promised you could meet Clive. Shall we put Herbert away and go see him?”

Oli curled his fingers into the rabbit’s fur and then leaned forward and pressed his lips to the rabbit’s head. June was so proud of Oli as he kept control of his emotions and handed Herbert back to Stanley.

Stanley carefully returned Herbert to his enclosure.

“Clive’s this way, at the back of the store. He’s a bit shy with strangers, but I think he’ll take to you.”

June watched as Oli followed Stanley, his footsteps lighter than she’d seen in weeks. The transformation in her son whenever he was near these animals was nothing short of miraculous.

They stopped at a glass terrarium in a quieter corner. Inside, a bearded dragon lounged under a heat lamp, its scaly body patterned in shades of tan and orange.

“This is Clive,” Stanley said, his voice dropping to a gentle murmur. “He’s about three years old.”

Oli pressed close to the glass. “He looks like a dinosaur.”

“A lot of people think that,” Stanley said with a chuckle. “Reptiles are among the oldest animals on Earth.”

June stood just behind them, watching as the quiet wonder spread across her son’s face. The usual tension in his shoulders had melted away.

“Would you like to feed him?” Stanley asked, already reaching for a small tub.

Oli nodded eagerly.

“These are mealworms,” Stanley explained, holding up the container. “Clive’s favorite snack.”

He handed Oli a pair of tweezers and gave a calm, simple demonstration.

“Hold it gently. Just enough so Clive sees it.”

Oli mimicked him with surprising steadiness, his focus laser-sharp as he lifted a wriggling worm.

Stanley opened the terrarium a crack. “Nice and slow,” he murmured.

Oli’s hand moved forward.

Clive’s eyes locked onto the movement, and then, in a flash, his tongue darted out. The worm vanished.

“I did it!” Oli whispered, beaming.

“You sure did,” Stanley said warmly. “Want to try another?”

Oli didn’t hesitate, already reaching again. And June stood still, struck by the transformation in her son. She’d rarely seen him this engaged for so long, this completely at ease.

“That’s why they’re called bearded dragons,” Stanley pointed out gently as Clive’s chin puffed out.

“Does it hurt him?” Oli asked, concern flickering.

“Not at all. It’s just a way of showing off.”

The bell above the shop door jingled. A voice called out from the front, “Heya, Stan! You got those special filters in yet?”

Stanley gave Oli a quick pat on the shoulder.

“You did great. Maybe next time, we can try handling him.”

Oli’s smile dimmed slightly, but he nodded and set the tweezers down with care.

“We should probably go anyway,” June said softly, touching Oli’s back. “Time to cook dinner.”

“Of course,” Stanley said, his eyes meeting hers with the same warm intensity that made her stomach flutter.

“I’ll get the door for you.”

He hesitated before heading down the aisle and opening the door, setting the little bell jingling.

“Can we come again?” Oli asked.

“Anytime,” Stanley replied with a smile.

“Tomorrow?” Oli asked hopefully.

“We’ll figure out a time that suits us all,” June said, guiding Oli out of the door.

“Thank you,” she said as she paused in the doorway. “For everything. This meant a lot.”

His smile deepened, but his eyes held something deeper. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you both came by.”

He hesitated again. His fingers tightened on the door frame.

“Would you…sometime…maybe…want to grab a coffee?”

Her heart gave a reckless little leap.

Then he added, “I’d really love your advice on how to make the shop more welcoming for kids like Oli. You seem to really understand what works.”

The leap crashed back down to earth.

“Sure,” she said, masking her disappointment with a polite smile. “That would be nice.”

As she walked to the car, she finally accepted what Barb had been trying to tell her.

She wasn’t his mate.

And thinking otherwise would only lead to heartbreak.


Chapter Seven – Stanley

The scent of June’s perfume lingered in the air long after she and Oli had gone. Stanley stood in the quiet of the store, his fingers still tingling from where they’d brushed against hers when he’d handed her the second cookie.

Stanley moved through the now-empty aisles, straightening items that didn’t need straightening. He paused at the chinchilla enclosure where Oli had spent so much time, smiling at the memory of the boy’s quiet concentration. The little beanbag in the reading corner still held the slight impression of where Oli had sat, Herbert cradled gently in his lap.

They fit perfectly here, he murmured, letting his hand rest on the back of the chair where June had been sitting just hours ago. They fit so perfectly into our lives.

His bear stirred contentedly. Because they belong with us.

Stanley closed his eyes, replaying every moment of their visit. June’s smile when she’d seen the quiet corner he’d prepared. The way her shoulders had gradually relaxed as she watched Oli interacting with the animals. The soft curve of her lips as she’d bitten into his homemade cookie.

As for Oli, the transformation in that boy had been something to witness. From hesitant and guarded to engaged and curious. Stanley had seen the change happen gradually, like watching a flower on the vine unfold in time-lapse.

They’ll come back, his bear reassured him. You saw how happy our cub was.

I know, Stanley said, moving toward Herbert’s enclosure. The rabbit was curled in the corner, ears twitching occasionally. And I have that coffee to look forward to.

His bear chuckled. I thought you weren’t going to ask. You were standing there, gripping the doorframe as if it might collapse without your support.

The words just wouldn’t come out right, Stanley admitted with a snort. I wanted to ask her on a proper date, not for...professional advice.

For a moment, he’d almost blurted it all out about the mating bond, about being a shifter, about how from the moment he’d seen her in that garden, his entire world had realigned around her. But the words had caught in his throat, and instead, he’d mumbled something about wanting her input on making the shop more welcoming.

You need to tell her the truth, his bear said, suddenly serious. About all of it. About us. About being mates. Because the waiting is unbearable.

Stanley didn’t reply right away. He just stood there, listening to the low hum of the aquariums, the soft rustle of bedding, and the gentle tick of the old wall clock. Then he said quietly, It’s too soon. She’s got a lot going on. And I’m…me. What if that is not enough?

That question struck a chord he didn’t want to examine too closely. He’d never been confident and outgoing like Finn. Never been smooth like Nero or charming like Alfie. He was quiet. Steady. Not the sort of man stories were written about.

Do you think you know better than fate? his bear challenged gently.

A reluctant smile pulled at Stanley’s lips. I guess not.

We have always been good enough, his bear said firmly. We will always be good enough. For them.

Stanley nodded, letting those words sink in. His bear was right. Whatever doubts clouded his mind, the mating bond existed for a reason. He hadn’t been chosen randomly. He was meant to be with June and Oli.

Stanley gathered his keys. He made one final round of the store, checking enclosures and water bottles. He paused at Herbert’s pen and reached in to stroke the rabbit’s soft head.

“Goodnight, Herbert,” he murmured. “You did good today, buddy.”

Herbert’s nose twitched, his eyes half-closed with contentment.

Stanley switched off the lights, casting one last glance around the darkened store before locking up. He stepped outside, and the cool evening air hit his face as the sun dipped down behind the distant mountain peaks.

His truck waited in the small lot behind the store. As he climbed in and started the engine, his thoughts weren’t on the drive home, but on the Thornberg Ranch. He needed to tell his parents about meeting his mate.

Unless Finn already had.

He could picture Finn’s face now. His brother trying to act innocent when he definitely wasn’t. Finn had never been the best at keeping secrets when they were growing up. And this one was a big secret he’d probably blurted out already.

Stanley smiled to himself. Even if Finn had spilled the secret to the entire world, Stanley would not have found it in himself to be annoyed.

After all, it was Finn’s matchmaking mix-up that had led Stanley to June and Oli. How could he possibly be annoyed about that?

I hope he hasn’t told the entire world, his bear added. Or even the whole town.

Me neither, I don’t want June finding out we are mates from anyone else, Stanley said.

Stanley’s stomach tightened at the thought.

No. June had to hear it from him. All of it. The truth about who he was. What he was. And what she meant to him.

He just needed to find the right time and the right words.

The twenty-minute drive to the Thornberg Vineyard took Stanley past familiar landmarks. The old mill with its weathered wooden sign, the bend in the road where a tributary bubbled alongside on its way down the mountain to join Bear Creek, until finally, the headlights of Stanley’s truck swept across the weathered sign reading “Thornberg Vineyard” as he turned onto the familiar gravel drive.

Before him, row upon row of well-tended vines stretched upward. Even though he hadn’t lived here for a decade or more, the sight of the vines and the hacienda-style house always felt like he was coming home.

We have so many memories of this place, his bear said with more than a hint of nostalgia.

And I hope we get to make many more memories here with June and Oli, Stanley said with a deep sigh of longing.

Stanley parked beside his father’s truck and killed the engine. For a moment, he sat still, gathering his thoughts. How exactly did you tell your parents you’d found your mate? That the woman you were destined for had a son? That neither of them knew the truth yet?

The front door opened before he reached it, spilling golden light across the porch. His mother stood in the doorway, her face lighting up at the sight of him.

“Stanley!” Leanne’s arms wrapped around him in a warm embrace that smelled of cinnamon and home. “Your dad said it was your truck approaching. Is everything all right? We weren’t expecting you.”

He hugged her back, feeling some of the day’s tension melt away. “Hey, Mom. Everything is fine.”

“Come in, come in. Your father’s just opened a bottle of that red you like.” She let him go and went back into the kitchen with Stanley following close behind.

The kitchen was just the same as it had been when he and his brothers were growing up. The large, well-worn wooden table dominated the center; copper pots hung from the ceiling rack; family photos crowded the walls. A pot of something savory simmered on the stove, filling the air with the rich scent of herbs and tomatoes.

His father looked up from where he was pouring wine, his weathered face breaking into a smile. Hugo stepped forward, clasping Stanley’s shoulder with a firm hand. “Good to see you, son.”

Stanley nodded, his throat suddenly tight. “You, too, Dad.”

“Sit, sit,” Leanne urged, already setting a third place at the table. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

Stanley sank into his usual chair, accepting the glass of wine his father slid toward him. “Thanks.”

“How’s the store?” Hugo asked, sitting at the head of the table.

“Good,” Stanley replied, taking a sip of wine. “Busy day.”

Leanne bustled between the stove and table, ladling what turned out to be her famous vegetable stew into bowls. “I heard Mrs. Abernathy found a stray rabbit in her garden.”

Stanley smiled. Of course, she knew. News traveled fast in Bear Creek. “Yeah, I picked it up. Finn sent me to the wrong address at first.”

Hugo chuckled. “That boy would lose his own shadow if it weren’t attached.”

“Is the rabbit doing okay at the shop?” Leanne asked as she placed the steaming bowls on the table and sat down.

“Herbert’s settling in fine,” Stanley said, breaking off a piece of bread. “No one’s claimed him yet.”

“Herbert?” His mother’s eyes twinkled. “You named the stray already?”

Stanley shrugged. “Not me.”

“Oh, he already had a name?” Leanne asked.

“No, Oli named him,” Stanley said, not meeting his mom’s eyes.

“Oli?” Leanne asked, turning her laser focus on her son.

“Yeah,” Stanley began, knowing he could keep nothing from his mom. “He’s June’s son.”

Quit stalling, his bear said.

“And June is…” Hugo asked, although when Stanley met his father’s eyes it was obvious he’d already guessed exactly who June was.

But he’s going to wait for you to say the words, Stanley’s bear said.

He is, Stanley agreed.

So just say them, his bear said in frustration.

“My mate,” Stanley blurted out.

For a moment, silence fell over the kitchen. Then, Leanne’s face lit up with pure joy as she clasped her hands together. “Your mate. Stanley! Oh, my goodness!”

Hugo broke into a wide grin. He stood up so quickly his chair nearly toppled backward, and he clapped Stanley on the shoulder with enough force to make him wince.

“My boy!” Hugo boomed. “I knew it would happen when you least expected it.”

“This calls for something special,” Leanne declared, already moving toward the cabinet where they kept their best wines. “Not that this isn’t lovely, Hugo, but…”

“You’re right,” Hugo agreed, taking the half-empty bottle from the table. “We need the really good stuff.”

Stanley watched his parents move in perfect synchrony, the way they always did. His mother reached for glasses while his father disappeared into the cellar, returning moments later with a dusty bottle of their vineyard’s reserve cabernet, the one they saved for truly momentous occasions.

“We’ve been saving this for exactly this moment,” Hugo said, carefully wiping the bottle with a cloth. “2010. The year you took over the pet store. Seemed fitting.”

Stanley’s throat tightened as his father worked the cork free with practiced hands. The soft pop echoed in the kitchen, followed by the gentle glug of wine flowing into glasses.

Hugo raised his glass high. “To Stanley and his mate, June. And to young Oli. May he find in you the father he deserves.”

“To mates and happiness,” Leanne added, her eyes shining. “And to family. The one we’ve built, and the one you’ll build.”

The three glasses clinked together, and Stanley took a sip, the rich flavor warming him from the inside. He watched as his parents exchanged a look—just a glance, really—but it held decades of shared memories, inside jokes, hardships overcome, and a love that had only deepened with time.

That’s what I want, Stanley told his bear. That kind of deep love and connection. To be part of a couple who still look at each other like that after six sons and countless years.

It’ll happen for us, his bear said with absolute certainty. Well, perhaps not the six sons!

Stanley nearly choked on his wine, and Hugo thumped him on the back.

“So tell us about her,” Leanne said, settling back into her chair. “Tell us everything.”

Stanley took another sip of wine, gathering his thoughts. “Her name is June. June Draper. She’s...she’s beautiful, Mom. Not just in how she looks, but in how she is with Oli. He’s nine, and he sees the world differently. He’s got sensory processing issues, and she’s just...she’s so patient with him. So understanding.”

“And the boy?” Hugo asked gently.

“Oli’s amazing,” Stanley said, surprised by the rush of protectiveness he felt. “Smart. Observant. He loves animals. You should have seen him with Herbert. It was like they understood each other.”

“Sounds like someone else I know,” Leanne said with a fond smile.

Stanley ducked his head, feeling warmth creep up his neck. “Yeah, well... It felt right, being with them. Like they belonged in my life.” He traced the rim of his glass. “But also impossible.”

“Impossible?” Hugo’s brows furrowed.

“She doesn’t know what I am,” Stanley confessed, his voice thick with emotion. “She’s been hurt. I can see it in how careful she is, how she watches Oli like she’s waiting for something to go wrong. And Oli...he needs someone who won’t disappear on him.”

His bear growled in protest deep inside. We would never leave them. Never.

“What if I’m not enough?” Stanley continued, the words catching in his throat. “What if I tell her everything and she just...runs?”

Hugo set his glass down, his expression serious. “Being a mate isn’t about perfection, son. It’s about showing up. Every day. Especially when it’s hard.”

“Your father’s right,” Leanne said, reaching across to squeeze Stanley’s hand. “The bond brought you together for a reason. But that’s just the beginning. The rest is choice. Choosing each other, again and again.”

Stanley nodded, feeling the knot in his chest loosen slightly. The doubt was still there, but it felt less crushing now.

Leanne sipped her wine. “Tell me, where are they staying? I’d love to meet them.”

“They’re staying with June’s aunt,” Stanley said, breaking off a piece of bread. “June mentioned they moved here for a fresh start.”

“Her aunt?” Hugo asked.

“Yeah, Barb Waverly.”

Hugo’s spoon paused halfway to his mouth. “Barb Waverly?”

At Stanley’s nod, Hugo chuckled softly, his eyes distant with memory. “Well, I’ll be. She used to be a friend of mine. We were close for a while. Then one day, she stopped coming by.”

Leanne tilted her head, an amused smile playing on her lips. “You were always clueless when someone had a crush on you, Hugo.”

“A crush?” Hugo looked genuinely surprised. “Barb?”

Leanne just shook her head, exchanging a knowing look with Stanley.

Stanley gave a tired smile, not thinking much of it, yet. But his bear shifted uneasily inside him. There’s a story there. One that might matter to us.

But for now, he wanted to enjoy this perfect moment. And the wine. And believe that things would work out. That one day he and June would be as in sync and as in love as his parents.

But then, he was already in love. He only hoped that June would one day reciprocate it.

She will, his bear assured him. She will.


Chapter Eight – June

The kitchen smelled of tomato sauce and garlic bread, but June barely tasted her dinner. She couldn’t stop watching Oli, whose fork remained suspended halfway to his mouth as he described Clive’s feeding ritual for the third time.

“And then his tongue just…” Oli’s hand shot out, fingers splayed, “…zap! The worm disappeared. Stanley says his tongue is sticky, so the bugs can’t escape.”

“It was amazing,” June agreed, propping her chin on her hand.

“Amazing,” Barb echoed, slicing into her garlic bread with exaggerated care. “Who knew bearded dragons were such refined diners?”

June shot her a look, but Barb’s face was the picture of innocence. If innocence wore horn-rimmed glasses and a raised brow.

But June refused to let Barb get under her skin. Not tonight. Not when Oli had such a good time at the pet store.

The child seated across the table from her was a different child from the one who’d moved to Bear Creek three weeks ago. That boy had barely spoken at dinner, picking at his food in silence, shoulders hunched against an invisible weight. This boy’s eyes shone with enthusiasm. His words tumbled over each other, hands painting pictures in the air as he recreated every moment of their visit.

“Herbert recognized me,” Oli continued, finally taking a bite of his pasta. “Stanley said rabbits remember people by their smell. And the chinchilla… Remember how soft he looked? Stanley said they take dust baths. Can you believe that?”

“Stanley sure seems to know a lot about animals,” Barb said, glancing at June. However, June focused her attention on her plate.

“He knows everything,” Oli declared with the absolute certainty of childhood. “He said next time I can hold Clive if I’m careful. Do you think we can go again soon? He said anytime.”

“I’m sure Stanley is a busy man,” Barb said. “And he does like waifs and strays.”

June’s jaw tightened. She knew Barb meant well, but she didn’t want her aunt planting seeds of doubt about Stanley’s motives. Not when her son was this happy.

“Stanley’s been very generous with his time,” June said carefully. “And Oli clearly benefits from being around the animals.”

“Oh, I’m sure he does,” Barb said, her tone light as she ate her dinner.

“So can we?” Oli asked.

“I’ll see what I can arrange,” she said as she took a sip of her spritzer.

She’d spent years watching Oli struggle to connect with teachers, with other children, with the world outside their carefully managed routines. How many times had she sat across from him at another table, watching him retreat further into himself?

Yet here he was, transformed by a single afternoon in a pet store.

Not by her. Despite everything she’d tried.

But by Stanley’s thoughtful kindness.

“You did so well today,” she said, pushing the thought away. “You stayed calm when you were handling the animals.”

Oli beamed, that rare, radiant smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I wasn’t even scared,” he said, his voice tinged with wonder at his own courage. “Well, maybe a little with Clive. But Stanley said it was okay to be nervous around new animals.”

“Stanley’s right,” June said, reaching across to squeeze his hand. “Being brave doesn’t mean you’re not scared. It means you try anyway.”

Barb made a sound that might have been a hum, or a snort, before sipping her spritzer and glancing out the window.

Oli nodded solemnly, then launched into a detailed explanation of guinea pig sounds and what each one meant. June listened, letting his joy wash over her, only to find Barb watching her over the rim of her glass.

“I’ll say one thing for the man,” Barb said dryly. “He certainly knows how to make an impression.”

June said nothing.

She didn’t need to.

Barb’s raised brow said it all.

She had no doubt Barb had something to say about their pet store visit, but thankfully, she kept it to herself as they ate the rest of their meal to the soundtrack of animal facts from Oli. And that suited June just fine.

“I’ll clean up,” Barb announced as they finished eating, then rose from her chair and gathered their empty plates. “You get the little one to bed.”

June nodded gratefully. “Come on, sweetheart. Time for bed.”

Oli followed her upstairs, his energy still buzzing despite the late hour. Even as he changed into his space-themed pajamas, his chatter continued unabated.

“And Stanley said that chinchillas can jump six feet high! That’s like…” he stretched his arms up as far as they would go, “…way up there. Do you think Herbert can jump that high?”

“I don’t know,” June said, smiling as she turned down his covers. “You’ll have to look it up.”

Oli climbed into bed but remained sitting up, hands still gesturing. “Did I tell you Stanley’s going to teach me how to hold Clive next time? He said I have to be very calm and move slowly.”

“You did,” June said, sitting on the edge of his bed. “I was really proud of you.”

Oli’s movements finally stilled. “Really?”

“Really.” She brushed the hair from his forehead. “You were brave and gentle and patient. All the things animals need.”

He fidgeted with the edge of his blanket. “Mom? Thank you for taking me to the pet store.”

June was surprised at Oli’s thanks. When he was this excited about something, he often forgot to say thank you. Her throat tightened with emotion.

“You don’t need to thank me,” she said softly. “I love seeing you happy.”

Oli settled back against his pillow, his excitement finally giving way to drowsiness. “I wish I could see Herbert every day. Do you think...” He hesitated, fingers twisting in the fabric. “If nobody comes for Herbert, could we maybe keep him? Or maybe another pet?”

June studied her son’s hopeful face. The usual answer hovered on her lips. The practical one about responsibility and space, and routine. But tonight, with his eyes so bright, she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

“Let’s see what happens. If Herbert’s owners come forward,” she said gently, “we’ll try to find a pet that works for us. I promise.”

Oli’s face lit up like a sunrise. He flung his arms around her neck, squeezing tight. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, Oli.” She hugged him back, savoring the rare, spontaneous embrace. “More than anything in the world.”

He released her and settled back, reaching for his stuffed bear, a well-worn friend named Professor Fuzzy. With solemn care, he tucked the bear under his arm, then gave him three pats on the head. Two kisses on its nose. One whispered secret in its ear that June always pretended not to hear.

June waited until he was finished, then smoothed the covers around him, tucking them just so—not too tight, not too loose. She rose and moved to the door, adjusting it to remain open exactly four inches. Not too open, not too closed. Just right.

The perfect amount to let in hallway light without being too bright.

“Goodnight, my brave explorer,” she whispered.

“Night, Mom,” he murmured, already drifting off to sleep.

She headed downstairs to find Barb standing at the counter, pouring amber liquid into two tumblers.

“Just one finger,” she said, handing June a glass with a knowing look. “Though you might need two tonight.”

June accepted the whiskey with a wry smile. “Thanks.”

“Your boy’s settled?” she asked as she put the bottle away.

“Finally. Still talking about the animals.” June took a small sip, the liquid warming her throat. “I haven’t seen him this excited in... I don’t know how long.”

Barb leaned against the counter, studying her over the rim of her glass. “He’s certainly taken a shine to Stanley Thornberg.”

Something in her tone made June’s shoulders tense. “He’s good with Oli. Patient.”

“Mmm.” Barb swirled her whiskey. “And how are you finding Mr. Thornberg?”

Heat crept up June’s neck. “He’s...nice.”

“Nice,” Barb repeated the word like it was a questionable diagnosis. “Your boy seems happier. More settled.”

“He is.”

“And you?”

June traced the rim of her glass. “What about me?”

“You seem...distracted. Since the pet store.” Barb’s gaze was steady, penetrating. “Getting attached, are we?”

“I’m just grateful he’s been kind to Oli,” June said, the words feeling hollow even as she spoke them.

Barb sighed and set her glass down with a soft thud. “June, honey. Remember why we came to Bear Creek? A fresh start. No complications.”

“I know that.”

“Do you?” Barb’s voice softened. “Because I see that look in your eyes. The same one you had with Daniel. Hoping. Seeing what you want to see. Even when you knew things would never work out.”

June’s throat tightened. “This isn’t like that.”

“Isn’t it?” Barb leaned forward. “I told you about the shifters here. About mates. If Stanley Thornberg were your mate, he’d know it. He’d have made a move. He wouldn’t be able to help himself.”

“Maybe it’s not that simple…”

“It is that simple,” Barb insisted gently. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. With shifters, there’s no gray area. No wondering. They know their mate the moment they meet them.”

June stared into her whiskey, the amber liquid reflecting the kitchen light.

“Don’t let yourself believe there’s something when there isn’t,” Barb continued. “You’ve been hurt enough.”

Old memories surfaced. Daniel’s voice, cold and final. I never signed up for this. For a kid who can’t even look me in the eye. The way he’d walked out without a backward glance, leaving her to explain to a five-year-old why his father wasn’t coming home.

“I’m just trying to protect you,” Barb said, finishing her whiskey in one swift motion. She set the glass in the sink and squeezed June’s shoulder. “Don’t stay up too late.”

June nodded, not trusting her voice. She listened to Barb’s footsteps fade up the stairs, then the soft click of her bedroom door.

As silence settled around June, the kitchen felt suddenly too confining. June took her whiskey and slipped outside onto the porch, the wooden boards cool beneath her bare feet.

Above, stars scattered across the sky, brighter than she’d ever seen them in the city. She sank into the porch swing and took another sip of whiskey, letting the quiet seep into her bones.

What if Barb was wrong? What if there was something between her and Stanley that defied explanation? The way he’d looked at her in the pet store, like he was seeing something precious, something worth protecting, had felt so real.

But what if Barb was right? What if she were just projecting her own lonely wishes onto a kind man who was simply good at his job?

June closed her eyes, swallowing against the tightness in her throat.

But then a strange sensation prickled across her skin. A feeling of being watched. Not in a threatening way, but in a way that felt...familiar. Like the moment in the pet store when Stanley had handed her that coffee, their fingers brushing, and her breath had caught in her chest.

She opened her eyes, scanning the darkness beyond the porch railing. Nothing moved in the shadows of Barb’s garden. Just the gentle sway of branches in the night breeze.

And yet...

The feeling persisted, warm and electric. Like a current humming just beneath her skin.

Maybe it was just the whiskey. Maybe it was exhaustion. Maybe it was the desperate wish not to be alone anymore.

But it felt real. Terrifyingly real.

And thrilling.

June took another sip. She wasn’t ready to go inside yet. Not with these thoughts spinning through her mind. Not with this inexplicable feeling making her heart race.

For just this moment, under the vast canopy of stars, she would allow herself to wonder. To hope. To imagine that maybe, just maybe, there was more to her relationship with Stanley Thornberg than met the eye.

And maybe, just maybe, just like the stars at night, soon it would all be revealed.


Chapter Nine – Stanley

Stanley’s leg bounced under the table as he checked his watch for the third time in five minutes.

She’ll be here, his bear insisted, practically pacing inside him. Our mate wouldn’t stand us up on our first date.

It’s not a date, Stanley reminded his bear as he rearranged the sugar packets in their ceramic holder. It’s just coffee.

His bear scoffed. Sure. And I’m just a teddy bear.

Stanley ignored the comment and adjusted the sugar packets into a perfect line. It’s just coffee between...friends.

We’re not just friends, his bear reminded him for the hundredth time that morning.

Now, that is an exaggeration, his bear protested. But it’s true, we are not just friends. So maybe you are wearing your lucky shirt because today is the day you tell her the whole truth.

I can’t just blurt that out, Stanley said. She knows nothing about shifters or mates. I need to take this slowly.

His bear huffed. Slow is fine. Glacial is not.

The bell above the door jingled, and Stanley’s head snapped up, but it was just Mrs. Peterson from the library, come to collect their coffee order.

Stanley exhaled, rubbing his palms against his jeans. The waiting was killing him. What if she didn’t show? What if she’d reconsidered? What if…

She’ll be here, his bear assured him. She feels it, too, even if she doesn’t understand it yet.

Stanley wished he shared his bear’s confidence. The truth was, he’d spent most of his life feeling not quite enough. Not skilled enough like Finn, not artistic enough like Nero, not creative enough like Kris. He was just...Stanley. The quiet one. The steady one. The one who was good with animals but awkward with people.

What if June saw that and decided it wasn’t what she wanted?

The bell chimed again, and this time, Stanley’s heart leaped into his throat.

June stood in the doorway, scanning the room with cautious eyes.

She wore her dark hair loose today, falling in soft waves past her shoulders. Her green sweater brought out flecks of emerald in her hazel eyes, and for a moment, Stanley forgot how to breathe.

Something’s wrong, his bear growled immediately.

Stanley felt it, too. Her shoulders were tense, her smile polite but distant as their eyes met. She seemed more guarded. As if something had happened. As if something was wrong.

“Hey,” he said, standing as she reached the table. “Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for the invitation,” she replied, her voice carefully neutral as she slid into the chair across from him.

Stanley sat back down, his bear pacing restlessly inside him. What happened? What changed? She was warming up to us at the store.

Stanley cleared his throat. “Can I get you something? They make a great caramel latte here.”

“Just black coffee would be fine, thanks.”

When Stanley returned with their drinks, June was staring out the window, her fingers tapping an anxious rhythm on the table. She thanked him with the same reserved smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Ask her what’s wrong! his bear demanded. And fix it!

But Stanley knew better. Pushing too hard might only make her retreat further. And he could not risk that. Instead, he kept his tone casual and the conversation neutral. “How’s Oli doing? Did he talk your ear off about Clive after you left the store?”

At the mention of her son, June’s expression softened slightly. “He couldn’t stop talking about the bearded dragon. I think he’s memorized every fact you told him.”

“That’s great,” Stanley said with a wide grin. “He’s a bright kid.”

“He is,” June agreed, taking a sip of her coffee. “He’s been asking when we can come back.”

Tell her any time, his bear pressed. Tell her we want to see them every day. For the rest of our lives.

“He’s welcome anytime,” Stanley said instead, tempering his enthusiasm. “Both of you are.”

June nodded, her gaze dropping to her coffee. “That’s kind of you.”

The conversation lapsed into silence. Not the comfortable kind they’d shared at the pet store, but something heavier, laden with unspoken words.

Say something, his bear persisted. Ask her what’s wrong. What’s changed.

I can’t just demand to know what she’s thinking, Stanley argued. That’s not how this works.

His bear huffed in frustration. Then talk about something else. Anything. Don’t just sit there!

“So,” June said as she placed her cup down, “you mentioned wanting to make the shop more sensory-friendly?”

And there it was, the reason he’d given for this meeting. Not the real reason, of course. He didn’t tell her about the way his heart ached to see her again. How she was his sun and his moon.

“Right,” Stanley said, clearing his throat. “I’ve been doing some research, but I thought you might have insights. About what works for Oli, what doesn’t.”

June nodded, her professional interest overriding whatever had made her so distant. “Well, lighting is important. Fluorescent lights can be overwhelming. They buzz and flicker in ways most people don’t notice, but for kids like Oli, it’s like a strobe light with sound.”

Stanley nodded, genuinely interested despite his bear’s impatience. “I’ve been thinking about switching to warm LEDs throughout the store.”

“That would help,” June said, and for the first time since she’d arrived, her voice carried a note of enthusiasm. “But you’ve already done so much.”

“You mean the quiet corner I set up for Oli?” Stanley asked, remembering the beanbag and books he’d arranged.

“Exactly like that,” June said, meeting his eyes properly for the first time. “That was...really thoughtful of you.”

His bear preened. See? She appreciates us.

Stanley felt a flicker of hope. “I want the store to be a place where everyone feels welcome. Especially kids who might not always find that elsewhere.”

Something in June’s expression shifted, the guardedness slipping just a fraction. “That’s...rare. Most places just expect kids to adapt, or leave.”

“That’s not fair to them,” Stanley said simply. “The world’s already loud enough.”

June studied him over the rim of her coffee mug, a small crease forming between her brows. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Stanley said, confused by her surprise. “Why wouldn’t I?”

She shook her head slightly, a rueful smile tugging at her lips. “You’d be surprised how many people say the right things but don’t actually follow through.”

His bear bristled at the implication. We’re not like that. We keep our promises.

“I try to be straightforward,” Stanley said, meeting her gaze steadily. “What you see is what you get with me.”

Is it, though? his bear challenged. You’re hiding the most important part.

Stanley ignored the jab and took another sip of his coffee, waiting as June seemed to consider something, her fingers tapping lightly against her mug.

“Can I ask you something?” she finally said.

“Anything,” Stanley replied, perhaps too quickly.

June hesitated, then asked, “How did you get so good with animals? With understanding what they need?”

The question caught him off guard. It wasn’t what he’d expected, not by a long shot, but he liked that she wanted to get to know him.

“I grew up surrounded by them,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “Not just pets. Wild animals, too. My brothers and I spent most of our childhood exploring the mountains around Bear Creek. And my uncle has a ranch, so we spent a lot of time over there.”

She’s interested in you. His bear seemed more settled now. This is good.

“We’d follow tracks, learn to recognize bird calls,” Stanley continued, warming to the subject. “My dad taught us to move quietly, to observe without disturbing. To respect their space.”

June leaned forward slightly, her coffee forgotten. “That sounds...peaceful.”

“It was,” Stanley said, memories washing over him. “Still is, when I get the chance to go up there. There’s something about being in the wilderness that just...centers you, you know?”

“I don’t, actually,” June admitted with a small laugh. “I grew up in the city. The most wildlife I saw was pigeons fighting over pizza crusts.”

Stanley chuckled. “Well, we’ve got better dining options for the local wildlife here.”

“I bet,” June said, and this time her smile reached her eyes. “Oli would love that. Being in nature, I mean. He’s always been drawn to it, but we never had much access.”

“I could show you both sometime,” Stanley offered before he could stop himself. “There’s a trail near the edge of town, easy walking, lots to see. Perfect for beginners.”

His bear practically purred with satisfaction. Yes. Get her into our territory.

June’s smile faltered slightly, that guardedness returning. “Maybe. We’ll see.”

Stanley backpedaled, sensing he’d pushed too far. “No pressure. Just an offer.”

She nodded, taking another sip of her coffee. A silence fell between them, but it felt different now, less strained, more contemplative.

“The animals really do help, don’t they?” June said, finally, her voice soft. “With staying grounded, I mean.”

Stanley looked up, surprised at the perceptiveness of her question. “They do. They live completely in the present. No worrying about tomorrow, no regrets about yesterday. Just...now.”

“That’s what I’ve noticed with Oli,” June said. “When he’s with Herbert or feeding Clive, he’s just...there. Not trying to make sense of a world he finds confusing.”

“Over the years, I’ve seen how pets can help people. And not just those with special needs. But they can help people cope with bereavement, be a constant when there is an upheaval in life,” Stanley said, thinking back over the people and pets he’d met while owning the store.

June’s eyes met his, and the guardedness that had shrouded her since she walked in seemed to melt away, replaced by an openness that made Stanley’s breath catch.

She’d finally let down her barriers.

Thank goodness, his bear sighed. For a minute there, I thought you’d blown it.

“That’s exactly it,” she said, leaning forward slightly. “With the animals, Oli doesn’t have to translate the world. They accept him exactly as he is.” Her voice dropped lower, more intimate. “Just like you have accepted him. Do you know how rare that is?”

Stanley nodded, afraid to break the spell that had fallen between them. The morning light caught in her hair, turning the dark strands to amber at the edges.

“Most people expect him to be different,” she continued, her fingers tracing the rim of her mug. “They want him to make eye contact when it hurts him, to sit still when his body needs to move, to process noise and light and touch the way they do.” She took a deep breath. “But you didn’t.”

“I understand maybe more than you could imagine,” Stanley said simply.

June studied him, her head tilted slightly. “I think maybe you do.”


Chapter Ten – June

June watched Stanley through her lashes as she sipped her coffee. This morning, as she drove to the cafe, she’d decided to follow Barb’s advice and keep things cool, neutral with Stanley. Friends. That’s what she’d kept telling herself.

After all, this was not a date; it was two professional people sitting down for coffee and talking about how to help children with special needs feel more relaxed in Stanley’s pet store.

But slowly, he’d chipped away at her resolve. Not that anything had changed between them. If they were mates, he still had given her no sign, no clue to his true feelings. But she could sense something there, a connection between them.

It was not her imagination.

It was not wishful thinking.

No, when he was close, it was as if every atom in her body reached out toward him. The hairs on her arms stood on end, and she felt the same strange sensation she’d had last night as she stood on the porch drinking whiskey.

Had he been out there in the darkness? Watching, waiting for the right time to tell her they were mates?

“How’s Herbert doing?” she asked, finally needing to fill the silence that stretched between them. “Has someone claimed him yet?”

Stanley glanced up, his eyes meeting hers briefly before returning to his coffee. “Not yet. It’s like he simply appeared out of thin air in Mrs. Abernathy’s backyard.”

“Oh.” The word escaped her before she could stop it. Had fate sent the white bunny just so they could meet?

Goodness, she was starting to lose her grip on reality.

Stanley set his spoon down with a gentle clink. “You and Oli could give him one, you know. A home.”

The offer hung between them, simple and sincere. And Oli had made it blatantly clear he would love Herbert as a pet. And then there was the feeling that she owed Herbert a home for bringing Stanley into her life.

But then there was the reality of her situation. She was living with her aunt, her funds were dwindling, and there seemed to be no sign of a job coming her way anytime soon.

“I’m not sure how long we’ll be in Bear Creek,” she said, hating the words even as she spoke them. “I’ve retrained as a therapist, but I’m still looking for a new job. One that gives me the flexibility Oli needs. I have no idea where that might take us.”

Stanley let out a long breath as if he’d been punched in the gut. “I didn’t know this wasn’t a permanent move for you.”

“I’m hoping it is,” she replied. “Oli loves it here. And so do I…” She paused. “But beggars can’t be choosers. Until I gain some real-world experience, I have to keep my options open.”

“That makes sense,” he said, stirring his coffee once more, though the sugar had long since dissolved. “You need to do what’s best for you and Oli.”

The warmth in his eyes had faded, just enough to sting. Just enough to make her want to reach across the table and take back her words, to tell him she’d figure something out, that she would stay.

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Not when everything was so uncertain.

Not when she wasn’t even sure what they shared was more than a fleeting feeling.

Barb’s warning echoed in her head, a persistent whisper she couldn’t silence. If you were his mate, he’d have claimed you by now. The words had burrowed under her skin since that night in the kitchen, impossible to extract.

Maybe Barb was right. Maybe this was just kindness. The same gentle compassion Stanley showed to every lost creature that found its way to his door. Maybe he was only offering what he could, and she was foolish to want more, to read meaning into every look, every smile, every careful word.

She lifted her coffee to her lips, using the mug as a shield. And then, she caught him looking at her.

Not a casual glance, but something deeper. His eyes darkened, fixed on her face with an intensity that made her skin flush hot. He wasn’t just seeing her. He was seeing into her, through every defense, every careful wall she’d constructed. The air between them seemed to thicken, charged with something she couldn’t name but felt in every cell of her body.

June forgot to breathe. Forgot the coffee halfway to her lips. Forgot Barb’s warnings and her own doubts.

That look wasn’t nothing. It wasn’t casual interest or friendly concern. It wasn’t indifference.

It was hunger. Recognition. Something primal and knowing that made her heart slam against her ribs.

But as quickly as it appeared, it vanished. Stanley blinked and glanced away, reaching for his napkin with a slightly unsteady hand.

“The farmer’s market is great on Saturday mornings,” he said, his voice deliberately light as he changed the subject. “Not too crowded before nine. They have a section with local honey that Oli might find interesting. The beekeeper brings an observation hive sometimes.”

June set her mug down, struggling to reconcile the moment that had just passed with this sudden shift to safer ground. She nodded, gathering herself.

“That sounds nice,” she managed. “Oli’s been wanting to explore more of the town.”

“The museum is good, too,” Stanley continued. “I’m sure Oli would find it interesting.”

His voice was steady again, the moment, whatever it had been, seemingly forgotten. But June couldn’t forget. Couldn’t unsee that look or unfeel the way it had reached inside her and touched something that had been sleeping for far too long.

“I should probably get going,” she said. “I have some errands to run before I collect Oli from school.”

“Oh, sure,” he said awkwardly.

“If you want any more advice, let me know,” she said as she got up and shouldered her purse.

“I will take you up on the offer,” he said.

Not might. But will.

Man, this guy was confusing her.

“Thanks for meeting me today,” he said as they stepped outside the coffee shop. “And for the advice about the store. I really appreciate it.”

“Thanks for asking,” June replied, fishing her keys from her pocket. “Not many people do.”

They stood there, the space between them charged with words unsaid. June waited, heart fluttering against her ribs, for...something. A touch. A sign. Anything to confirm that the connection she felt wasn’t just in her imagination.

But Stanley kept his hands tucked in his pockets, his stance careful, respectful. The distance between them remained unbridged.

“Drive safe,” he said finally.

June nodded, trying to hide her disappointment. “I will.”

She turned to open her car door, then hesitated, looking back at him. The expression on his face stole her breath. A look so full of yearning, so intense it seemed to reach inside her and take hold of something vital. His eyes held hers for one long moment, dark and filled with an emotion she couldn’t name but felt echoed in her own chest.

Then it was gone, shuttered behind a gentle smile and a small nod.

“I’ll tell Oli you asked about him,” she said, fumbling with her keys.

Stanley nodded. “Tell him Herbert misses him.”

June smiled, opening her car door. “I will.”

She slid into the driver’s seat, and Stanley stepped closer and rested his hand on the car door. “Would you…” he hesitated, then tried again, “Would you maybe want to get coffee again sometime?”

She looked up at him quickly, hope sparking before she could help it. “Yes.”

His eyes blazed with what looked like triumph for a brief moment. A smile spread across his lips, softening his features, and yet there was something almost predatory in it, a flicker of possessiveness that made her heart stutter.

“Drive safely,” he said, his hand still resting on the edge of her door, fingers inches from hers.

“I will,” she replied, but even she could hear the tremor in her voice.

Because they weren’t really talking about driving.

The air between them crackled with something unsaid, something powerful and magnetic. A pull. A recognition. A promise she didn’t fully understand but couldn’t ignore. It hummed beneath her skin like electricity, undeniable and unspoken.

He finally closed the door, and in that final second, his fingertips brushed hers. Barely a touch, so fleeting she might have imagined it, but it jolted through her like a live wire.

Her hands trembled as she started the engine. She couldn’t look at him again. Not directly. Because if she did, she would fling the car door open and fall into his arms.

So, instead, she settled for watching him in the rearview mirror, heart pounding as she watched him shrink in the distance.

He hadn’t moved.

He stood there alone on the sidewalk, eyes fixed on her taillights.

She didn’t know what that meant.

She just knew it meant something.

The rest of her morning, as she ran her errands, passed in a blur of motion without meaning—picking up Oli’s prescription, returning library books, buying groceries. Every time her thoughts wandered back to that charged moment outside the café, her pulse skipped a beat.

When she arrived home, Barb’s car was parked outside. She hadn’t expected her aunt home so early. June had hoped to have an hour or two alone before she collected Oli from the occupational therapist he saw on Wednesday afternoons, after school.

“I’m home, Aunt Barb,” June called out as she set the grocery bags on the kitchen counter.

“In here,” Barb called from the living room. “Tea is still hot in the pot if you want one.”

“Thanks.” June put the groceries away and then filled a mug with the steaming tea from the pot, inhaling the familiar scent of chamomile that Barb always preferred in the afternoons.

She carried her tea into the living room, where Barb sat in her usual armchair by the window, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, a newspaper folded to the crossword puzzle in her lap. A pencil tapped against her chin as she contemplated a clue.

“Bridge club was canceled. Tina’s got the flu.” Barb raised an eyebrow. “I hear you had coffee with Stanley Thornberg this morning.”

June sat down on the sofa and took a sip of her tea. “Word travels fast.”

Barb chuckled. “In Bear Creek, it travels faster than reason. Mrs. Peterson saw you two, said you looked very cozy.”

“It was just coffee,” June said quickly. “He wanted advice about making the pet store more comfortable for kids like Oli.”

“Uh-huh.” Barb’s gaze didn’t waver. “And how’d that go?”

June hesitated. “I don’t know what to make of him,” she admitted, even though she knew she might regret it. “One minute he’s warm and attentive, the next he’s pulling back. It’s like he wants to say something but stops himself every time. And then today… There was a moment. Outside the café. I felt like something passed between us.”

Barb’s smile faded. She folded her arms, voice turning firm. “June, I told you before. If he were your mate, he would’ve said so by now.”

June looked down at her hands. “Maybe it’s not that simple.”

“With shifters?” Barb shook her head. “It is. That’s the one thing that’s never complicated. They know. They act.”

June’s throat tightened. “So you think I’m imagining it?”

“I think…” Barb trailed off, her expression shifting. Something passed through her eyes, regret, maybe. Memory. “I think you want this. And I don’t blame you. He’s gentle, good with Oli. You’d be lucky to find a man like that.”

“That sounds like a ‘but.’”

“But,” Barb sighed, rising to fill the kettle. “Wanting something doesn’t make it true. And I’d hate to see you get hurt chasing a feeling that isn’t mutual.”

June cupped her hands around the tea, letting the warmth seep into her fingers. “Or maybe he’s just scared.”

Barb huffed a breath through her nose. “He’s a bear shifter, not a field mouse.”

They sat in silence for a long moment, sipping their tea.

Then Barb added, almost begrudgingly, “Still…if there’s something real between you, I suppose time will tell.”

June looked at her aunt, surprised by the shift in tone. “That almost sounded like encouragement.”

Barb snorted. “It’s your life, June.”

June smiled into her mug. Stanley wasn’t the only confusing one in her life. She glanced at her aunt, now absorbed in her crossword again, pencil tapping rhythmically against the newspaper.

Neither of them was candid with their words. In so many ways, they were opposites, Stanley, quiet and watchful; Barb, blunt and brash. And yet, beneath it all, they were more alike than different. Both loved deeply, just not always in ways that were easy to name.

She saw it every time Barb referred to Oli as your boy, as if his place in June’s life was sacred.

And in every moment, Stanley looked her in the eye.

Love? Was that really what she saw there? Yes. She suspected it was.

“You’re smiling,” Barb said, almost accusingly. “Must’ve been excellent coffee at the café this morning.”

“I think it might’ve been the best coffee I’ve ever tasted,” June replied, setting her cup down.

“Hmm,” Barb said, and returned to her crossword.

Maybe it was time they all said exactly what they meant. It certainly would make life easier.

Or would it simply complicate things further?


Chapter Eleven – Stanley

Another sleepless night, another early start. Stanley moved quietly between the enclosures, refilling water bowls and checking on the animals before the store officially opened. He was thorough as always, checking that each creature in his care had everything they needed, but his mind was elsewhere.

Or, more precisely, back at the coffee shop where he’d met with June yesterday.

You didn’t exactly leave June with the impression you wanted to marry her and spend the rest of our lives together, his bear said.

Don’t remind me, Stanley replied as he switched on the aquarium lights.

Coffee with June yesterday hadn’t gone exactly according to plan. Instead, moving their relationship from friendship to something more, something romantic, he’d used the word professional. Again. As if that was all they were to each other.

Professionals. Acquaintances.

Not mates who were supposed to spend the rest of their lives together.

You could have chosen your words a little better, his bear said, trying to console him.

I was trying not to pressure her, Stanley said. In truth, he’d been thrown by the news that she did not see Bear Creek as a place to set down roots, but more of a stepping stone until she found a job.

The thought of her leaving Bear Creek made his stomach drop. But if she left, he’d follow, wherever she went, he would follow.

Even if it meant leaving everything he knew, everything he loved, behind.

Because she and Oli were all that he truly needed.

He’d miss the store, he’d miss his customers and the animals, and he’d miss his family in a way he could not bear to think about. But he would visit as often as he could.

And maybe he could persuade one of his brothers or cousins to take over the pet store and care for the animals, both here and at his house in the mountains.

Suddenly, it felt as if he were running out of time. If June were offered a job, her days in Bear Creek might be numbered. And perhaps so was his.

But losing June and Oli would be unbearable, his bear said.

It would. Stanley reached Herbert’s enclosure and opened the latch. The white rabbit hopped forward, nose twitching in recognition. He scooped the animal up, cradling it against his chest, finding comfort in the steady thump of the small heart against his palm.

There must be a way to persuade her to stay, his bear said.

I’m not going to trap her here, he murmured, stroking Herbert’s soft fur.

Stanley sighed. Every moment with June felt like walking a tightrope. He wanted to draw closer. Of course, he did.

But he also feared he’d push her away if she knew the truth.

That she was his mate. That they had recognized her instantly. That the connection she felt wasn’t just attraction but something ancient and unbreakable.

But what if the knowledge of their bond made her feel cornered? What if she stayed in Bear Creek for him, even though leaving might be the best thing for her? For her career?

But then it hit him. The real reason he’d been holding back.

Oli.

The realization hit Stanley like a physical blow. He’d been so focused on June’s needs, on not pressuring her, that he’d missed the most important part. If he told June they were mates, it wouldn’t just change her life, it would change Oli’s, too.

Herbert squirmed in his arms, and Stanley loosened his grip, stroking the rabbit’s ears with gentle fingers.

What if it’s too much for him? Stanley asked his bear. What if we’re too much?

His bear stirred uneasily. Oli likes us. At least he likes you.

Liking someone who runs a pet store is different from having them become part of your family, Stanley said. He’s sensitive to change. To disruption.

And there was no bigger disruption than a new man in their lives. A man who wanted to spend the rest of his life with Oli’s mom.

He’d seen how carefully June navigated the world for her son, how she anticipated triggers, how she created safety in routine. A revelation like this—that his mother had a fated mate, that Stanley wasn’t just the pet store owner but something more, something permanent—could shatter Oli’s world.

Oli might fear Stanley was going to steal his mom away. That Stanley might make June choose between them.

We would never do that, his bear said fiercely.

But we don’t see the world in the same way Oli does, Stanley reminded him.

What if Oli learned the truth about shifters and rejected him? What if the boy who lit up around animals shut down around a bear shifter? The thought made Stanley’s chest ache with a pain so sharp he had to take a steadying breath.

That’s it, isn’t it? his bear whispered. That’s why you have held back.

Yes, Stanley said. Subconsciously, I’ve been afraid June will reject me because of Oli.

His bear went still, understanding dawning between them. It wasn’t just about June’s freedom to choose. It was about her son, this bright, sensitive child who needed stability and safety above all else.

She might think it’s too much for him, Stanley murmured, his fingers still stroking Herbert’s soft fur.

And she might be right, his bear said gently.

“I would never want to be the reason Oli feels unsafe,” he whispered, barely more than breath, the words meant more for himself than for the rabbit munching contentedly in his arms.

His bear rumbled in agreement, the protective instinct toward their mate’s cub as strong as their desire for June herself.

If keeping his distance meant Oli thrived—if staying on the edge of their lives meant June could focus on what mattered most—then that was what he would do.

The bell jingled, cutting through the quiet as someone entered the store, which didn’t officially open for another hour. He must’ve forgotten to lock the door in his distracted state.

Stanley’s hands tightened protectively around Herbert as he looked up and froze.

Barb stood in the doorway, looking as if she had not slept well last night, either. With her mouth set in a grim line, she marched straight toward him with a no-nonsense expression on her face.

Oh no, his bear muttered. It’s the scary one.

And Barb looked exceptionally scary today.

Stanley gently returned Herbert to his enclosure, fingers moving with practiced care as he took a moment to compose himself.

“What exactly are you doing with my niece?” Barb’s voice cut clean through the room like a paring knife—small, sharp, and impossible to ignore.

Stanley closed the latch and turned to face her. “Good morning to you, too, Barb.”

“Don’t good morning me,” she snapped. “I want answers, Stanley Thornberg.”

Try not to cry, Stanley. She’s even scarier before coffee. His bear quaked at the back of Stanley’s mind.

He straightened. “June and I are friends. She’s helping me make the store more welcoming. Especially for kids like Oli.”

Barb’s laugh was dry as kindling. “Friends. Right.”

Stanley felt his cheeks warm. “And Oli likes the animals.”

“Oli does,” Barb agreed, stepping closer. “And June likes you. You do know she thinks there might be something between you two.”

Stanley’s throat tightened, and he lost the ability to talk.

She likes us, his bear said.

“Except there isn’t, is there?” Barb pressed. “Not according to you.”

There is! his bear snarled. Tell her. Tell her now!

“It’s complicated,” Stanley said, fighting to keep his voice level.

“No, Stanley. It’s really not.” Barb’s eyes didn’t waver. “June thinks she misread everything. That maybe she imagined the way you look at her. The way you make Oli laugh. She’s doubting herself because you won’t tell her the truth.”

Stanley exhaled sharply and stepped behind the counter. He needed the solid wood between them, just for a minute. “I didn’t want to pressure her. She’s rebuilding her life. Finding her footing.”

“And you think that makes lying by omission noble?” Barb’s voice cracked, just slightly. “You’re letting her twist herself into knots while you hide behind polite smiles and soft words.”

Stanley’s shoulders sagged. “I’m trying to protect her.”

“You’re protecting yourself,” Barb said flatly. “You think you’re sparing her, but I see how she’s changing. How she’s breathing easier. How Oli runs ahead now, instead of behind. She’s finding her way, Stanley. And you…” she took a step closer, voice trembling with barely restrained feeling “…you could be the best thing that ever happened to them. Or you could hurt them worse than anyone else. And believe me, you have some competition in that department.”

He froze.

Barb saw the flicker in his expression, and her tone softened, barely. “Don’t toy with her, Stanley. Not if this isn’t real. She’s not some plaything for you to pick up and then drop when your true mate comes along.”

“I would never toy with her.” His voice came out rough. “She’s…they’re everything.”

“So answer me this.” Barb’s eyes bored into him. “Is she your mate?”

Silence stretched taut between them.

Then he said, “Yes.”

Barb closed her eyes. Just for a moment. When she opened them again, something fierce and protective and raw gleamed in their depths. “Then tell her.”

I agree with the scary lady, his bear said.

Stanley gripped the edge of the counter. “She’s got Oli to think about. I didn’t want to disrupt them. I didn’t want to be another upheaval. I didn’t want to make things harder for them.”

Barb let out a long breath, some of her fire fading. “She’ll always put her son first. That’s who she is. But you? You could be the one person who gives her the freedom to stop bracing for the next storm. You could be there for her, Stanley. For them both.”

She’s right, his bear murmured. She’s terrifying. But she’s right.

“She deserves to know the truth,” Barb added, hoisting her purse higher. “And if you care about her half as much as you pretend not to, you’ll give her the dignity of choice. Because she’s strong enough to make it.”

She turned to go, then paused, hand on the door. “If you love them, Stanley, show them. And if you’re too much of a coward…” she met his eyes one last time, and this time her voice was low, steady, almost kind, “…then I’ll tell her for you. And I won’t be gentle.”

The bell jingled again. The door clicked shut.

Silence settled like dust.

Stanley stood there, heartbeat thudding, as Barb’s words cut deep into his soul, severing

the last thread of his resistance.

Every word felt like a blow, but the truth was undeniable. Barb thought he’d been a coward. Not noble. Not protective. Just afraid.

And in a way, he was afraid. Afraid of hurting his mate.

He moved to Herbert’s enclosure and gathered the rabbit again, holding him close.

The small body nestled trustingly into his chest.

“I need to tell her.”

His bear stirred, warm and satisfied. Good. Because the scariest part of all this?

Stanley looked out toward the door. “What?”

If this goes well…Barb is going to be our aunt-in-law.

Stanley winced. Oh no.

Oh yes, his bear said grimly. And she will wear that title like armor…and wield it like a sword.

Stanley scratched Herbert’s ears. “I need more coffee.”

And a will.

“Don’t be dramatic.”

We are talking about Barb, remember, his bear said lightly.

He laughed softly and glanced toward the door once more.

One day, I am going to thank Barb, Stanley said.

For being so scary? his bear asked.

No, for loving June and Oli so very much, Stanley said.


Chapter Twelve – June

June woke to the smell of fresh coffee drifting up from the kitchen. She lay still for a moment, letting her senses adjust to the morning. Her body still hummed with the memory of a dream. One that left a heat across her skin and a deep ache of desire in her core. Stanley’s hands had been on her skin, rough and sensual, his lips trailing down her neck as he slid his fingers inside her. She’d felt the weight of him pressing her into soft sheets, his breath against her ear, his voice—low and full of desire—saying her name. It had felt so real, she was almost surprised to wake and not find him lying next to her in bed.

She sighed and stretched her arm out, wishing he were there. Wishing he would pull her close and press his lips to her shoulder, before trailing kisses down her neck, while his hand cupped her breast, his thumb brushing against her nipple…

Time to get up!

She pushed back the covers, pulled on her robe, and padded to the bathroom, splashing cold water on her face before heading downstairs. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, flushed cheeks, still slightly parted lips, and shook her head, embarrassed by how much she’d wanted him, even in sleep.

As she patted her face dry, she forced herself to think of anything other than Stanley Thornberg and his talented fingers and mouth. Of the way he made love to her like no other man had…

“Urgh.” She leaned her forehead against the cool bathroom mirror. She truly was a lost cause.

Lost in love with a man she barely knew.

But that wasn’t true. Deep down, it was as if she knew him in her soul.

All she had to do was open herself up to the possibility.

She slowly raised her head and looked at her reflection. Was that it? Was she the reason he was holding back?

Was she sending out the wrong signals? Signals that said, Stay back, buddy, there’s nothing for you here.

Shaking her head, she went downstairs. Perhaps a hot cup of coffee would clear her head.

“Morning,” Barb said, not looking up from the toast she was buttering as June entered the kitchen. Her voice lacked its usual edge, the one that had sharpened every time Stanley’s name had come up in the past week. Ever since Barb got home last night, she’d sounded more…reserved. As if she were holding something back.

“Morning,” June replied, watching her aunt’s face for clues. “Coffee smells good.”

Barb pushed a mug toward her in silence, then sat down, her expression unreadable. She didn’t nag. Didn’t pry.

Just like Stanley, June thought. Both of them were more comfortable with quiet than with questions.

But something about Barb’s silence this morning felt less like disapproval and more like…consideration. As if she were mulling something over.

Goodness, June hoped she wasn’t changing her mind about June and Oli living here.

No, Barb would not do that to them. Barb had offered June and Oli a place to live until June got a job. And her aunt might be many things, but once she made a promise, she stuck to it.

June poured herself a cup of coffee and settled at the table. “I was thinking of taking Oli to the pet store to see Herbert after school today.”

June waited for the inevitable comment about Stanley, about shifters, about being careful. But, “Hmm,” was all Barb said, the sound so neutral it could have meant anything.

June blinked, thrown off balance by the lack of reaction. No lecture. No warnings. No raised eyebrows. Just... “hmm.”

“Did you say we are going to visit Herbert today?” The kitchen door swung open and Oli shuffled in, still in his pajamas, clutching his sketchbook to his chest. He climbed onto his chair, immediately opened the book.

“I might have,” June said.

“I’m drawing Herbert as a superhero.” Oli picked up a crayon.

Barb set a plate of toast and fruit in front of Oli, careful not to disturb his drawing space. “Eat something while you work, kiddo.”

Oli reached for a piece of toast without looking up, taking a small bite before returning to his drawing.

“I thought you were going to update your resume and drive over to the clinic in Haverford. You know, the personal touch might give you an edge,” Barb said as she poured herself a cup of coffee and offered June a top-up.

“Thanks,” June said and reached for a piece of toast. “I am. It’s a long drive. I would not be able to commute…” She glanced at Oli, but he wasn’t listening to their adult conversation; he was too busy giving Herbert a red cloak.

Barb nodded thoughtfully. “True. But it would be a good start. Something to build on while you look for something closer.”

June nodded. Aunt Barb was right. But the longer she lived in Bear Creek, the more she knew this was where she wanted to stay.

And not just because of Stanley. Was it?

“I suppose,” June said, stirring her coffee though she had added nothing to it. “I’ll check whether the position is still open.”

Barb’s smile was warm but didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Good. You’ve worked so hard for this, June. I’d hate to see you sidetracked.”

There it was, the warning. Don’t get distracted by Stanley Thornberg.

“I don’t intend to,” June said as she bit into her toast.

“No matter what happens,” Barb said as she got up, kissed Oli on the top of the cheek, and headed for the door. “Have fun at the pet store. See you later.”

“Bye,” June said, tugging her brows together in confusion.

Barb was definitely in a strange mood today. And what exactly did she mean by, no matter what happens?

The door had barely closed behind Barb when June’s phone rang. Her heart skipped when Stanley’s name appeared on the screen.

“Hello?” she answered, turning away from Oli, who was still absorbed in his drawing.

“Hey, June.” Stanley’s voice was softer than usual, almost hesitant. “I hope I’m not calling too early.”

“Not at all,” she said, moving toward the window. “We’ve been up for a while.”

Her voice was calm, but her mind buzzed with the memory of how he’d made love to her in that dream. How it had made her ache with longing to wake up without him there.

“Great.” A pause. “I was wondering if you’d had a chance to think about Herbert. I don’t think his owners are going to claim him. And I know Oli was pretty attached to him. So I wanted to ask you first before I try to re-home him.”

June watched her son at the table, his small fingers carefully coloring Herbert’s cape. “Yes. I’d love to,” she said without giving anything away. If she told Oli before school, there would be no way he’d get through the day without being constantly distracted. “If you are sure.”

“That’s wonderful,” Stanley said, the smile evident in his voice. “Herbert deserves a family of his own. I think he knew it was going to be you guys all along.”

June smiled to herself. “Maybe he did.”

She wanted to tell him she’d dreamed of him. That she was sure Herbert had been meant to bring them together. But this was not the time.

“I could help you set up a hutch,” Stanley offered. “In fact, if you’re free today, I could come by. Build something with Oli. He seemed like he might enjoy a project.”

The idea of Stanley working alongside Oli, building something together, felt right in a way she couldn’t explain.

“That would be...really nice,” she said, surprised by the slight tremor in her voice. “Look forward to it.”

“Great. I can be there around four, if that’s not too early? I’ll bring the supplies and Herbert, of course.”

“Perfect. We’ll be here.” As she hung up the phone, she felt ridiculously happy.

And it was all because of Stanley Thornberg.


Chapter Thirteen – Stanley

Stanley pulled into Barb’s driveway with a soft crunch of gravel, the hutch kit rattling gently in the back of the truck like a nervous passenger.

Only it was the driver who was nervous.

That’s because we’re about to take a risk, a big risk, his bear said, his nervous energy pulsing through their shared body.

But it carries the greatest reward, Stanley replied as he killed the engine.

Ever since Barb’s visit to the pet store, Stanley had been focused on one thing alone. Finding the right time to tell his mate the truth.

As soon as possible, his bear added.

But until he found the right time, he planned to show June how much she meant to him and how great they would be together.

All of them. June, Oli, Stanley…

And me, his bear said happily.

We are one and the same, Stanley told his bear.

I don’t think June is going to see it that way when you shift for the first time, his bear replied.

Yeah, you might be right. But he would not let that distract him from telling her.

Okay. Time to make his move. Stanley grabbed the toolkit from the passenger seat and reached for the container of homemade oat and honey cookies he’d spent half the night perfecting.

She’s here, his bear murmured. The scary one.

Stanley sighed. Barb isn’t all that scary.

Says the man who isn’t a bear. You didn’t see how she looked at us in the store. Like she could skin us and turn us into a rug.

That’s a bit dramatic, Stanley said, though his palms had gone slightly damp at the thought of facing Barb again after their confrontation.

Stanley got out of the truck and closed the door with a quiet thunk, the sound oddly final.

Like a nail in our coffin, his bear said.

Stanley chuckled. His bear was seriously being overdramatic. I can see where Barb is coming from. She’s just protective. And looking out for June.

She knows we are mates and we would never hurt June or Oli, his bear said.

Stanley adjusted the tin on top of the toolbox and crossed the short path to the gate. Through the slats, he caught sight of June kneeling in the garden, smoothing soil with bare hands, her hair twisted up in a loose knot at the back of her head.

For a moment, he stood watching her. He’d waited so long to meet her that there were still moments when he thought it was all a dream.

She is very real, his bear murmured.

Okay, let’s do this. He took a deep breath and knocked on the door rather than barging into the garden unannounced like he did before.

She is expecting us, his bear reminded him.

But Stanley waited patiently, even though each second that passed felt like an eternity, until finally the door swung open.

Barb stood in the doorway, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised as she took in the sight of him laden with supplies.

Don’t show fear, his bear whispered. Predators can smell fear.

“Afternoon, Barb,” Stanley said, managing a smile that he hoped didn’t look as nervous as it felt.

“Stanley.” Barb’s voice was neutral, but her eyes held a glint of amusement. “Quite the handyman setup you’ve got there.”

“I come prepared.” He lifted the cookie tin slightly. “Made these, too. Oat and honey.”

“Baking now, are we?” The corner of her mouth twitched. “My, my. Whatever will you pull out of your hat next? A rabbit, perhaps?”

Stanley cracked a smile. “He’s in the truck, actually.”

“Of course it is,” Barb said. “June and Oli are out back. They’ve been waiting for you.” She paused, her voice dropping slightly. “June’s boy is very excited.”

The implication wasn’t lost on him. Oli was excited, which meant he would be disappointed if things went wrong. If Stanley messed this up.

“I won’t let him down,” Stanley said, meeting Barb’s gaze directly.

Something in her expression softened, barely perceptible, but it was there. “See that you don’t. Neither of them.” She nodded toward the side gate. “Come on, I’ll show you the way.”

“Thanks,” Stanley said, relieved Barb wasn’t planning to skin him alive after all.

Yet, his bear murmured.

Stanley followed Barb around the side of the house to the back gate. It was like déjà vu, walking into the backyard and seeing June and Oli there.

Only this time, June wasn’t protective or defensive. She didn’t shield her son from Stanley.

Instead, she looked relaxed, with a smudge of dirt on her cheek from her work leveling a space for the hutch. And Oli…

“Stanley! Come and see what we’ve done.” Oli rushed forward and grabbed Stanley by the sleeve, propelling him forward.

“Careful,” June warned. “Stanley has his hands full.”

“I’ll help,” Oli said. “Oh, did you bring cookies?” He reached out for the tin.

“I did,” Stanley replied as he set the rest of his materials down.

“Can I have one, please?” Oli asked, looking from Stanley to his mom.

“Sure, but just one or you will ruin your appetite; it’s not long until dinner,” June said, an indulgent smile on her face.

“On that note, I’ll leave you to it. Some of us have better things to do than watch grown men play with lumber.” Barb gave Stanley a long, lingering look before she headed back out of the garden.

Stanley nodded, grateful for the privacy she was offering. “Thanks.”

Barb turned to look at him. “Just don’t mess it up, Thornberg. Either the hutch or the rest of it.”

See? Terrifying, his bear mumbled.

“These cookies are good, too,” Oli declared, his excitement evident in the way he bounced slightly on his toes. “Did you bring Herbert? And the hutch? Is it hard to build? I’ve been practicing being really careful with tools.”

Stanley crouched down to Oli’s level. “I did bring Herbert. He’s waiting in the truck until we have his new home ready. And yes, I brought everything we need to build the hutch.”

June approached, wiping her hands on her jeans, and Stanley had to remind himself to breathe. She looked beautiful and so much more relaxed. Had Barb told her they were mates?

“Hi,” she said with a shy smile.

“Hi.” The word came out rougher than he intended. “You’ve been busy.” He nodded toward the cleared patch of ground. “That looks perfect.”

A flush crept across her cheeks. “I wanted everything to be ready.”

Tell her how beautiful she is, his bear urged.

But Stanley swallowed the words. Not yet. Not like this.

“Should we get started?” he asked instead, reaching for the hutch kit.

They worked together in the dappled shade of an old oak tree. Stanley laid out all the pieces first, showing Oli how to identify each part, explaining how they would fit together.

“It’s like a puzzle,” he said, guiding Oli’s small hands as they sorted through the pieces. “Each part has a place where it belongs.”

Oli nodded solemnly, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Like Herbert, he belongs with us.”

Stanley nodded. “Exactly like that.”

June joined them on the grass, her knees brushing against Stanley’s as she leaned forward to examine the plans. The contact sent a jolt of awareness through him, and he had to force himself to focus on the task at hand.

She’s so close, his bear sighed happily. Can you smell her? Like summer.

Stanley could, in fact, catch the faint scent of her shampoo, something herbal and sweet that made him want to lean closer. Instead, he cleared his throat and pointed to the next step in the plans.

“We’ll attach these panels first,” he explained, keeping his voice steady despite the way his pulse quickened when June’s fingers accidentally brushed against his as they reached for the same piece.

They worked steadily, Stanley guiding Oli through each step, showing him how to hold the screwdriver, how to line up the panels, how to check that everything was square and level. Not once did he rush or take over, even when Oli’s careful movements took three times as long as it would have if Stanley had done it himself.

He often looked up and found her watching them, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

She trusts us with her cub, his bear said proudly. That means everything.

As the hutch took shape, Stanley found himself stealing glances at June—the concentration in her eyes as she held pieces steady, the gentle way she encouraged Oli, the strength in her hands as she helped tighten bolts. Each glimpse made him more certain that this would all work out just as fate intended. That one day soon they would be a family.

But had Barb told her? Did she know about shifters, about mates? About him?

Ask her, his bear prodded. We need to know what she knows.

“Almost done,” Stanley said, ignoring his bear’s frustration at not knowing, as he guided Oli while he attached the last hinge on the hutch door. “Want to test it?”

Oli’s face lit up as he carefully swung the door open and closed. “It works! Can we get Herbert now?”

Stanley nodded, rising to his feet. “Let’s go meet him.”

He walked back to his truck, conscious of June following a few steps behind. As he reached into the cab for Herbert’s carrier, he felt her presence beside him, warm and real. So very real.

“Thank you for this,” she said quietly. “For all of it.”

Stanley turned to face her, the carrier in his hands. “You’re very welcome.”

She studied his face for a long moment, as if searching for something. And he hoped that, whatever it was, she found it.

Tell her, his bear urged. Tell her now.

But now was not the time.

“Can I carry Herbert?” Oli asked as he looked inside the pet carrier.

“Sure. Just keep it steady. And don’t worry if the little fella hops around.” Stanley handed the carrier to Oli, showing him how to hold it steady. “That’s it. Let’s get him settled in his new home.”

Together, they carried Herbert to the hutch. Stanley showed Oli how to transfer the rabbit safely, how to arrange the hay and water bottle, and how to make sure the door was secure. Herbert seemed to approve of his new accommodations, immediately beginning to explore his surroundings.

Oli watched in rapt fascination, whispering facts about rabbit care that he’d clearly memorized. “Herbert needs fresh vegetables every day. And clean water. And he likes to be talked to in a soft voice.”

“That’s right,” Stanley said, impressed by how much Oli had retained. “You’re going to take excellent care of him.”

June stood beside them, her shoulder almost touching Stanley’s, watching her son with the rabbit. The moment felt perfect—the three of them together in the late afternoon sun, Herbert contentedly nibbling hay, Oli’s face alight with joy.

This is how it should be, his bear rumbled. Our family.

Stanley allowed himself to imagine coming home to this every day, being part of their lives, building something lasting together.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” June asked suddenly, the question taking him by surprise. “Aunt Barb is cooking. She always makes plenty.”

Stanley’s heart leaped at the invitation, but reality intruded. He had to get home to feed the collection of animals he’d rescued over the years, who were no doubt waiting for their dinner.

“I’d love to,” Stanley said honestly, “but I have chores to do at home.” The disappointment on her face made his heart ache, yet at the same time, hope bloomed. “Rain check?”

June nodded, but he didn’t miss the flash of uncertainty in her eyes. “Of course.”

“I’ll come by tomorrow,” he added quickly. “To check on Herbert. Make sure he’s settling in okay.”

“We’d like that.” Her smile returned, and he held her gaze, wishing she knew how he’d rather be here with her. But he took his responsibilities seriously. Just as he would take his responsibilities to his mate and her son seriously for the rest of their lives.

As they walked back toward his truck, Stanley could feel the weight of unspoken words between them. When they stopped beside the driver’s door, June swayed slightly toward him, her lips parted as if waiting for something. Their eyes met, and the moment stretched, charged with possibility.

Kiss her, his bear urged. She wants you to.

And so do I. Stanley’s heart hammered as he leaned forward slightly, irresistibly drawn to her.

“Mom!” Oli’s voice called from the garden. “Herbert is doing binkies! Come see!”

The moment broke. June stepped back, a flush on her cheeks. “I should…”

“Go,” Stanley said, understanding in his voice. “It’s okay.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Until tomorrow, then.”

“Until tomorrow,” he echoed, the promise in those words hanging in the air between them.

He watched her walk back to Oli. Taking his heart and his hope with her.


Chapter Fourteen – June

“Mommy, do you think Herbert can see the stars from his hutch?” Oli asked, his face pressed against the cool glass of his window. He was supposed to be in bed five minutes ago, but the excitement of the day still buzzed through him like electricity.

“I think he’s probably more interested in his hay right now,” she said, crossing the room to stand beside him. “Remember what Stanley said about rabbits being most active at dawn and dusk?”

Oli nodded solemnly, his breath fogging the window as he stared out at the shadowy garden. “I can just see his hutch. Do you think he’s afraid of the dark? Do you think he needs a nightlight?”

June placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Not at all. Rabbits are used to living outside. And he knows he’s safe. Stanley built that hutch perfectly, and you put in all his favorite things. Herbert’s probably having sweet rabbit dreams right now.”

“About what?” Oli asked, his voice small as he continued to stare out into the darkness.

“Hmm.” June pretended to consider this seriously. “Carrots. Fresh spring grass. Maybe about his new friend, who gave him the softest bedding in Bear Creek.”

That earned her a smile, just a flicker in the moonlight, but enough. She gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze.

“Come on, bedtime for real now. Herbert will still be there in the morning.” She let her hand drop from his shoulder and took a step toward the bed.

Oli lingered a moment longer, then turned and ran to his bed and jumped under the covers. June tucked the covers around him, making sure they weren’t too tight, just the way he liked them. He reached for Professor Fuzzy, his well-worn teddy bear, and went through his nightly ritual. Three pats on the bear’s head. Two kisses on its nose. One whispered secret in its ear that June pretended not to hear.

“Goodnight, my brave explorer,” she whispered, brushing his hair back from his forehead.

“Night, Mom,” he murmured, eyes already drifting closed.

June backed away slowly, pulling the door until it was exactly four inches ajar. Not too open, not too closed. Just right. She stood there for a moment, watching the rise and fall of his chest, marveling at how peaceful he looked. How at home.

In the quiet of the hallway, her mind drifted back to earlier that evening. Stanley was standing in the driveway, the porch light catching in his eyes as he’d leaned toward her. The way her heart had hammered against her ribs when she’d felt his breath on her cheek. How desperately she’d wanted him to close that final distance between them.

And he would have if Oli hadn’t called out.

June touched her fingers to her lips, imagining the almost-kiss that had left her dizzy with wanting. There had been something in Stanley’s eyes, something deep and knowing that had reached inside her and touched a place she’d kept carefully guarded.

She made her way downstairs, her thoughts still tangled in the memory of Stanley’s nearness. Without realizing it, she began to hum, a soft, meandering tune she didn’t recognize but somehow knew.

“Well, well,” Barb’s voice cut through her reverie.

June looked up to find her aunt leaning against the kitchen doorway, an empty mug dangling from her fingers and one eyebrow raised in unmistakable amusement.

“What?” June asked, feeling heat rise to her cheeks.

Barb said nothing, just held her gaze with a look that spoke volumes. You know, and I know you know.

June couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. She didn’t say it out loud; she didn’t need to. Stanley was her mate. How else could she explain the way she felt when she was near him? The instant connection, the soul-deep recognition, the sense of rightness that settled over her whenever he was close.

She moved to the sink and began rinsing the dinner dishes, trying to appear casual despite the warmth flooding through her at the mere thought of him.

“Go,” Barb said simply, placing her mug in the sink.

June’s hands stilled under the running water. “What?”

“I’ll watch your boy.” Barb nodded toward the door.

“Go where?” June asked, though something in her already knew the answer.

Barb gave her a dry look. “You know where.”

Her voice softened then, surprising June. “If you wait too long, you’ll overthink it. Trust what’s in front of you. Trust what is in your heart.”

June hesitated, water dripping from her fingertips. Only days ago, Barb had warned her away from Stanley, had cautioned her about shifters and mates and getting her hopes up. But now, this felt like permission. Maybe even her blessing.

“Are you sure?” she asked quietly.

“Am I ever not sure?” Barb countered, but there was no edge to her words. “Go on. Before I change my mind.”

June nodded, murmuring a quiet, “Thanks,” as she dried her hands and headed upstairs to change. Her heart raced as she pulled on a soft sweater and ran a brush through her hair. Was she really doing this? Driving to Stanley’s cabin in the middle of the night?

Yes. Yes, she was.

“I’ll send you a pin,” Barb said as June came back downstairs.

“Thanks.” She dared not look at Barb, afraid she might change her mind.

Instead, she pulled open the door, ran to her car, and started the engine. Soon, Barb’s house disappeared from view, and she gripped the steering wheel as her car climbed higher into the mountains, each bend bringing her closer to Stanley.

And then, between the trees, she saw it, Stanley’s cabin, like something from a storybook. Wood smoke curled from the chimney, and soft lights strung across the front porch cast a golden glow against the darkness. It was beautiful. Welcoming. As if it had been waiting for her all along.

June’s heart beat faster as she parked and cut the engine. The silence of the mountain night wrapped around her as she stepped out, the air cool and scented with pine. She made her way up the path, gravel crunching beneath her boots.

Before she could knock, the door opened and Stanley stepped out, surprise and hope written across his features. The golden light from inside haloed him, catching in his dark hair and warming his skin. He was beautiful.

“Hi,” she said, suddenly shy. What if she got this all completely wrong?

He smiled, just a little. And that smile gave her confidence. Gave her reassurance. “Hi.”

They stood there for a moment, the night air humming between them.

“I hope it’s not too late,” she added when he didn’t speak.

“No,” he blurted. “No, it’s…” He seemed to search for words. “Do you want to come in?”

June nodded, and he stepped aside, the warmth from inside washing over her as she crossed the threshold. She stopped just inside, delighted by what she saw.

The cabin was cozy, all warm wood and soft lighting, but it was the inhabitants that made her smile. Pets were everywhere. A sleepy orange cat dozed in a wicker basket near the woodstove. A bright-feathered parrot muttered quietly to itself in a spacious cage by the window. And sprawled across a worn rug before the fire were three dogs of various sizes and breeds, all looking up at her with curious eyes and thumping tails.

Stanley moved past her, scratching behind the ear of a scruffy gray mutt that had risen to greet them. “I am not good at saying no,” he muttered, a hint of embarrassment coloring his voice. “And they seem to know it.”

June laughed, charmed by this glimpse into his life. “They have good taste.”

Stanley turned to her, meeting her gaze. “You think so?”

“I do,” she replied softly.

They stood there, transfixed. The firelight flickered between them, casting warm shadows across the walls. For a breathless moment, neither moved.

Then Stanley cleared his throat, his voice suddenly shy. “Tea?”

June nodded. “Yes, please.”

He led her to the kitchen, where another cat dozed on a kitchen chair tucked under the table. The space was simple but inviting, with hand-thrown mugs on open shelves, a row of herb jars, and a dish towel embroidered with foxes draped over the oven handle.

As he moved around the kitchen, filling the kettle and reaching for mugs, June watched him, the effortless grace of his movements, the careful way he selected tea leaves from a wooden box.

And suddenly, with perfect clarity, she knew.

She wasn’t just visiting a place.

She was already home.


Chapter Fifteen – Stanley

Stanley busied himself in the kitchen, trying to focus on making tea while June sat at his table, her eyes following his every move. The silence between them wasn’t awkward, but it was charged. Different. Her energy had changed.

His bear stirred, alert to what might come next. She knows. That’s why she is here, because she knows.

Do you think Barb got tired of waiting for us to reveal the truth and just told her everything? Stanley asked, his hands trembling slightly as he spooned loose tea into the pot. The kettle’s whistle pierced the quiet, making him jump.

Maybe she thought you would never get around to it, his bear said, with a hint of accusation in his voice.

I would have told her, Stanley said firmly as he poured water over the tea leaves and swallowed hard.

Well now, you’re going to have to pick up the pieces and make things right with June, his bear said.

I can do that, he said firmly.

“Everything okay?” The question came out rougher than he intended as he stirred the pot.

June hesitated before answering. “Depends. Were you ever going to tell me?”

Stanley froze. “Tell you?”

Oh yeah, she knows, his bear said.

“Barb told me about shifters,” she said, almost as if she were hoping he would tell her Barb was making it up. But when he did not reply, she added, “And about mates.”

He turned slowly, met her eyes. “She did?”

June nodded. “She told me that if we were mates, I’d know. That you’d know.” She paused, her voice raw as she said, “So I have to ask, Stanley…is it true? Are we?”

His bear pressed forward, wanting to break free and reveal himself to her. Tell her.

Stanley’s voice was barely above a whisper: “Yes. We are.”

June just exhaled like she’d been holding her breath for a month. “Then show me.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Your bear,” she said. “I want to see him.”

Stanley hesitated, unsure if she was ready. But her expression said she was.

It’s time, he told his bear. Are you ready?

Oh yeah, his bear replied, doing a somersault in Stanley’s mind.

“We should go outside,” Stanley said, setting the tea aside.

June’s face paled instantly, her fingers gripping the edge of the table. Stanley could sense her doubt. Did she cling to the lingering hope that perhaps this was all some elaborate joke, that Barb had been making everything up about shifters and fated mates?

It’s not, his bear said.

He moved toward the back door, his footsteps unsteady. This was it. The moment he had been waiting for since he first sensed his mate.

But fear gripped him. He didn’t know exactly what Barb had told her. Would she trust in him and give him a chance to explain?

Or would she run?

She came here for answers, his bear said. I don’t think she’s going to leave without them.

Then, answers are what we will give her. Stanley didn’t need to look to know June had risen to her feet and was following him with hesitant steps. He could sense her. Sense every breath she took, every move she made.

It was as if his shifter senses had been heightened, sharpened by her presence.

The dogs watched curiously as they passed, one of them whining softly as if he understood the significance of the moment.

The most important moment of our life, his bear said.

“Are you sure?” he asked, hand on the door handle, giving June one last chance to back away.

“Yes,” June whispered, her voice steadier than he expected. “I need to see.”

Stanley opened the back door and stepped onto the wooden deck that overlooked the dark forest beyond. He paused for a moment, filling his lungs with pine-scented mountain air as he tried to clear his head and focus. June’s sudden arrival at his cabin had given him no time to prepare.

We have been preparing for this moment for our whole life, his bear reminded him.

So we have, Stanley said as he led her down the porch steps into his backyard.

Moonlight bathed the clearing in silver, casting long shadows from the surrounding pines, while the mountains loomed like silent guardians in the distance.

This was it. This was the moment that would change everything between them.

Stanley reached the middle of the clearing and turned to face June. She stood several feet away, arms wrapped around herself against the cool night air, her face pale in the moonlight but resolute. The distance between them felt vast and intimate all at once.

“June,” he said, his voice catching. “I need you to know that when I shift, it’s still me. I’m still the same man who built Herbert’s hutch with Oli. Who makes terrible cookies and runs a pet store.”

She gave a small smile, though he could see her hands trembling. “I like your cookies.”

“Good to know,” he said, giving her a nervous smile in return. “Just please don’t be scared.”

June lifted her chin, her eyes reflecting the moonlight. “I’m not.”

Relief flooded through him, warm and sweet. She was braver than he’d dared hope.

“Wait there,” he said, taking several steps away from her, creating a distance between them. He stopped and turned, drinking in the sight of her. The way the moonlight caressed her features, how her hair caught the silver light, how her chest rose and fell with each breath.

She looked ethereal, otherworldly. But in a moment, when he shifted, she was going to think the same about him.

With that thought, Stanley let go of the world.

The air around him crackled and popped with static electricity. For a heartbeat, he disappeared entirely, and then returned, transformed.

Where Stanley had stood moments before, a massive bear now occupied the space. His fur was deep brown, almost black in the moonlight, and his shoulders stood taller than a man’s. His eyes, however, remained the same, dark and gentle, fixed intently on June.

She didn’t run. Didn’t scream. But her hands flew to her mouth, eyes widening in shock as she stared at the enormous creature before her. Her breath came in quick, shallow gasps that Stanley could hear even from this distance.

Stanley’s bear took one cautious step forward, then another. Moving slowly, deliberately, giving her time to process what she was seeing.

“Stanley?” Her voice was barely a whisper, trembling with disbelief.

He nodded his massive head as he took another step closer, watching for any sign of fear.

June lowered her hands from her mouth, her fingers trembling. “It’s really you in there?”

Stanley nodded again, huffing softly.

“Can you...understand everything I’m saying?”

Another nod.

June swallowed hard, her gaze never leaving him. “Barb told me, but seeing it...” She shook her head slightly. “I never imagined...”

It’s going to be okay, Stanley said as the bear took another step closer.

I never doubted it would, his bear said in reply.

For a moment, June said nothing. She just stared, eyes wide and shimmering brightly with unshed tears. Then, without fear or hesitation, she stepped closer. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered, reaching out to gently touch his fur.

The contact sent a thrill through him that awakened something ancient and deep. His bear rumbled low in his chest as he rubbed his head against her arm.

She laughed and dug her fingers deeper into his fur. “Oli’s going to be obsessed when he meets you.”

I can’t wait to meet him, Stanley’s bear said, wishing she could hear his words.

I’ll tell her, Stanley assured his other side.

He shifted back, and the instant he appeared, June took a step toward him. Stanley reached for her hand, relieved when she didn’t pull away.

“I wanted to tell you,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “From the first moment I saw you in Barb’s garden.”

June’s fingers tightened around his. “Why didn’t you?”

“I was afraid,” he admitted. “Afraid you might reject me.”

“Why?” she asked as she stepped closer to him.

“I know how much you love Oli. I know how hard you try to protect him from anything that might hurt him. And I didn’t want to be something that disrupted his world.”

June’s free hand came up to cup his face, her thumb brushing across his cheek. “Stanley, you’ve been the best thing to happen to his world. To both our worlds.”

The words hit him like a physical blow, relief and joy flooding through him so intensely his knees nearly buckled. His bear rumbled contentedly, practically purring with satisfaction.

“I was so worried,” Stanley whispered, leaning into her touch. “Worried that when you found out what I was, you’d think I was too dangerous to be around, Oli. That you’d leave.”

“Leave?” June’s voice was incredulous. “Stanley, I drove up here in the middle of the night because I couldn’t stand another moment of not knowing. Because every fiber of my being was telling me you were mine.”

Mine. The word sent heat spiraling through him.

“I am,” he said, his voice rough. “I’m yours, June. Completely.”

She stepped closer, eliminating the last inches between them. “What does it mean? Being mates?”

Stanley leaned closer, his lips inches from hers. “It means you’re the other half of my soul. It means I’ll spend the rest of my life protecting you and Oli, loving you both, making sure you’re happy and safe.”

“I like the sound of that,” she murmured.

“I can’t tell you how relieved my bear is to hear that.”

“Your bear,” June repeated, her eyes widening slightly. “You talk about him as if he’s separate from you.”

“He is. And he isn’t.” Stanley struggled to explain what had always been instinctive to him. “We’re the same being, but different…aspects. He’s more...primal. More certain. Less worried about the consequences.”

“And what does he think about all this?” June asked, a hint of amusement in her voice.

Stanley felt his bear stir with pleasure at being acknowledged. “He’s been telling me to claim you since the moment we met. To tell you everything.”

“Claim me?” June’s eyebrow arched, but her lips curved upward.

Heat rushed to Stanley’s face. “His words, not mine.”

“Tell me more,” she whispered, her breath caressing his cheek.

Stanley took a deep breath. “It means we’re connected. Deeply. It’s like...the universe recognizing that two souls belong together.” He paused, watching her face carefully. “For shifters, it’s immediate. The moment I saw you, my bear knew. It’s why I couldn’t stay away, even when I tried to give you space.”

“And for humans?” June asked quietly.

“It’s different,” Stanley admitted. “Slower, usually. More like a feeling that builds. A pull. A recognition that might not make sense at first.”

June nodded slowly, her eyes distant with thought. “That explains a lot.”

“Like what?”

“Like why I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” she said simply. “Why I dreamed about you. Why being near you felt so...right.” Her cheeks flushed slightly. “I thought I was just desperate and lonely.”

Stanley’s heart constricted. “You’re not. You’re...everything.”

The words hung between them, raw and honest. June’s eyes met his, and the connection that had been there from the beginning seemed to deepen, to solidify into something tangible.

“Does this mean we’re...what? Destined to be together?” she asked, her voice catching slightly.

Stanley shook his head. “It means we’re meant for each other. But destiny isn’t the same as choice. You still get to choose, June. You always will.”

She was quiet again, processing. Stanley waited, his bear surprisingly patient now that the truth was out.

“And Oli?” she asked finally. “What does this mean for him?”

“Whatever you want it to mean,” Stanley said honestly. “In shifter families, children are treasured. Protected. Loved.” He swallowed hard. “I already care about him, June. That has nothing to do with the mate bond and everything to do with who he is. Who you both are.”

June’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “This all feels too good to be true.”

“I know,” he said, threading his arm around her waist and pulling her close. “I have felt that way since we met. But being here with you, holding you close…”

Then he closed the distance and kissed her. She clung to him as he nipped her bottom lip, and he tightened his arm around her, never wanting to let her go. As their kiss deepened, their tongues entwined, and desire coursed through his veins.

He wanted her. Here. Now.

And as their kiss broke, she looked up at him with eyes that mirrored his deepest desire. Then she whispered, “Claim me.”

How could he refuse?


Chapter Sixteen – June

Claim me. Did she actually say that?

The words hung between them, and June felt a jolt of electricity surge through her. Stanley’s gaze searched her face, and she held his eyes without hesitation, only desire, certainty, and something that felt very much like love.

Which was ridiculous since she barely knew him.

But was that true? She might have only known Stanley for a few days, but it felt as if she’d known him her whole life.

“Are you sure?” he asked, voice rough with need.

June nodded, her fingers tangling in his hair. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

That was all he needed to hear. In one fluid movement, he scooped her up in his arms, and she felt a rumble of triumph vibrate through his chest. He might have had his reasons for not telling her about them being mates. But now that she knew the truth, there was no hesitation at all.

Only desire. A deep yearning desire, she could see it in his eyes. Dark and dangerous, as if he were consumed by some ancient, primal force to claim his mate and make her his.

Her arms threaded around his neck, and she buried her face against his throat, breathing in the heat of him as he carried her up the porch steps. Shouldering the door, he pushed it open and stepped inside, kicking the door shut before he strode down the hallway to the stairs.

As he climbed them, she kissed his neck, nuzzling him as she inhaled his scent. Wood smoke and pine, and maybe a dog. She smiled to herself. How Oli was going to love it here with all the animal companions he could ever dream of.

But tonight, there was only one companion June desired. And that was Stanley.

He reached the top of the stairs and carried her down the hallway, moving with purpose until he reached the first door on the right. He shouldered it open, revealing a bedroom bathed in moonlight filtering through sheer curtains.

June took in the room, his room, as he set her down, his hands steadying her when her knees felt weak with anticipation. It was simple yet beautiful, a sturdy wooden bed frame that looked handcrafted, a plain dresser, a chair in the corner with a book splayed open on its seat.

No feminine touches softened the space, no signs that any woman had ever claimed this space before her.

It felt distinctly Stanley. Functional, simple, with no attempt at pretense.

His space. But as his eyes locked with hers, she knew it was now their space.

Stanley set her down gently, his hands lingering at her waist as she found her footing. Her legs felt unsteady. Whether from desire or the intensity of everything that had happened, she wasn’t sure.

For a heartbeat, neither moved. Then Stanley cupped her face in his large hand, his thumb brushing across her cheekbone with surprising tenderness. June leaned into his touch, her eyes fluttering closed for just a moment before opening again to find him still watching her with that intense, hungry look.

He lowered his head and kissed her. The gentleness of before was gone. This kiss consumed her, claimed her, and June responded with equal fervor.

His hand slid beneath her sweater, finding her breast, cupping it in his palm as his thumb circled her nipple through the thin fabric of her bra. Heat bloomed deep in her core, spreading outward until she felt it everywhere. She squeezed her thighs together, seeking some relief from the ache building between them.

Stanley broke the kiss, his eyes dark with desire as he sensed her movement. Without a word, he guided her backward until she sat on the edge of the bed. He dropped to his knees before her, his large hands sliding up her thighs before deftly unbuttoning her slacks. She lifted her hips as he tugged them down, his fingers skimming her skin as he removed them completely.

Her panties followed, and then his hands were on her knees, gently but firmly pressing them apart. He lowered his head, and the first touch of his mouth against her core sent a jolt of pleasure so intense that June gasped. His tongue moved against her with devastating precision while his fingers slipped inside, curling to find the spot—that perfect spot, that made June’s hips buck against his mouth.

“Stanley,” she moaned, fingers tangling in his hair, holding him closer as the pressure built inside her. Her world narrowed to the sensations he created, the warmth of his mouth, the masterful stroke of his fingers against her inner walls, and the exquisite tension coiling tighter and tighter.

Slowly, he carried her toward release, his movements unhurried yet relentless. When her release came, it crashed through her in waves, her body clenching around his fingers as she cried out his name. Stanley did not ease up, his mouth and fingers working in tandem to prolong her pleasure. Only when she was completely spent and lay back on the bed, trembling and breathless, did he sit back on his heels, his eyes never leaving hers.

Then he stood and began to undress. June watched through half-closed eyes as he pulled his shirt over his head, revealing a broad chest dusted with dark hair. His hands moved to his belt. As his jeans pooled on the floor at his feet, his arousal was evident and impressive.

Licking her lips, June sat up and pulled her sweater over her head before reaching behind to unclasp her bra. It fell away, and Stanley’s gaze darkened further as he took in the sight of her. He moved toward her then, gathering her in his arms and laying her back against the pillows.

They explored each other with hands and mouths, learning what pleased, what teased. June’s fingers wrapped around his hardness, feeling him pulse against her palm as she stroked him. His mouth found her breast, tongue circling her nipple before drawing it between his lips, sending sparks of pleasure straight to her core.

Then she shifted beneath him, opening her thighs as she guided him to her entrance, needing to feel him inside her. Stanley entered her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers as he filled her completely. He began to move with long, deep thrusts that made her gasp with each stroke.

“You feel perfect,” he murmured against her skin, his tongue tracing patterns around her nipple before sucking it into his mouth again. He seemed in no hurry, taking his time as if they had forever—and perhaps they did.

June ran her hands over his shoulders, down his back, feeling the play of muscles as he moved above her. Her fingers found his nipple, teasing it the way he’d done to her, and she was rewarded with a low growl that vibrated through his chest. He captured her mouth in a searing kiss, his tongue mimicking the rhythm of his body as he drove into her with increasing urgency.

The pleasure built again, more intense than before. June raised her knees, changing the angle so that each thrust brushed against her most sensitive bundle of nerves.

Stanley sensed the change, adjusting his movements to match her need. She was close, so close—and then she was falling, clenching around him as her release washed over her in powerful waves.

Stanley’s rhythm faltered, his movements becoming more urgent. He thrust once more, deep and powerful, and she felt him pulse inside her as he filled her with his essence with a triumphant growl that rumbled through his chest. In that moment, she knew she had been claimed—body and soul—and she wanted nothing more than to be claimed by him every day for the rest of her life.

As they lay tangled together, heartbeats gradually slowing, June traced lazy patterns on his chest. The connection between them felt both ancient and brand new, as if their souls had always known each other but were only now reunited.

“I never thought I’d find you,” Stanley whispered, pressing a kiss to her temple.

“I wasn’t even looking,” June admitted, smiling against his skin. “But here we are.”

“Here we are,” he echoed, his arms tightening around her.

June nestled closer to Stanley, her body still tingling with aftershocks of pleasure. The weight of his arm across her waist felt right, as though it had always belonged there.

But they hadn’t always belonged together. She knew little about the mating bond and what exactly it meant. Which left questions that needed to be asked before she gave in to the mating bond completely. Not just for her sake, but for Oli’s.

“And what comes next?” she asked, her voice soft in the quiet room.

Stanley’s fingers traced lazy circles on her hip. “Whatever you want.”

She tilted her head to look up at him. “What about what you want?”

His arm tightened around her, pulling her closer against his chest. “I already have everything I want.”

June chuckled and pressed herself against him, feeling the steady thump of his heart against her back. “You say the sweetest things.”

He lifted his head and kissed her, his lips gentle at first, then more insistent. The embers of desire flared to life once more. His hand moved to her breast, thumb teasing her nipple until it hardened beneath his touch. June moaned softly against his mouth, her hand sliding down between them to curl her fingers around his hardness, already growing firm again.

However, the clock on the nightstand caught her eye, and she pulled away with a reluctant sigh.

“I have to get home before Oli wakes up,” she said, regret coloring her voice. “And I really should get some sleep.” Even though the last thing she wanted to do was get out of Stanley’s bed.

“I understand,” Stanley said, his voice a low rumble against her ear.

Of course he does, she thought. This man, who had waited so patiently for her, who had put her son’s needs before his own desires, would never make her choose.

Stanley smiled at her, his hand still resting on her breast, unwilling to break contact. June felt the heat of his palm against her skin, and her resolve wavered. She sighed and took his hand, guiding it slowly down her body, past her stomach to rest between her thighs.

“But we still have a few minutes,” she whispered.

Stanley raised himself up on one elbow, his eyes darkening with desire as he looked down at her. “You would be astonished at what a shifter can do with a few minutes with his mate.”

A shiver ran down her spine at the possessive rumble in his voice. “Show me,” she whispered.

And he did.


Chapter Seventeen – Stanley

The scent of June still lingered on his sheets as Stanley woke the next morning. She’d slipped away long before dawn, leaving nothing but the indent of her head on the pillow and the ghost of her kiss on his lips. He understood. Oli would be waking soon, and June needed to be there—his mate was a mother first. That thought only deepened his love for her.

Stanley rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling. How he wished she were still here in his arms. What he wouldn’t give to wake up beside her and make love to her before the day started.

His bear rumbled contentedly inside him. Soon, he murmured. She is ours now, and she knows it.

“Ours,” Stanley whispered to the empty room, testing the word on his tongue. It felt right. Perfect.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and padded to the window, drawing in a deep breath of mountain air. The world outside seemed sharper somehow, more vivid, the green of the pines more intense, the blue of the sky deeper. As if the universe had tilted just slightly and finally locked into its proper alignment.

But although so much had changed, one thing remained the same. He had animals to feed, and his morning chores called to him. Stanley pulled on jeans and a worn flannel shirt before heading downstairs to be greeted with a, “Morning, Stanley,” from Percy the parrot, and excessive tail wagging from his three happy dogs. As for the cats, Miam, a half-Siamese, curled around his legs, while telling Stanley in no uncertain terms that coffee would have to wait because he needed his breakfast, while Uma, a fluffy tabby cat, sat on the windowsill licking her paws in her usual nonplussed way.

After feeding his indoor pets, Stanley went outside with the dogs close at his heels. The goats spotted him immediately, trotting over with expectant bleats. They nudged at his pockets, searching for treats as they did every morning.

“Yeah, yeah, I know what you want,” he chuckled, scratching behind Daisy’s ears as she pushed her head against his palm.

The hens clucked softly as he scattered feed across their run. Every interaction felt charged with new meaning, as if the animals sensed the change in him. Stanley moved through his routine with a lightness he hadn’t felt in years—maybe ever.

Two hours later, freshly showered and humming under his breath, he unlocked the door to Bear Creek Pets. The familiar scents of cedar shavings, pet food, and the animals themselves greeted him. He flipped on the lights and moved through the store, his footsteps echoing in the quiet morning. Did they also sound lighter?

They do. Because everything is different now, his bear observed.

Stanley couldn’t argue with that. He swept the floors with careful attention, topped up water bowls, and checked on each animal with the reverence of a man performing sacred rites.

After finishing his rounds of feeding and cleaning, Stanley headed to the small kitchen in the back. He made a fresh pot of coffee and then cracked open the tin of triple chocolate cookies that he’d made for Oli and June’s visit on Tuesday.

As he waited for his coffee, he bit into the cookie, recalling the afternoon’s visit and wishing they were both here.

We’ll see them later, his bear reminded him.

We will. Stanley did not usually want to wish the days away, but today he did. He wished the hours would fly by so he could go and check on Herbert and see his mate and her son.

But he also knew wishes did not work that way.

So he kept himself busy, and the morning passed in a blur of customers and routine tasks, but beneath it all ran a current of longing. How he wished June would pop in for some rabbit food, or some fresh hay for Herbert.

What he would not give to see her.

The lunchtime lull came around, and he headed out to make another pot of coffee and to grab a bite. But then the bell chimed again, and this time, before he even turned around, Stanley knew his wish had come true. His skin prickled with awareness, his bear suddenly alert and vibrating with joy. He turned slowly, savoring the moment.

June stood in the doorway, hair still damp from the shower, cheeks flushed from the morning air. She wore a simple green sweater that brought out the gold flecks in her eyes, and her smile, tentative but hopeful, made his heart stutter in his chest.

“Hey,” she said, as she hesitated by the door.

“Hey yourself,” Stanley replied, unable to keep the grin from his face as he crossed the store toward her.

June glanced around the store, her eyes landing on the rabbit enclosure. “How is Clive?”

“Clive is doing just fine.” Stanley chuckled, stepping closer than strictly necessary. “Is that why you are here?”

“It might be. Although I heard the guy who owns the store is kind of cute.” June’s laugh sent warmth cascading through him. She moved past him toward the counter, her arm brushing his as she went. The brief contact sparked like electricity between them. Stanley followed, breathing in the scent of her, so intoxicating it made his bear rumble with pleasure.

“Is that right?” he asked as he followed her.

“Yes,” she said, leaning against the counter. “Is that coffee I smell?”

“It is,” he replied. “Want one?”

“Yes, please. For some reason, I did not get much sleep last night.” Did she have any idea what she was doing to him?

Stanley poured the coffee, stepping closer as he handed it to her. Their fingers brushed, lingered. “Maybe you had something on your mind.”

“Or maybe it was a dream,” June replied, her eyes meeting his over the rim of her mug. “How about you?”

Heat flared between them at the memory of their lovemaking. Stanley’s gaze dropped to her lips, remembering how they’d felt against his own, how she’d tasted, how she’d sighed his name in the darkness of his cabin.

June set her coffee down slowly, her eyes never leaving his. The playful banter faded, replaced by something heavier, more urgent. Stanley could hear her breathing quicken, could see the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat.

One breath. Another. Neither of them stepped back.

His bear growled low. Now. Take her now.

Stanley moved first, or maybe June did. He couldn’t tell and didn’t care. They crashed together like waves meeting shore, inevitable and powerful. His mouth found hers with unerring precision, drinking in her soft gasp of pleasure. Her hands fisted in his shirt, pulling him closer as his arms wrapped around her waist.

“Storeroom,” he managed between kisses, already guiding her backward. “Now.”

They stumbled through the door, Stanley kicking it shut behind them. June’s back hit the shelving unit, sending a box of pet treats tumbling to the floor. Neither of them noticed. Her hands were in his hair, her body arching against his as his mouth traced a hungry path down her neck.

“I’ve been thinking about this all morning,” June breathed, her head falling back to give him better access. “About you.”

Stanley groaned against her skin, his hands sliding under her sweater to find warm, soft flesh. “Me, too. Couldn’t focus on anything else.”

Her hands found the button of his jeans, her fingers working it open before stroking him, his already hard length. The pressure made him see stars, his hips bucking instinctively against her palm.

“June,” he gasped, the sound half-warning, half-plea.

In answer, she captured his mouth again, her tongue sliding against his in a rhythm that mimicked what they both wanted. Stanley’s hands moved higher, grazing the underside of her breasts, feeling her shiver against him. He thumbed her nipple through the thin fabric of her bra, swallowing her moan with his kiss.

His other hand slid down, working open the button of her jeans. June shifted, helping him as he slipped his fingers beneath the denim, beneath the silk of her underwear, finding her hot and wet and ready. The evidence of her desire nearly undid him. His bear roared with primitive satisfaction as June whimpered, her hips rolling against his touch.

“Please,” she whispered against his mouth. “Don’t stop.”

Stanley had no intention of stopping. His fingers moved in slow, deliberate circles, building her pleasure as his teeth grazed the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder. June’s breathing grew ragged, her movements more urgent against his hand.

When she came, it was with a quiet cry that she muffled against his shoulder, her body shuddering in his arms. The sight of her—eyes closed, lips parted, completely abandoned to pleasure—pushed Stanley over the edge. His own release caught him by surprise, intense and overwhelming even through the barrier of his jeans.

They stood together afterward, breathless and stunned, foreheads touching as they came back to themselves. June’s soft laugh vibrated against his chest, where she was pressed against him.

“That was...” she began.

The bell over the shop door jingled loudly, cutting through their private moment. Their eyes met, startled, before they both burst into quiet, delighted laughter.

“Impeccable timing,” Stanley whispered, pressing a quick kiss to her lips before stepping back.

They scrambled to make themselves decent, straightening clothes and smoothing hair with hurried movements. June’s cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with lingering pleasure and mischief.

“You go,” she whispered, nodding toward the door. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Stanley stole one more kiss before slipping out of the storeroom, closing the door quietly behind him. His heart was still racing, his body humming with satisfaction, and he couldn’t have wiped the smile from his face if he’d tried as he headed for the restroom.

His bear purred contentedly. Ours, he said simply. Forever ours.

For once, Stanley didn’t argue. As he went to greet his customer, the taste of June still sweet on his lips.


Chapter Eighteen – June

June drove home from Oli’s school. She inhaled deeply, trying to steady her racing heart, but Stanley’s touch lingered on her skin from their encounter in the storeroom this morning, hidden from curious eyes behind bags of pet food.

“Mom, do you think Herbert missed me today?” Oli asked from the backseat, his backpack clutched against his chest.

June caught his eye in the rearview mirror and smiled. “I bet he’s been waiting by the hutch door since breakfast.”

As she turned onto Barb’s street, June allowed her mind to drift back to Stanley—the desire in his eyes as he’d traced her collarbone with his fingertips, the gentle rumble in his chest when she’d pressed her ear against it. Being with him made her feel younger, carefree and wanted. As if she were the most important thing in his world.

“Can we give Herbert a strawberry when we get home?” Oli’s voice pulled her back to the present. “Stanley said they’re his favorite treat.”

“Of course we can,” June said, pulling into the driveway. “But remember, just one. Too many sweet things aren’t good for rabbits. Or little boys.”

The moment she cut the engine, Oli was unbuckling his seatbelt. “I made Herbert a drawing at school today. Ms. Wilson said it was fantastic!”

“I can’t wait to see it,” June said, collecting her purse as Oli scrambled out of the car and raced toward the backyard. As he opened the gate, he looked like any other boy his age, and she took a moment to enjoy it.

Coming to Bear Creek might have been out of desperation, but she was more thankful than words could say. It had been life-changing. And life-affirming.

She rounded the corner of the house to find Oli already kneeling by Herbert’s hutch, carefully unlatching the door. His movements were deliberate, measured, so different from the frantic energy that often overtook him when excited.

He understood that his actions might frighten Herbert. She was proud of his empathy for the small white bunny.

“Look, Mom! He remembers me!” Oli whispered as Herbert hopped toward him, nose twitching inquisitively.

June kneeled beside her son, watching as he gently stroked the rabbit’s soft fur. The sight made her throat tighten. How many times had she prayed for this, for Oli to find connection, for him to experience joy without the accompanying overwhelm that so often followed?

“Let’s get him some fresh hay,” she suggested, reaching for the bag they kept beside the hutch. “And then we can give him that strawberry.”

Together, they refreshed Herbert’s bedding, filled his water bottle, and arranged a small selection of vegetables in his food dish. Oli narrated each step, explaining to Herbert why fresh hay was important and how the water bottle mechanism worked. His voice was steady, his usual hand-flapping contained to just the occasional finger wiggle.

June sat back on her heels, watching as Oli carefully offered Herbert a strawberry, delight spreading across his face as the rabbit’s pink tongue darted out to investigate the treat.

“He likes it!” Oli whispered, his eyes wide with wonder.

“He sure does,” June agreed, as tears pricked her eyes.

In this moment, with Oli’s happiness radiating like a physical force between them, June allowed herself to imagine a future here in Bear Creek. Mornings waking up beside Stanley, afternoons feeding the animals at his cabin, weekends spent hiking the mountain trails he’d described, and evenings around a table with Oli chattering about his day.

But as quickly as the vision formed, doubt crept in. Was she being swept away too easily? Letting herself be carried by feelings instead of practical considerations? She’d moved to Bear Creek while she tried to build a career that would support Oli’s needs. Not to fall headfirst into a relationship, no matter how right it felt.

“Mom, can we build Herbert a maze? Stanley said rabbits like to explore,” Oli asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“That sounds like a great project for the weekend,” she replied, pushing her doubts aside for now. “We could use some of those cardboard boxes in the garage.”

Oli beamed, carefully closing Herbert’s hutch before standing. “I’m going to draw a plan for it right now!”

He raced toward the house, his excitement propelling him forward. June followed more slowly, gathering their bags from where they’d been abandoned on the grass.

Inside, Oli had already spread his drawing supplies across the kitchen table, his tongue caught between his teeth as he sketched his vision for Herbert’s maze. June set about preparing a snack, her mind still cycling between hope and hesitation.

The sound of keys jingling in the front door announced Barb’s return from work. June heard the familiar thump as her aunt’s purse hit the entry table, followed by the clatter of keys dropping into the ceramic bowl by the door.

“I’m home,” Barb called, her footsteps approaching the kitchen. “How was school, kiddo?”

“I made a drawing of Herbert,” Oli replied without looking up. “And now I’m designing him a maze.”

“A drawing of Herbert, what a surprise,” Barb said, but not unkindly. June’s aunt seemed to understand the way Oli’s brain worked and how he developed an intense focus on one thing.

June turned from the counter, a plate of apple slices and cheese in her hand. Her aunt stopped short, eyes narrowing slightly as she took in June’s appearance.

“Well, someone’s glowing,” Barb said with a knowing smirk. “Good day?”

Heat rushed to June’s cheeks. She turned back to the counter, busying herself with arranging Oli’s snack. “Just the usual.”

“Mm-hmm,” Barb hummed, unconvinced. “Just the usual has you lit up like a Christmas tree.”

June set the plate beside Oli’s drawing, avoiding Barb’s gaze. “Is that so?”

Barb stepped closer, lowering her voice. “You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve got a certain pet store owner on your mind.”

The blush deepened, spreading down June’s neck. “Is that a problem?” she whispered, nodding toward Oli, who remained absorbed in his drawing.

To her surprise, Barb’s expression softened. She reached out, pulling June into a quick, fierce hug. “I’m happy for you, June. Truly,” she murmured against June’s hair. “I was just worried before... I’ve seen what it looks like when a Thornberg turns your head. I didn’t want you to lose yourself.”

June pulled back, touched by the sentiment even as she registered the warning beneath it. “I know. Thank you.”

“But promise me one thing…” Barb released her but kept one hand on June’s shoulder. “Don’t forget what you came here for,” she added, her voice firm. “You worked hard for that degree. You deserve a career.”

The words stung more than June expected. She stepped away, reaching for the kettle. “What if following that career takes me away from Bear Creek?” she asked quietly, keeping her back to her aunt.

Barb was silent for a long moment. When June finally turned, she found her aunt watching her with an unreadable expression.

“Then make damn sure you know what you’re willing to give up,” Barb said finally, her hand coming to rest on June’s shoulder.

The weight of those words settled in June’s chest, heavy and uncomfortable. Before she could respond, a knock sounded at the front door.

Oli’s head snapped up, his drawing forgotten. “Stanley! He’s come to visit Herbert!” he cried, pushing back his chair with a screech of wood against tile. He darted past them, racing toward the entrance.

June’s heart leaped, her body responding to Stanley’s presence before her mind could catch up. She smoothed her hair reflexively, painfully aware of Barb’s observant gaze.

“You’ve got it bad,” Barb muttered, shaking her head.

June didn’t have time to respond before Oli returned, practically dragging Stanley by the hand. The sight of him, with his windswept hair, flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and shy smile that brightened when he spotted her, made June’s stomach flutter like she was sixteen again.

“Hi,” she managed, hyper-aware of Barb’s scrutiny.

“Hi,” Stanley replied, his eyes holding hers for a moment longer than necessary.

Barb crossed her arms and arched her eyebrow. “Stanley.”

“Barb.” Stanley chuckled. “I’m glad you are here.”

“Really?” Barb asked.

“Yes...” he began, shifting his weight slightly, “I was hoping to invite you all to something.”

Barb’s eyebrow climbed higher. “Brave.”

“I’d say optimistic,” Stanley replied with a perfectly straight face.

“Go on,” Barb said with a wave of her hand.

“It’s harvest day at the vineyard this Saturday,” Stanley explained, his eyes brightening with enthusiasm. “We do it every year. The family gets together for grape picking. We make a day of it; there’s food, music. It’s nothing fancy,” he added quickly, “but I’d like you to come. All of you.”

Oli began bouncing on his toes, excitement radiating from him. “Can we go, Mom? Please?”

June hesitated. The thought of meeting Stanley’s family like this sounded overwhelming. And not just for Oli. “That sounds lovely,” she heard herself say. “We’d be happy to come.”

She glanced at Barb, needing her support. To her surprise, her aunt’s face had softened into something almost wistful.

“I’d love to,” Barb said quietly.

“Great,” Stanley said, looking a little nervous.

“Can we go check on Herbert now?” Oli asked.

“Sure,” Stanley said, and with a lingering look at June, he followed Oli out of the kitchen.

June watched him go and then turned to the kettle. The water had just begun to boil. She pulled two mugs from the cabinet, her hands trembling slightly as she dropped tea bags into them.

“Everything all right?” Barb asked, leaning against the counter.

June exhaled slowly. “I’m just...nervous about meeting his family. At an event like this.” She poured the hot water, watching it darken as it seeped through the tea bags. “What if they don’t like me? Or worse, what if Oli gets overwhelmed?”

Barb stepped closer, her hand warm and steady as she rubbed June’s back in small circles. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”

June looked up, surprised by the gentleness in her aunt’s voice. “Thanks. I didn’t think you’d want to come, given...everything.”

“I figured it was time I got over my issues with Hugo,” Barb said, taking her mug and wrapping her fingers around it. “Since one day soon, they’re likely to become family.”

June frowned, the word “family” landing heavily in her chest. It was happening so fast—this connection, this bond that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere and yet felt as old as time.

Barb rolled her eyes at June’s expression. “Stanley did explain what being his mate means, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” June nodded, staring into her tea. “That we’re meant to spend the rest of our lives together.”

“Which means,” Barb continued, her voice softening, “you’re going to be part of the Thornberg family.” She set her mug down with a gentle clink. “And I want to be a big part of your life, June. Yours and your boy’s. Which means I’m going to have to face Hugo sooner or later.” She shrugged, trying for nonchalance but not quite achieving it. “Might as well be sooner.”

Her heart ached for her aunt. She set her own mug down and wrapped her arms around her aunt, breathing in the familiar scent of Barb’s perfume. “I love you,” she whispered. “And I’m here for you. Always. That will never change.”

Barb returned the hug, her arms strong and secure. “Always remember, I want the best for you.” They stood like that for a moment, until Barb pulled away, blinking rapidly. “Now drink your tea before it gets cold.”


Chapter Nineteen – Stanley

Morning light painted the vineyard gold, making each leaf and tendril shine as if dipped in honey.

Hmm, honey, his bear murmured, happy at the thought of them spending the whole day with June and Oli.

Stanley wiped his palms against his jeans, surveying the preparations with a critical eye. Everything had to be perfect today. His brothers had already arranged the long harvest tables beneath the sprawling oak trees, their weathered wood surfaces ready for the feast to come after the work was done.

Crates for collecting grapes sat stacked nearby, and pitchers of cold lemonade and wine waited in the shade. He’d been a part of these harvests since he was born. Yes, even before he could walk, his mom or dad would carry him in a papoose as they picked the grapes that made the Thornberg wine so special.

“You’re hovering like a mother hen,” Finn called out, lugging another bench into position. “Relax. It’s just grape picking, not a royal visit.”

Stanley ignored him, adjusting a tablecloth that had shifted in the breeze. His bear stirred restlessly. Because to them, June and Oli were more important than royalty.

She’ll be here soon, he reminded him unnecessarily.

Stanley glanced toward the quiet corner he’d set up in a corner of the vineyard. He’d brought his four goats for Oli to meet if he needed some downtime.

His bear chuckled. If they get loose and eat the vines, Philip will never let you forget it.

They won’t get loose, Stanley said, hoping he was right. In hindsight, he might not have thought his choice of animal for the quiet corner through enough. But then, since he’d claimed June, everything had been a little fuzzy.

In some ways, he could understand Oli a lot better now. His own thoughts, hopes, and dreams for a life with his mate came at him all at once—bright, tangled, impossible to sort. It was overwhelming, the way it pressed in from every side, filling his mind until it was hard to think about anything else. But his brothers had assured him it would get easier. That the intensity would fade, and the joy would remain.

Not that he would ever take his mate for granted.

She’s here, his bear said as they sensed June in the distance.

Stanley kept his shifter senses locked onto her until June’s car rolled to a stop next to the house. Then he strode to meet her, trying to look relaxed.

But when June got out of the car and smiled, it took all his resolve not to run headlong toward her. To wrap his arms around her and hold her close. However, until Oli knew about their relationship, they had agreed to play it cool.

“Morning,” he called and raised his hand to wave.

“And what a beautiful morning it is,” June replied.

It’s not just the morning that’s beautiful, his bear sighed.

June wore a simple sundress that clung to her curves in all the right places, and the sight made his mouth go dry. Then Oli tumbled from the backseat, already pointing excitedly at the rows of vines stretching across the hillside. Barb emerged last, sunglasses firmly in place, lips pursed, but there was something different about her today. The rigid set of her shoulders had softened slightly.

She’s still scary, his bear said.

Stanley reached the car, unable to keep the smile from his face. “Welcome to Thornberg Vineyard.”

“It’s incredible,” June replied, her voice filled with wonder as she took in the sweeping vista of vines and mountains beyond.

Oli bounced on his toes. “Are those grapes? Real ones? Can I pick them?”

Stanley crouched down to Oli’s level. “Those are definitely real grapes. And we need all the help we can get picking them today. Think you’re up for the job?”

Oli nodded solemnly, accepting the responsibility with wide eyes.

“Good morning, Barb,” Stanley added, straightening to face June’s aunt.

Barb lowered her sunglasses just enough to fix him with a look. “Morning, Thornberg. Impressive place you have here.”

Before he could respond, a shout came from the main house. Stanley’s mother emerged onto the porch, waving enthusiastically.

“You must be June!” she called, hurrying down the steps. “And Oli! We’ve heard so much about you both.”

Stanley felt heat creep up his neck as his mother enveloped June in a warm hug, then bent to greet Oli with the perfect balance of friendliness and respect for the boy’s space.

“And Barb,” his mother continued, her smile never faltering. “It’s been too long. We’re thrilled you came.”

Something flashed across Barb’s face, too quick to name, before she nodded. “Leanne. You look well.”

“Thank you. Would you like a cold drink before we begin?” Leanne asked and led them toward the shade of the trees.

Stanley’s bear shifted uneasily. Let’s hope things go smoothly when Barb meets Dad.

I guess we’ll soon find out, Stanley said as he caught sight of his father emerging from the vineyard, pruning shears in hand.

Hugo Thornberg broke into a smile as he spotted the new arrivals. “Welcome, welcome.” He greeted June and Oli and then turned to Barb. “Good to see you, Barb. It’s been too long.”

“Hugo,” Barb said and then sipped her lemonade.

“Is it time to pick the grapes?” Oli asked as he clung close to June, his untouched glass in his hand.

“Keen to get started. That’s what I like to hear,” Hugo said. “Why don’t we go and grab a basket, and you can help me fill it?” Oli stared at Hugo for a long moment and then nodded. “This way.” Together, Oli and Hugo chose a basket and headed for the first row of vines.

Barb sure has her eye on them, Stanley noted as June’s aunt half-turned to watch them.

I hope they can resolve things today, his bear replied. I want us all to get along.

Thankfully, I believe that’s what we all want, Stanley said.

“Are you going to show me what to do?” June asked, coming to join him.

“Sure, let’s grab a basket.” Stanley took her hand, and he raised it to his lips and kissed it.

“Barb,” Finn said as he helped himself to a glass of lemonade. “Shall we pair up and pick some grapes?”

“Ah, the brother who is responsible for my niece meeting Stanley,” Barb said, her eyes narrowing.

“Guilty as charged.” Finn held up his hands and smiled in his usual good-natured way. But as he and Barb went over to the stack of baskets, Stanley was filled with sadness. He hoped his brother would find his mate soon and not end up lonely like Barb.

We’re going to make sure he gets his own matchmaking mix-up, Stanley’s bear promised him.

The morning unfolded like a carefully choreographed dance as they all joined in the harvest. Stanley’s family embraced June and Oli as if they’d always been part of the Thornberg gatherings. His nephews and nieces immediately adopted Oli as one of their own. Especially Charlie, who introduced him to the world of bugs, which Oli found fascinating.

Stanley found himself constantly drawn to June, watching as she laughed with his sisters-in-law, her hands stained purple from juice as she worked. Each time their eyes met across the vineyard, he experienced a deep sense of gratitude.

This is right, his bear hummed. This is how it should be.

As the sun climbed higher, Stanley noticed Barb and his father working side by side between the rows of vines. Their movements were awkward at first, careful not to intrude on each other’s space. But as the morning wore on, they fell into a rhythm that spoke of old familiarity.

“So this is what you’ve been doing all these years,” Barb said, lifting a ripe bunch of grapes and examining them. “You always seemed a bit too wild and carefree to tend vines.”

Hugo chuckled, wiping sweat from his brow. “This is where my heart always belonged.”

Stanley moved closer, pretending to check the ripeness of nearby clusters. He didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but his shifter hearing caught most of their conversation.

“I can see why,” Barb replied as she straightened up and put her hand on the small of her back. “But I always thought you would go off and explore the world. It’s all you used to talk about.”

There was a pause. Then Hugo said quietly, “I did, with Leanne.”

“Your mate,” Barb said.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Hugo turned to face Barb. “And if I am honest, I didn’t even know I had.”

“I thought you felt something for me once,” Barb said, her voice stripped of its usual sharpness.

His father’s response was gentle. “I cared about you. I still do. But the moment I saw Leanne...well, you know how it is.”

Stanley glanced up to see Barb’s eyes drift toward where he stood with June, who had appeared at his side with a basket of freshly picked grapes. Barb’s expression softened, a new understanding dawning in her eyes.

“Now I do,” she said simply.

“June and Stanley?” Hugo asked.

Barb shifted her weight and sighed. “Yes. Now I can see I read more into our relationship than I should have . I’m just happy June has found a man who will stand by her and who will love Oli as his own.”

“He does,” Hugo said with a smile.

“So, do we get to taste the wine, too?” Barb asked as she went back to picking the grapes.

“Oh, yes. I have a special bottle picked out for this evening, when all the work is done,” Hugo said.

“It had better be special if I have to work all day for a glass,” Barb said in return.

“You have not changed a bit, Barb,” Hugo said.

“I’m not sure that is a good thing,” Barb replied wryly.

“It is,” Hugo said. “I have missed you.”

“Yeah, I missed you, too,” Barb said.

Happy ending! his bear said.

Thank goodness, Stanley replied.

June nudged his shoulder. “You’re staring. Is everything okay?”

Stanley nodded, unable to stop the smile spreading across his face. “Everything’s perfect.”

He leaned in and kissed her, drawing her into his arms. The sensation of her body against his sent a rush of pleasure through him, and she melted into him, her lips soft and yielding.

When they parted, June’s cheeks were flushed pink, her eyes bright. “What was that for?”

“Because I can,” Stanley whispered, still holding her close. “Because you’re mine.”


Chapter Twenty – June

June traced the rim of her wineglass with her fingertip, watching the liquid catch the light. It had been a long day of backbreaking work, and her muscles ached from harvesting the grapes. But it was a good ache.

And now, sitting here with a glass of wine in her hand and Stanley beside her as the sun set behind the mountains, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this kind of peace. The kind that settled deep in her bones and made her forget to worry about what came next.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Stanley murmured, his voice a warm rumble beside her.

June smiled, leaning into his solid presence. “Just thinking about how right this feels.”

Stanley’s knee brushed against hers under the table, a casual touch that still sent a current of awareness through her. She remembered the first time he’d touched her—handing her a mug of coffee at the pet store, their fingers grazing—and how even then, something had sparked between them.

She hadn’t dared hope it would grow into this. Not back then.

“Look at Oli,” she said, nodding toward where her son was hunkered down next to Charlie as they took it in turns to peer through his special magnifying glass at an ants’ nest.

“He’s a natural Thornberg,” Stanley replied, pride evident in his voice. “He’s got a deep love and respect for the world around him.”

June took a sip of wine, letting the crisp flavor linger on her tongue. “It’s not just that. It’s...he feels safe here. With your family.” She hesitated, then added quietly, “With you.”

“Do you think you could be happy here?” Stanley asked, his eyes searching hers. “In Bear Creek, I mean.”

June’s heart fluttered at the question and all it implied. “I already am,” she admitted.

Stanley smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling in that way that made her stomach do a little flip. “Would you like to go for a walk? There’s a path through the vineyard that’s beautiful at sunset.”

June groaned dramatically and leaned back in her chair. “My legs ache so much I don’t think I could walk another step. Those grapes were determined to make me work for every bunch.”

Stanley’s face fell, disappointment evident in the slump of his shoulders. “Oh, I understand. Maybe another…”

“I’m joking,” June said quickly, punching his arm lightly. “I’d love to go for a walk with you.”

His smile returned, brighter than before. “You had me worried for a second there.”

He stood up and held out his hand to her. She took it, feeling that instant spark of recognition she would never tire of, the one that ignited a fire inside her. As he pulled her to her feet, June glanced toward Oli. “I should tell him where we’re going. He might want to come with us.”

“That’s fine with me,” Stanley said, and she believed him completely.

June made her way over to where Oli and Charlie were hunched over a small dirt mound, their faces inches from the ground. “Oli, Stanley and I are going for a short walk. Would you like to come?”

Oli barely looked up. “No thanks. We found a colony of carpenter ants. They’re building tunnels right now.”

“They can lift twenty times their body weight,” Charlie added excitedly. “And they have special mandibles for chewing wood!”

“The queen can live for up to twenty-five years,” Oli chimed in, his eyes still fixed on the tiny creatures. “That’s longer than some dogs.”

Like two peas in a pod, June thought, happy beyond belief that Oli had made a special friend. One who seemed to see the world as he did.

“Okay,” she said. “Aunt Barb is at that table if you need anything.”

“Okay, Mom,” Oli replied, already refocused on the ants.

Stanley took her hand as they reached the edge of the vines, his palm warm and calloused against hers. The touch sent a small thrill up her arm. They strolled together in comfortable silence, following a path that wound between the orderly rows. June leaned against his shoulder, breathing in the earthy scent of him mixed with the sweet fragrance of ripened grapes.

The distant hoot of an owl echoed across the valley, followed by the mournful howl of a wolf from the mountains. The sounds made the night come alive around them, wild and mysterious.

Much like her mate.

They stopped at a small clearing where the vineyard opened to a view of the valley below. The first stars had begun to appear in the deepening blue of the sky. Stanley turned to face her, his expression suddenly serious as he cupped her face in his large hand.

“June,” he whispered, and then his lips were on hers, tender at first, then more urgent.

She melted into him, her arms winding around his neck as the kiss deepened, and she could taste the wine they’d shared earlier on his tongue. When they finally broke apart, both breathing heavily, Stanley rested his forehead against hers.

“I love you,” he said, the words hanging in the cool evening air between them.

June’s heart soared. She’d never been good at saying things like this. But now the words came easily.

“I love you, too,” she whispered back, the truth of it resonating through her entire body.

It seemed impossible to love a man so completely after only knowing him a short time, but she did. With the whole of her heart.

He kissed her again, more gently this time, and then pulled her into his arms. They stood holding each other under the stars, her cheek pressed against his chest where she could hear the steady thump of his heart, and June wished they could stay in this moment forever.

A bear and its mate. How many other shifters had stood under the moon and stars and declared their love for each other? Had held each other in their arms. Had promised each other forever.

But they could not stay there forever, and, eventually, the cooling air and the distant sounds of laughter from the tables reminded them of the world waiting for them. Hand in hand, they made their way back to the gathering.

“It’s getting late,” June said reluctantly when they returned and went to check on Oli, who was still watching the ants. “We should probably head home.”

“But Mom,” Oli protested through a yawn he couldn’t quite suppress, “we’re still watching the ants.”

Marion, Charlie’s mother, came to join them. “Why don’t we arrange a playdate? Charlie would love to have Oli over.”

“You can come and look at my bug books,” Charlie told Oli.

“Can I, Mom? Please?” Oli asked, perking up despite his obvious fatigue.

“That sounds wonderful,” June agreed, noting how her son’s eyelids were drooping despite his excitement. But there was no sign of a tantrum at being told they had to leave. No hand-waving or raised voices.

As they gathered their things to leave, Oli surprised her by turning to Stanley. “Will you carry me to the car? I’m really tired.”

June’s breath caught in her throat. Oli rarely allowed physical contact with anyone outside their immediate family. The request was so unexpected, so trusting, that she felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.

“Of course, buddy,” Stanley replied casually, as if it were the most natural request in the world. He crouched down and let Oli climb onto his back.

“I’ll catch you up,” Barb said as she got up from her chair.

“Okay.” Was Barb being tactful, giving June time alone with Stanley and Oli? She was certainly seeing a different side to Barb since Stanley had revealed he and June were mates.

June walked side by side with Stanley as he carried her son to the car with tender care, Oli’s head resting trustingly against his broad shoulder. This was the perfect end to a perfect day.

Stanley gently settled Oli into the backseat and buckled his seatbelt. “Goodnight, Oli. Thanks for all your help today.”

“Night, Stanley,” Oli mumbled, already half-asleep.

Stanley closed the door softly and turned to June. Their eyes met in the dim light, and he reached for her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Drive safe,” he said, his thumb tracing circles on her palm.

“I will,” she promised, wishing she could kiss him goodnight but aware of Oli watching from the backseat.

“Night, Thornberg,” Barb said as she slid into the passenger seat. “Your family makes a decent wine.”

“Night, Barb,” Stanley said. “I’ll be sure to pass the compliment on.”

June smothered a smile. In some ways, Barb had changed, and in some ways, Barb was exactly the same. And June would not change her for the world.

As they drove down the winding road away from the vineyard, June glanced at Oli in the rearview mirror. His eyes were heavy with sleep, but he was watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read.

“Mom?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Are you and Stanley going to get married?”

June nearly swerved off the road, her heart stuttering in her chest. She glanced sideways at Barb, who said nothing, her face unreadable. “What makes you ask that?”

“You look at him the way people look at each other in movies before they get married,” Oli said matter-of-factly. “And he looks at you the same way.”

June swallowed hard. “How would you feel if we did?”

There was a pause, and June held her breath.

“I’d like that,” Oli said finally. “Stanley knows a lot about animals. And he’s nice.” Another pause. “If you get married, could I get a special magnifying glass as a wedding present? One with a light on it like Charlie’s?”

June smothered a smile, relief washing through her. “Yes, I’m sure you can.”

“Out of the mouth of babes,” Barb said lightly. “All you need now is for Stanley to propose.”


Chapter Twenty-One – Stanley

Stanley couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. It was as if, just like his mom always warned him when he was a kid, the wind had shifted and left him with a smile permanently plastered there.

We have plenty to smile about, his bear said.

That we do, Stanley agreed. We surely are blessed where fate is concerned.

Fate has brought us the perfect mate, his bear agreed.

With a smile plastered on his face, Stanley moved from cage to cage, straightening water bowls and refilling feed containers. It was late afternoon, and soon he would see his mate again.

His mate. It still hadn’t completely sunk in that he had met her at last.

He paused at the chinchilla’s enclosure, humming a half-remembered tune as he adjusted the dust bath.

“You’re looking especially fluffy today,” he murmured. The chinchilla flopped sideways into the dust, blinking at him with sleepy amusement. “Must be something in the air, eh?”

You sure are in a good mood today, his bear said.

I am in the best mood, Stanley said.

Picking the harvest at the vineyard had been wonderful enough. Although it had taken every ounce of his self-control not to shift and run after her car as she drove away. But then, to get a phone call from June telling him Oli was okay with their relationship had been the perfect end to the day.

His fingers worked automatically while his mind wandered to more pleasant places. For the first time, he could picture his future in vivid detail. Not just vague hopes, but actual scenes. June in the kitchen of his cabin, with her hair loose around her face, her cheeks flushed from making love. Oli building fairy houses for the rabbits in the backyard. The two of them helping him renovate the old barn on his property into something meaningful.

Maybe that animal therapy center you talked about, his bear said.

A dream he’d barely admitted out loud. A future built on the land he loved, in the town that raised him. He hadn’t just imagined June and Oli fitting into his life, instead, he dreamed of building a whole new life around them.

He’d thought about it a lot since his conversation with June as they sipped wine after the harvest. But he was not sure she thought he was serious.

And neither did he at the time. But seeing the change in Oli over this last week or so had made him think of how animals could help people.

Plus, it would give the goats something to do, his bear said.

And Miam something to talk about, Stanley added.

When he saw June later, he’d broach the subject again and make sure she knew he was serious. That he was committed to the idea in the same way he was committed to her and Oli.

Well, perhaps not quite that committed, his bear said.

Stanley chuckled as the familiar chime of his phone cut through the quiet shop. Stanley fished it from his pocket, his heart doing that little skip it always did when he saw June’s name on the screen.

“Hey, you,” he answered, leaning against the counter.

“Hi, Stanley.” Something in her voice made him straighten. It was too careful, too measured. Not the warm tone he’d grown accustomed to.

“Everything okay?” he asked, suddenly alert.

“I…” She paused. “I got a call today. From that therapy center in Fairhaven I applied to months ago, before I came to Bear Creek. Before we even met.”

Stanley’s fingers tightened around the phone. “The one that specializes in neurodivergent children?”

“Yes.” Her voice brightened slightly. “They’re expanding their practice, and they want me to come in for an interview. It’s exactly what I trained for, Stanley. The exact position I’ve been hoping would open up.”

The floor seemed to tilt beneath him. Stanley pressed his palm flat against the counter to steady himself. Fairhaven. Not terribly far, but not Bear Creek, either. Not here. Not with him.

“That’s wonderful, June,” he said, forcing warmth into his voice. “I’m proud of you.”

The silence on the other end stretched, heavy with unspoken words. He could picture her, phone pressed to her ear, waiting for him to say more. To ask her to stay. To give her a reason not to go.

Instead, he swallowed the tightness in his throat and said, “If it’s what you want...I’ll help you pack. I’ll help you move.”

He heard her inhale sharply. Then, “I... It’s just an interview. I haven’t decided anything yet.”

“Of course,” Stanley said. “Let me know when you hear back.”

They exchanged a few more words, stilted and careful where they’d once been easy, before ending the call. Stanley set the phone down on the counter, the plastic clattering too loudly in the quiet shop.

He stared at the screen as if willing it to ring again. As if she might say it was a mistake. That she wasn’t leaving. That she wasn’t taking his world with her.

What are you doing? his bear demanded, stirring to life with a growl. We just found them. And you are offering to help her pack?

Stanley pushed away from the counter, pacing the length of the shop. His chest felt hollow, like something vital had been scooped out.

What am I supposed to do? he countered. We agreed we would never force her to stay. She has a calling, and I have a cabin with creaky floorboards and a menagerie of pets. That’s not a fair trade.

She’s our mate. She wants us, not what we own. His bear snarled, the sound reverberating through his mind. We’re not forcing her.

But Stanley knew that one wrong word, one misspoken sentence, might make June stay out of guilt. And he would never want that.

He ran his hands through his hair, trying to quiet the storm of emotions churning inside him. June had come to Bear Creek for a fresh start, for a career that would support her and Oli. He’d known that from the beginning. How could he ask her to give that up? To settle for less than she deserved?

The shop felt suddenly too small, too quiet. Stanley moved through his closing routine mechanically, checking water levels, ensuring all enclosures were secure, counting the register. His body went through the motions while his mind replayed June’s voice, searching for clues he might have missed.

He flipped the sign to CLOSED and locked the front door, then stood in the center of the shop, surrounded by soft animal sounds—a gentle rustling from the chinchilla, the quiet chirp of the parakeets settling in for the night. For the first time since opening the store, these sounds didn’t bring him comfort.

His heart felt bruised, tender to the touch. Stanley leaned back against the wall, tilting his head toward the ceiling. He blinked hard. Then again. But the blur didn’t go away. It was ridiculous to cry over something that hadn’t even happened yet, but here he was, breathing like the air had turned thick with grief.

“If she’s meant to stay, she will,” he whispered to no one.

In the silence that followed, even his bear remained quiet, offering no argument, no reassurance. Just the hollow ache of possibility slipping through his fingers.

Stanley pushed himself away from the wall and began turning off the lights, one by one, until only the soft glow of the nightlights remained. Tomorrow, he would be supportive. Tomorrow, he would be happy for her. Tomorrow, he would be strong.

But tonight, as he locked the back door behind him and stepped into the cool evening air, Stanley allowed himself to feel the weight of what he might lose—what he might have already lost.

The walk to his truck felt longer than usual, each step heavy with the effort of holding himself together. He climbed in and sat there, key in the ignition but engine silent, staring at nothing.

You could still call her back, his bear suggested, voice subdued now. Tell her how you feel.

Stanley shook his head. She knows how I feel. She knows I love her.

And that love meant that when she made her decision, he would be by her side. If she wanted Fairhaven, he’d put Bear Creek in the rearview.

Even the store he’d poured his soul into. The animals. The cabin built by his grandfather’s hands.

He’d give it all up if that was the cost of keeping them.

Because June and Oli were his family, and his home was wherever they were in this world.

He started the engine, the familiar rumble doing little to settle the unease in his chest. As he pulled away from the curb, Stanley caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror—the shadows under his eyes, the tightness around his mouth. He barely recognized the man looking back at him.

The road home had never seemed so long.


Chapter Twenty-Two – June

June sat at the kitchen table, phone still warm from her conversation with Stanley. His words echoed in her mind: “If it’s what you want...I’ll help you pack. I’ll help you move.”

Reasonable. Selfless. Stanley to his core.

But what did she want?

When the job offer had come an hour ago, she’d been thrilled. It was the position she’d worked toward for years—the reward for all the late nights studying, the financial sacrifices, the stubborn determination to build a new life. Yet that had been the dream before Bear Creek. Before Stanley. Before she’d fallen in love with a man who looked at her like she was his world.

She pictured Oli yesterday, running between the vineyard rows with Charlie, his laughter spilling into the warm fall air. Happier than she’d ever seen him. And she felt it, too—this pull to the town, to the life they were building here.

And he wasn’t the only one. Over the last week, she’d begun to see Bear Creek as the place she wanted to set down roots. The place she wanted to call home for the rest of her life.

“What did he say?” Barb asked as she poured two cups of tea, trying to look casual, but her eyes flicked up now and then, quietly assessing.

“He said he’d help me move,” June repeated, the words hollow in her mouth. They tasted like copper, like something gone wrong.

Barb set the teapot down with a quiet thunk, nodding as if Stanley’s offer confirmed something she’d always known. “Sounds like he’s being reasonable.”

Reasonable. The word echoed again. Yes, Stanley was being reasonable. Selfless. Kind. Everything he always was.

June wrapped her fingers around the warm ceramic mug, drawing heat into her suddenly cold hands. As she took a sip, her gaze drifted to the window, where the garden shadows lengthened across Herbert’s hutch. The rabbit would be hopping about now, exploring the little world they’d built for him. Stanley’s hands had constructed that hutch. His patience had guided Oli through each step. His smile had warmed their days.

And her heart.

She recalled the day he’d stepped through the garden gate and into their lives. She’d felt the connection to him then. And pushed it away.

But the more time she spent with Stanley, the harder it was to ignore that connection. It was unbreakable.

Which meant that if she left, he would follow. She was sure of it. As sure as the sun rose in the morning, he would give up his life here for her and Oli.

“It’s a good opportunity,” she said, not sure if she was trying to convince Barb or herself. “The clinic is perfect. Exactly what I trained for.”

Barb’s spoon clinked against her mug as she stirred, her silence louder than words.

“I’d be helping kids like Oli,” June continued, the words spilling out faster now. “Making a difference. Isn’t that what I came here for? To rebuild our lives? To find my purpose?”

“Is it?” Barb asked, her voice uncharacteristically gentle.

June blinked. “Aren’t you the one who kept telling me not to give up on my dreams and my career?”

“Dreams change,” Barb said with a sad smile.

“They do.” June stared into her cup. “But what if I regret not taking this job?”

“I think you’re scared,” Barb said, sipping her tea. “Scared to hope that what you have right now might be enough. Scared of depending on someone else.”

“I am scared,” June admitted. “It would be much easier to stick to the plan and leave.”

A soft creak from the hallway made June’s heart stutter. She turned, her pulse already spiking as if her body knew before her mind what she’d find.

Oli stood barefoot in the doorway, Herbert’s sketchbook clutched against his chest, his small face crumpling. His lip trembled, a sure sign of the storm brewing inside him. “Are we leaving Bear Creek?”

June’s stomach dropped as if she’d missed a step in the dark. “Oli, sweetheart…”

“You said we’re leaving,” he interrupted, voice pitched and raw. “But…what about Herbert? And Stanley? I don’t want to go.”

She moved quickly, gathering him into her arms, but she could feel the damage already done. His small body, which had finally begun to relax in Bear Creek, went rigid against her. Silent tears soaked into her collar as he buried his face in her neck. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. He’d retreated into himself as a way of protecting himself.

And she was doing the exact same thing.

“We don’t have to decide right now,” June whispered into his hair, though she knew the clinic needed an answer by Friday. Three days. Seventy-two hours to choose between the career she’d built and the life they were just beginning to find.

Oli’s fingers twisted in her shirt, holding on as if she might disappear. “Herbert will be sad. And Stanley, too.”

June closed her eyes against the sting of tears. The connection Oli had fought so hard to make—with Stanley, with Herbert, with Bear Creek itself—was slipping through his fingers. And she was the one pulling the thread.

“Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” she murmured. “Do you want to sit at the table and draw while I cook dinner?”

Oli shook his head, shrinking away from her outstretched hand. “No. I don’t want to talk about it tomorrow.” His voice cracked as he clutched his sketchbook tighter to his chest. “I don’t want to leave. Ever.”

Before June could respond, he turned and fled the kitchen, his small feet pattering across the hardwood floor. The sound of his retreat felt like a door slamming shut in her chest.

She slumped back into her chair, the weight of his pain settling on her shoulders. What had she done? She’d promised him stability, a place to feel safe, and now she was considering uprooting him again. For what? A job title? A paycheck?

Barb rose from her seat and came around the table. Her arms encircled June in a warm, firm embrace that smelled of chamomile tea and the lavender hand cream she always used.

“You have to do what feels right for you and Oli,” Barb said, her voice gentler than June had ever heard it. “This is not a decision that should be made by overwrought emotions. Give yourself some time to think about it. You know Stanley will go with you, and the rabbit, too. They do have gardens in Fairhaven big enough for hutches.”

June nodded against her aunt’s shoulder, tears welling up. “I’d miss you, too.”

Barb sniffed loudly and pulled away, blinking rapidly. “You might have to take me, too.”

June laughed despite herself, wiping at her eyes. “I’d like that.”

“I don’t think your mate would,” Barb chuckled, her mouth quirking into that familiar half-smile.

“I think you would learn to get along,” June said, feeling the smallest spark of lightness return to her chest.

Barb squeezed her shoulder. “Yes, for you and your boy, we would move mountains.” Her eyes softened as she glanced toward the doorway Oli had disappeared through. “I’ll cook dinner. You go and talk to your boy.”

“Are you sure?” June asked, already half-rising from her chair.

Barb nodded firmly. “He needs you.”

June’s footsteps felt heavy as she climbed the stairs. What could she possibly say to make this better? The landing creaked beneath her weight as she approached Oli’s bedroom door, which stood slightly ajar. She pushed it open gently.

“Oli?” she called softly.

The room was empty. His bed was still neatly made, his stuffed animals arranged in their usual positions. The dinosaur nightlight cast long shadows across the floor, but there was no sign of her son.

A flutter of panic stirred in her chest. She checked the bathroom next—empty. The door to her bedroom stood open, the space undisturbed. She even peered into Barb’s room, though Oli never ventured in there unless Barb was in there.

The panic began to rise, climbing up her throat like bile. She swallowed it down, telling herself he was probably in the living room with his sketch pad. That had to be it.

She hurried back downstairs, calling his name. “Oli? Oli, where are you, sweetheart?”

Silence answered her. The living room was dark and empty.

June rushed back to the kitchen, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Barb, Oli’s gone.”

Barb’s face paled as she set down the wooden spoon she’d been holding. “What do you mean, gone?”

“He’s not upstairs. He’s not in the living room.” June was already turning, heading for the front door. Her eyes fell on the shoe rack, and she froze. Oli’s sneakers, the blue ones with dinosaurs on the sides, were missing.

Icy fear washed over her as she yanked open the front door and rushed outside. The street was quiet in the gathering dusk. She looked up and down the block, searching for any sign of his small figure.

Where would he have gone? The park? The school? A friend’s house? No, his only real friend was Charlie. No! Had he tried to find his way to the vineyard?

Then it hit her. Charlie wasn’t his only friend. Herbert.

June spun around and dashed back to the house, through the gate, and into the garden. Her heart nearly stopped when she saw him, a small figure hunched beside the hutch, Herbert cradled gently in his arms.

Relief made her knees weak as she approached slowly, not wanting to startle either of them. Oli’s shoulders were shaking slightly, his face buried in the rabbit’s soft white fur. Herbert seemed content to be held, his nose twitching occasionally as Oli whispered to him.

“He can’t leave Bear Creek, Mom,” Oli said without looking up, somehow sensing her presence. “He belongs here. We all do.”

June sank down beside him on the cool grass, her throat tight with emotion. How could she argue with such a simple truth? Herbert did belong here. And maybe, just maybe, so did they.

“You scared me, sweetheart.” She slid her arm around his shoulders and rested her chin on top of his head.

“I didn’t mean to,” he whispered. “I just didn’t want to cry in my room.”

“Oh, Oli.” She gathered him close. “It’s okay to cry. It’s okay to feel upset. This is a big decision.”

He leaned into her, silent for a long while. Then, “I don’t want to go. I like it here.”

“I know,” June said softly, her throat tightening.

“We built this hutch,” he said, stroking Herbert’s fur. “Me and Stanley. And I like the pet store and the quiet corner Stanley built for us. And how can I show my special magnifying glass to Charlie if we move away?”

Oli was right. How could she leave this?

She had imagined herself walking the halls of the clinic, setting up therapy spaces, writing plans. But she had never pictured Oli there. Not happy. Not whole. Not like this.

Maybe the dream wasn’t the job at all.

Maybe the dream was this. Bear Creek. Herbert in the garden. Stanley’s protective kindness. Her son laughing in the pet store.

Barb’s words echoed back to her—scared to hope. Maybe that was it. Maybe the scariest thing wasn’t about leaving or staying. It was believing what she had with Stanley could last.

June shifted carefully, not wanting to disturb Oli and Herbert, and reached for her phone.

The screen lit her face as she typed: Can we talk tomorrow?

Her thumb hovered for a second, trembling.

Then she hit send.

Three days to make a decision. But maybe she already had.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Stanley

When Stanley received June’s text—“Can we talk tomorrow?”—he didn’t know whether to feel hope or despair.

Had she made a decision, and if so, was that decision to stay or go?

We should go to her. His bear said it quietly but firmly, as if the thought had been circling for some time.

The urge was great. To go and convince her to stay, to persuade her that they could build a good life together here in Bear Creek. He could already see it: her smile across the breakfast table, Oli’s laughter as they tended the animals, the three of them walking home together in the evening light.

But he knew this decision had to be hers and hers alone. It would be too easy to paint a perfect picture of what their life could be like here, to remind her how happy Oli was and how much her son had changed since they’d arrived.

But he did not want to rob his mate of her hopes and dreams. He never wanted it to be a wedge between them if he could not give her the perfect life she deserved.

Because life is not always perfect, his bear said with a deep understanding.

No, it’s not. So, we need to give her space to decide, he murmured. We owe her that.

So he left his cabin and shifted. The cool night air clung to his fur, carrying the faint scent of pine and wood smoke as he bounded up into the mountains, his paws pounding earth and rock. The wind whistled past his ears, and the silence that followed was louder than anything.

Still, the ache in his chest didn’t ease. Every muscle in his body worked to outrun the uncertainty, but her face, her scent, her voice kept catching up with him.

He ran until his muscles burned, and his breath came hard. And still he ran until the stars dusted the sky.

And then—like a thread pulled taut in his soul—he felt it.

She’s here, his bear whispered.

Stanley stilled. His heart stalled as he felt her presence.

She’s back home, his bear said, and wheeled around, sprinting back toward the cabin where his mate waited.

At least, he hoped she would wait. What if she found the cabin empty and drove away?

Then we will chase after her, his bear said, lungs burning as he pushed himself to run faster.

As he finally reached his cabin, he saw her.

June.

She was sitting on the porch swing, wrapped in a sweater, her hands tucked into the sleeves. His breath caught in his throat as she looked up and saw him.

“I couldn’t wait until tomorrow,” she said, as she stood and came toward him as if pulled by a magnetic force.

His bear stood still. Waiting. Hoping.

“I’m staying,” she added as she dropped to her knees before him and threaded her fingers in his thick fur, resting her forehead on his. “Because Oli feels safe here. Because…I do, too.”

For a long moment, Stanley’s bear couldn’t move. It was as if he were rooted to the ground, overflowing with relief, joy, something fierce and sacred.

She chose us, his bear roared.

She is staying, Stanley said with complete and utter relief.

The bear rubbed his head against her arm and huffed gruffly, wishing he could tell her how happy he was.

Let me, Stanley said.

The bear stepped back, breaking contact with his mate. Then, the air around him popped and crackled as he let go of the world. He faded away for an instant and then returned as a man.

Stanley closed the distance between them, voice thick with emotion. “Are you sure?”

June smiled, eyes shining in the moonlight. “Only about this. About us.”

Stanley wrapped his arms around her, a laugh erupting from deep in his chest as he pulled her close. The joy bubbling through him was too powerful to contain.

She was staying, choosing him, choosing them. His laughter faded as he gazed down at her face, illuminated by moonlight. He cupped her chin in his hand, tilting her face toward his, losing himself in the depths of her eyes.

Without words, he lowered his head and claimed her lips with his own. As their lips met, stars burst behind his closed eyelids. The connection between them felt almost tangible, a living, breathing entity binding them together. Stanley deepened the kiss, pouring every ounce of his love, his relief, his promise into it.

When they finally parted, both breathless, he smiled and pressed his lips gently to hers once more.

“You’re cold,” he murmured, noticing the goosebumps rising on her arms. “Let’s go inside and have some tea.”

June chuckled, her voice wavering slightly. “Tea? Now that is the way to celebrate.”

Stanley glanced back at her as he unlocked the cabin door, one eyebrow raised. “I could open a bottle of wine instead.”

She shook her head, following him inside. “No, tea would be perfect.”

The warmth of the cabin enveloped them as they stepped through the doorway. Stanley’s pets stirred—the dogs lifting their heads, tails thumping against the floor in sleepy greeting, while a tabby cat stretched and yawned from its perch on the windowsill.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Stanley said, moving toward the kitchen. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

June settled onto the sofa and was immediately besieged by Stanley’s furry friends. She giggled as the dogs jostled for attention, while Uma wound herself around her calves and Miam padded along the back of the couch like a watchful little shadow. The tabby gave a contented chirp before curling into her lap, and Miam hopped down to perch on the armrest, his green eyes half-lidded in approval.

She looks right at home, his bear said happily.

She is home, Stanley said. But as he prepared the tea, a question nagged at him.

Should I tell her now about our plans for converting the barn into an animal therapy clinic? he asked his bear.

Yes, his bear said without hesitation. Make her see she is not giving up on her dream job. But instead, we are creating a dream right here.

Stanley’s hands stilled on the mugs. His bear was right. June deserved to know she wasn’t sacrificing her career by staying in Bear Creek. She could have everything—him, Oli, and the work she’d trained so hard for.

He carried the steaming mugs to the living room, the aroma of chamomile and honey filling the air. He sat down next to June, the couch dipping slightly under his weight. She smiled as she accepted the mug, their fingers brushing in the exchange, sending electricity coursing through him.

“I have an idea,” Stanley said, watching her face carefully.

“You do?” June blew gently across the surface of her tea, steam curling around her face.

Stanley nodded, his heart racing. “I was thinking that you have the training, and I have the animals. We could set up an animal therapy clinic right here in Bear Creek.”

June’s lips parted in surprise, her eyes widening as the words sank in. “An animal therapy clinic? Here?”

“On my property,” Stanley continued, the words tumbling out faster now. “I have that old barn out back. It would need work, but we could convert it. Make therapy spaces, offices. A place where you could practice what you’ve trained for.”

A tear spilled down June’s cheek, followed by another. She blinked rapidly, trying to stem the flow. “Are you sure?”

Stanley reached for her hand, enfolding it in his own. “The more time I spend with Oli, watching how he connects with Herbert, with all the animals... I’ve seen the change in him. It’s made me realize how powerful that bond can be for healing.” He squeezed her fingers gently. “I want to make something that lasts, June. Something meaningful. With you.”

June set her tea down on the side table. She leaned forward, her palm warm against his cheek as she cupped his face. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, Stanley, but I am so very thankful.”

She closed the distance between them, her lips soft against his. Stanley’s hands found her waist, drawing her closer as their kiss deepened. He could taste the sweetness of honey on her tongue, feel the flutter of her pulse beneath his fingertips.

When they finally broke apart, both breathless, Stanley rested his forehead against hers. “There’s something else,” he murmured.

June pulled back slightly, one eyebrow raised in question. “There is?”

Stanley nodded, suddenly nervous. He stood, setting his tea beside hers. “Wait here.”

He took the stairs two at a time, his heart hammering against his ribs. In his bedroom, he went straight to the dresser and pulled open the top drawer.

Stanley lifted out a small velvet ring box with trembling hands. He opened the lid, the ruby-encrusted diamond catching the light from his bedside lamp, sending prisms dancing across the wall.

Too soon? he asked his bear as he stared at the ring Nero had made for him after he’d met June.

No, his bear replied with absolute certainty. It’s the perfect time. A celebration of our lives together.

Stanley snapped the box closed and headed back downstairs, each step feeling momentous. June was still on the couch stroking Uma, with Miam curled beside her, and the sight of her stole his breath.

She turned as he entered, her smile warming him from the inside out. “Everything okay?”

Stanley nodded, unable to speak past the lump in his throat. He crossed to where she sat, then lowered himself onto one knee before her. June’s eyes widened, her hand flying to her mouth as he presented the small velvet box.

“June,” he began, his voice rough with emotion. “From the moment I saw you in Barb’s garden, I knew you were the one I’d been waiting for. My mate. My heart.” He opened the box, revealing the ring. “I want to build a life with you and Oli. A home. A future. Will you marry me?”

June’s eyes shimmered with tears as she looked from the ring to his face. For a heartbeat that stretched into eternity, she said nothing. Then her face broke into a radiant smile.

“Yes,” she whispered, nodding as tears spilled freely down her cheeks. “Yes, Stanley. I will marry you.”

Relief and joy surged through him as he slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly.

Nero always has a sixth sense when it comes to the perfect fit, his bear said happily.

June stared at it. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“Just like you.” Stanley leaned in.

“I love you,” she whispered.

Stanley’s response was to capture her lips with his. June melted against him, her body soft and yielding as she pressed closer. The kiss deepened, slow and deliberate, his tongue seeking hers.

His hands found the hem of her shirt, his fingers trembling slightly as they slipped beneath to touch heated skin. June shivered against him, her own hands working at the buttons of his flannel shirt. As they undressed, they explored each other’s bodies with gentle caresses and feather-light kisses.

When the last of their clothes fell away, Stanley traced the curve of her breast with his thumb, watching as her eyes fluttered closed, her lips parting on a soft sigh. The sight of her—naked, vulnerable, his—kicked his desire up a notch.

June’s hand slid down his stomach, her fingers wrapping around his hardness with gentle pressure. Stanley groaned, his hips jerking involuntarily as she stroked him, learning what made his breath catch, what made him moan her name.

“June,” he breathed, his voice rough with need as he slipped his hand between her thighs, finding her slick and ready. She gasped, her body arching into him as he circled her sensitive flesh, dipping inside to feel her clench around his fingers.

She moved suddenly, pushing him back onto the sofa as she straddled him in one fluid motion. The sight of her, silhouetted by firelight, stole the breath from his lungs.

“I want you,” she murmured, positioning herself over him. “Now and for always.”

Stanley’s hands found her hips as she sank down onto him, taking him in one slow, exquisite motion. They both stilled, overwhelmed by the sensation of being joined so completely.

Ours, his bear growled low inside him, the word vibrating through every nerve ending.

Then June began to move, her hips circling around and around. Stanley watched in awe as she rode him, her eyes locked on his as she took her pleasure. Her scent wrapped around him, sweet and warm, triggering something primal and protective deep in his chest.

He licked his lips, needing to taste her skin. His mouth found her breast, tongue circling the sensitive peak before drawing it between his lips. June moaned and closed her eyes, her fingers threading through his hair, holding him to her as she continued to rock against him.

Her nails dug into his shoulders, sharp crescents of pleasure-pain that made his bear growl with primal satisfaction. The sound rumbled through Stanley’s chest.

Like a mating call only she could answer—she was his, here, now.

Stanley’s control slipped, the need to claim her, to mark her as his, almost overwhelming.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her tight against him as he thrust upward, meeting her movement for movement. June gasped, her eyes flying open to meet his, dark with desire and something deeper, more profound.

“Stanley,” she breathed, her voice breaking on his name as they moved together, finding a rhythm that spoke of desire, of belonging. Of the binding of souls that only mates could know.

Her movements grew more frantic, her breathing ragged against his ear. Stanley slipped his hand between their bodies, finding where they were joined, circling the bundle of nerves that would send her over the edge.

June cried out, her body tensing, and then she came around him. The sight of her coming undone, the feel of her pulsing around him, triggered his own release. Stanley buried his face against her neck as he filled her, his hips jerking upward as wave after wave of pleasure crashed through him.

“June,” he gasped. “My June.”

As their orgasms faded, Stanley cradled her against his chest, unable to let go even as their breathing slowed and their skin cooled.

June traced lazy patterns on his chest, her touch feather-light but grounding. “I can’t believe I almost left,” she whispered.

Stanley pressed a kiss to her temple, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair. “But you didn’t. You’re here.”

“I’m here,” she agreed, shifting to look up at him, her eyes serious in the dim light. “And I’m staying. Not just because it’s easier, or because Oli loves it here, but because this—us—is what I want. What I choose.”

Stanley’s heart ached with happiness and longing. She had chosen him, chosen them, not out of obligation or convenience, but desire. His bear rumbled contentedly, finally at peace.

“We’ll build something beautiful,” he promised, tracing the curve of her cheek with his thumb. “A life, a home, a future. Together.”

June smiled, pressing a kiss to his palm. “We already have. We’ve built it without even realizing it, right here, where we’re safe, where we belong.”

Stanley held her closer, letting his senses imprint everything about her, her scent, her warmth, the faint echo of her heartbeat against his. So that even if the years changed them, this moment would remain etched in him.

His bear settled down and rested his head on his paws, content at last, in the knowledge that their mate was truly, irrevocably theirs. Forever.


Epilogue

Dawn painted the walls of the Bear Creek Pet Therapy Center in golden light, transforming the empty space into something almost magical. June ran her fingers along the smooth wooden counter, savoring the quiet before the storm of opening day.

But she was more than ready for it.

She moved quietly through the space she and Stanley had created over the past months, her fingertips trailing along freshly painted walls. This morning, these empty rooms would fill with voices, with laughter, with healing.

In the central gathering space, plush cushions formed a circle where clients could sit while rabbits and guinea pigs roamed freely. She adjusted one of the pillows, smoothing a wrinkle that only she would notice. Beyond the large glass doors, the outdoor pens waited in the early light—a gentle pony named Clover, Stanley’s goats, and a small flock of sheep, all rescued and rehabilitated, all ready to work their own special kind of magic.

June paused by the consultation rooms, each one carefully designed for the therapy dogs to work with clients. The blue room for children who needed calm. The green room with its sturdy furniture for more active sessions. The yellow room with its extra-soft carpeting, where people could lie on the floor beside a comforting canine companion.

“I thought I would find you here.”

June turned to find Stanley standing in the doorway. She hadn’t heard him approach. He could move with impossible silence when he wanted to, a gift of his shifter nature that still made her heart skip.

“I wanted to make sure it’s perfect,” she said, her voice hushed in the quiet center.

Stanley crossed to her, his eyes filled with pride as he took in the space around them. “It is.”

June went to him, wrapping her arms around his solid frame, breathing in the familiar scent of him, the scent that had come to mean safety, love, and home. “Thank you for this.”

Stanley’s hand moved in slow circles on her back, his touch as steady and reassuring as always. “Thank you. I’d never have had the idea or the courage to do something like this if you hadn’t come into my life.”

She looked up at him, her heart aching with love for this man who had given her more than she’d ever dreamed possible. Stanley cupped her face in his hand, his palm warm against her cheek, and lowered his lips to hers. The kiss was gentle yet filled with love.

And what love they shared. It was deep and wide and unbreakable.

When they parted, June caught sight of her wedding ring, the ruby-encrusted diamond catching the morning light, sending tiny prisms dancing across Stanley’s shirt. The sight made her smile. Coming to Bear Creek had been the best decision she’d ever made, even though there had been a moment she almost turned away from it all.

“Come on. Let’s have some breakfast before the big opening.” Stanley took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers, and led her back to the house they now shared. In the kitchen, he filled the kettle and set it on the stove while June sank into a chair at the table, suddenly aware of how early she’d risen.

“Nervous?” Stanley asked, reaching for the tin of herbal tea she preferred in the mornings.

“A little,” she admitted. “But mostly excited.”

The patter of feet on the stairs announced Oli’s arrival before he appeared in the doorway, a tangle of dogs around his ankles. He giggled as they nudged and sniffed at him, vying for his attention. June smiled at the now familiar sight.

He loved it here. Loved the quiet of the forests and mountains, loved the animals who were his friends. It was as if he could finally breathe and be himself.

Oli made his way to the table, his special magnifying glass Aunt Barb had given him as a wedding present, when June and Stanley had gotten married, clutched carefully in one hand. He set it down with the precision of someone handling treasure, then climbed into his chair just as Miam, Stanley’s half-Siamese cat, leapt onto the table. The cat brushed against Oli’s arm before launching into a series of meows that sounded remarkably like conversation.

Uma padded in a moment later, winding herself around June’s ankles with a low purr before hopping up beside Oli.

“Morning,” June said, reaching out to smooth Oli’s sleep-tousled hair as he buried his face in the cat’s fur. “I thought you might sleep longer.”

Oli shook his head. “I can’t wait for everyone to meet the animals. Especially Herbert.”

June swallowed hard, fighting the sudden tightness in her throat. They had all come so far. The shy, overwhelmed boy who had arrived in Bear Creek just over a few months ago had blossomed into this confident child who wanted to share his joy with others.

And she had blossomed into a woman who had learned to live, laugh, and love again.

All thanks to Stanley and a rabbit named Herbert.
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