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The bell above the door of Rosewood Café chimed as Gray Running Bear stepped inside, bringing with him the scent of cedar shavings and morning cold. March in Washington meant the kind of damp chill that settled into your bones, but the café was warm, thick with the smell of coffee and bacon grease and something sweet baking in the back.

He made his way to the counter, his boots heavy on the worn linoleum. A few heads turned, they always did in a town this small. Gray nodded to Pastor Jim in the corner booth, raised two fingers in acknowledgment when old Mr. Taylor called out something about needing a cabinet repair.

"Morning, Gray," someone said as he passed.

He murmured something back, polite but brief, and slid onto his usual stool at the counter. The red vinyl was cracked and patched with duct tape. He'd offered to reupholster it more than once, but Gladis liked it the way it was. Said it had character.

Gray understood that. Some things were worth keeping, even when they were worn.

The café hummed with the comfortable noise of a small town waking up, silverware scraping plates, the hiss of the espresso machine, conversations bleeding into one another in a way that should've been soothing. Usually was. But this morning Gray felt restless, like his skin didn't quite fit right.

He'd been feeling that way a lot lately.

"Coffee, hon?" Gladis appeared in front of him, pot already in hand. She'd been working this counter since before Gray was born, and she had the kind eyes of someone who'd seen every version of heartbreak Rosewood had to offer.

"Please." His voice came out rougher than he intended.

She poured, studied him for a moment with that knowing look that made him want to leave a bigger tip, then moved down the counter to refill someone else's cup.

Gray wrapped his hands around the mug, let the heat seep into his palms. He should've eaten at home. Should've avoided the café entirely on a morning when he already felt like he was coming out of his skin. But old habits die hard, and he'd been starting his Tuesdays here for the better part of a decade.

"-think Eden was right, "

His whole body went still.

"...breakfast date was just what we needed." The voice belonged to Sarah Martinez, sitting two stools down with her husband. She was smiling, that soft dreamy look people got when they were freshly happy. "I mean, I never would've thought to suggest it, but she saw something, you know? She always does."

Her husband murmured agreement, and they went back to their food, totally unaware that Gray's hands had tightened around his mug hard enough that his knuckles had gone white.

Eden.

Just her name, and his body reacted like she'd walked into the room. Heat flooded his chest, spread lower, settled heavy in his gut in a way that was becoming harder and harder to ignore. He forced himself to breathe through it, to take a deliberate sip of coffee even though it was still too hot and burned going down.

He welcomed the burn. Used it to focus.

Gray Running Bear had three problems exactly: he was in love with his best friend, the entire town knew it, and Eden Clarke, brilliant, beautiful, oblivious Eden, still hadn't figured it out.

Twelve years. He'd known her for twelve years now. Loved everything about her from almost the first moment, her spunk, her laugh that came from somewhere deep in her belly, the way she looked at people like they mattered. Like they were seen.

Hell, he just loved her.

It hadn't been gradual. Hadn't been a slow build he could've maybe stopped if he'd been smart about it. No, Gray had fallen hard and fast, a freefall with no parachute. Not a crush. Not infatuation or lust, though God knew there was plenty of that too. He was out and out, bone-deep, irrevocably in love with Eden Clarke.

And everyone knew it but Eden.

"Usual, Gray?" Gladis was back, order pad in hand.

"Yeah. To go." He needed to get out of here, get to his shop where he could think. Or not think. Preferably not think.

She scribbled something down and disappeared into the kitchen, and Gray let his gaze drift to the window. Main Street was starting to wake up, a few cars, someone sweeping the sidewalk in front of the bookstore, morning sun trying to burn through the cloud cover.

Twelve years ago, he'd been twenty-four and still figuring out what it meant to run a business, to build something that lasted. She'd been twenty-two and brand new to Rosewood, hired as the town's Community Events Manager with a smile that could've powered the whole county and enough enthusiasm to make even the most cynical residents believe in small-town magic again.

He'd liked her instantly. Everyone had. But for Gray, it had gone deeper, faster. She had this way of moving through the world, like she was looking for the good in everything, everyone, and somehow always finding it. She'd walked into his workshop that first week, ran her hand down the length of a dining table he'd just finished, and said, "This is beautiful. You can feel the care in it."

And that was it. He'd been hers from that moment on.

The problem was, he didn’t know how to tell her without hurting their friendship. He genuinely enjoyed being around Eden, it was something he looked forward to. 

This year, though, something had shifted. For him, anyway. Maybe it was turning thirty-six and realizing he'd spent a third of his life waiting. Maybe it was watching another couple get together, another match Eden had made with that gift of hers for seeing what people needed and feeling the loneliness of it settle heavier than usual. Maybe it was that Eden had started looking at him and cocking her head, a question in her eyes, but never saying anything.

Or maybe it was just that his patience, worn thin as paper, was finally tearing.

She touched him all the time now. Casual, easy affection that probably meant nothing to her and everything to him. A hand on his arm when she laughed at something he said. Her shoulder bumping into his when they walked down the street together. The way she'd come by his workshop, straddle one of his workbenches with those absolutely gorgeous legs of hers, and just... talk.

God, he loved her voice. Loved listening to her process her thoughts out loud, the way she'd pause and tilt her head when she was working through a problem, the little hmm sound she made when something clicked into place. He'd let her talk for hours if she wanted. Had done exactly that more times than he could count.

But lately, every casual touch felt like a lit match against his skin. Every time she smiled at him, easy and unguarded, he had to remind himself why he couldn't just pull her close and kiss her the way he'd been wanting to for over a decade.

Because she didn't see him that way. Because she valued their friendship, and he wouldn't risk it. Because she deserved someone who could offer her more than a carpenter with sawdust under his nails and a workshop that smelled like linseed oil.

Because he was waiting for a sign that she wanted him too, and it never came.

"Here you go, hon." Gladis slid a paper bag across the counter, the warmth of it seeping through. Breakfast burrito, same thing he ordered every Tuesday.

Gray pulled out his wallet, left a twenty even though the meal was half that.

"Gray, this is- "

"Keep it." He stood, grabbed the bag. "Thanks, Gladis."

Outside, the air was crisp and clean, and he sucked in a breath of it like he'd been drowning. The walk to his shop was only two blocks, and he took it slow, letting the cold clear his head.

Running Bear Woodworks sat at the corner of Main and Pine, a converted warehouse with big windows that let in north light. He'd bought it eight years ago, back when it was nothing but potential and peeling paint. Now it was his, walls lined with tools his grandfather had taught him to use, pieces in various stages of completion, the smell of wood, finish, and home.

He unlocked the door, flipped on lights as he went. The overhead fluorescents buzzed to life, illuminating the organized chaos of his workspace. Three dining tables in different stages of finish. A bookshelf waiting for its final coat of tung oil. The bed frame he'd spent two months on, cherry wood with inlaid designs that echoed the basket-weaving patterns his aunt had taught him as a kid.

Gray set his breakfast on the desk in the corner, really just a flat surface covered in sketches, orders, and sawdust and unwrapped the burrito. Still hot. He took a bite, barely tasting it, and stared at the whiteboard on the wall.

His to-do list was written in his own blocky handwriting:

• Deliver three tables (Connor, Morrison, Baptiste)

• Resin river table (second pour)

• Finish bookends (cherry)

• Arrange freight for bedframe.

• Train new apprentices (2pm)

Two kids from the rez were starting today. Sixteen and seventeen, both of them hungry to learn a trade, to work with their hands the way their ancestors had. Gray had been the same at that age, restless and eager, needing something to pour himself into.

His grandfather had given him that. Taught him that working with wood wasn't just about building furniture. It was about patience, respect, understanding that every piece of cedar or maple or walnut had a story, and your job was to honor it.

Gray wondered if his grandfather had ever felt like this, like he was holding something too big inside his chest, something that needed out before it broke him.

He took another bite of burrito, chewed mechanically, and let his mind do what it always did lately.

Wander to Eden.

Less than twelve years ago. Eleven years, ten months, give or take. That's when she'd walked into his shop for the first time, all summer dress and warm brown skin and a smile that made his heart forget how to beat properly. She'd run her fingers down the length of that table, the one he'd spent weeks on, getting the grain exactly right, and he'd known, right then, that he was in trouble.

Every year since, he'd told himself he could wait. That she needed time to settle into Rosewood, to build her life here. That friendship was enough, that being near her was better than not having her at all.

But this year?

This year, he was done waiting.

He didn't know what that meant yet, didn't have a plan. Gray wasn't the type to push or demand or force something that wasn't ready. But he also couldn't keep carving his want for her into something manageable, something with which he could live.

He'd been living with it for twelve years.

And he was tired of just living.
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EDEN CLARKE WAS DRAWING tiny flowers in the margins of her notepad when Trudy Jenkins said something about "community cohesion" for the third time in as many minutes.

She added a leaf. Then another. A whole vine starting to curl around the edge of the page.

The Rosewood Community Council and the Town Council were going back and forth, again, about the Spring Fling. The same Spring Fling she'd finalized two months ago. The one that was happening in two weeks. The one that was, for all intents and purposes, ready to go.

But this was what they did. This bickering, this back-and-forth, this need to feel like they were contributing even when everything was already handled. Eden had learned a long time ago not to fight it.

Twelve years, to be exact.

At first, it had driven her absolutely insane. She'd come into every meeting armed with spreadsheets and timelines and color-coded plans, determined to streamline the process, to make things efficient. She'd stayed up nights worrying about budget line items and whether the volunteers would show up and if the committees would ever just agree on something.

Then one night at the diner, she must've been about six months into the job, she'd been venting to Gray about it. Probably talking his ear off, the way she always did. And he'd looked at her with those dark, steady eyes of his and said, calm as anything: "You're going to make yourself sick trying to wrangle cats. Just let them."

She didn't know why that had clicked for her. Maybe it was the way he'd said it, like it was the simplest thing in the world. Or maybe it was because Gray had a way of cutting through her spiral and bringing her back to earth.

Either way, it had changed everything.

Because the truth was, the committees did follow her plans. Every time. They just needed to feel like they'd worked for it first, like they'd hashed it out and come to a consensus. It was part of the process. Part of what made Rosewood feel like theirs.

So, Eden had stopped fighting it. She'd given Gray a hug that night, he'd gone still for just a second before hugging her back, and she'd thought nothing of it at the time, and told him he was right.

And he had been. She wasn't stressed anymore. Wasn't losing sleep over things she couldn't control.

Now, as she listened to George Callaway debate the merits of pastel bunting versus white bunting, bunting she'd already ordered in exactly the color scheme they'd approved in January, Eden simply smiled and added another flower to her doodle.

"I just think," Sandra Yates was saying, adjusting her reading glasses, "that we should consider the historical significance of the Spring Fling. It's been a Rosewood tradition since 1947, and we don't want to lose sight of, "

"No one's losing sight of anything, Sandra," Trudy cut in. "We're just saying that fresh ideas don't hurt. Isn't that right, Eden?"

Eden looked up, still smiling. "The plan incorporates both tradition and fresh elements. I think you'll all be really happy with how it comes together."

Murmurs of agreement. A few nods. The Bickering Betties, that’s what she lovingly called these women. They claimed they hated each other, but she knew their love ran deep.

Rosewood wasn't a small town, not exactly. But it wasn't large either. They didn't even have a corporate grocery store like some mid-sized towns did, no Safeway, no Fred Meyer. Just Morrison's Market on Main, family-owned for three generations, and the kind of place where they still put your purchases on a tab if you forgot your wallet.

Rosewood had fought hard to stay true to what they'd built, to keep chain stores and big developments at bay. And Eden respected the hell out of that. Loved it, even.

A whim had brought her here twelve years ago. She'd been twenty-two, fresh out of college, and already certain of one thing: she didn't want a life like her parents had.

Not that there was anything wrong with them. Both were notable surgeons in their respective fields, her mother in cardiothoracic, her father in neuro. Brilliant, accomplished, respected. And deeply, profoundly unhappy.

Eden had grown up in a house that was more museum than home. Pristine. Quiet. Her parents worked eighty-hour weeks and came home to a marriage that had died somewhere around Eden's tenth birthday but kept going through sheer inertia.

She'd known by the time she was sixteen that she didn't want that. Success without joy. Achievement without connection. A life that looked perfect on paper and felt empty everywhere else.

So, when she'd graduated and started looking for jobs, she'd typed small town event management into a search engine, and Rosewood had come up. The name alone had caught her attention, something soft and romantic about it, like a place out of a storybook. And when she'd seen the Community Events Manager position listed, something in her chest had said yes.

She'd applied on a whim. Been hired within a week. Packed up her tiny studio apartment in Seattle and driven 24 hours west to a town she'd never even visited.

And now, twelve years later, she couldn't imagine being anywhere else.

"I think we need a piece that will be for the town," Barbara Bell said suddenly, her voice cutting through the low hum of conversation. "A lovely 'we are loved' type of thing."

Eden pulled herself back to the present, pen pausing mid-doodle.

"Oh, good idea," George Callaway said with an enthusiastic nod.

"What would it be, though?" Sandra asked, leaning forward. She was the oldest of the bunch, seventy-six and sharp as a tack.

Something in the way the conversation was flowing didn't feel right, but Eden shook it off. She was probably just reading into things.

Barbara clapped her hands once, a decisive sound. "I've got it."

Everyone leaned in.

Eden felt a small prickle of awareness, the kind she usually got when people were being too agreeable. But she kept her expression neutral, curious.

"We get a cute bench," Barbara continued, her eyes bright, "that goes in Town Square."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Now that was weird. Since when did both committees agree on something in under thirty seconds?

Eden just listened, her pen still hovering over her notepad.

George smiled, folding his hands on the table. "How about this, we have the bench at the Spring Fling, or we debut it at the annual Rosewood Rose Festival?"

Oohs and ahhs went up around the table, and Eden found herself smiling despite her confusion.

Oh. Oh! Barbara's grandson Brian was going to be in town during the Rose Festival and Eden had helped him with Celine last year, set them up on a blind date that had turned into something real and beautiful. They were perfect for each other, and if Eden's instincts were right, Brian was probably planning to propose soon.

That's what this was about. They wanted a romantic backdrop for it.

Her heart softened. "I think that's a great idea," she said warmly.

The two committees looked at each other and nodded, like they'd just orchestrated something brilliant.

Eden's smile widened. She genuinely liked Brian, sweet kid, good heart. And if this bench could be part of his proposal story, she was all for it.

"Great," George said, slapping his palm on the table. He looked over at Wendy Harrison, the town's resident gossip and also the most connected person in Rosewood. If you needed to know anything about anyone, Wendy was your source.

Wendy perked up immediately. "Why don't we get Gray to make it?"

Eden's smile automatically came at the sound of his name.

Gray.

Gray Running Bear was... God, where did she even start? He was one of the most genuinely good people she'd ever met. Quiet, steady, the kind of man who showed up when you needed him without you ever having to ask. Powerful in a way that didn't need showing off, he just was. Solid. Dependable.

He was also six-foot-three of hidden strength. You wouldn't know it just looking at him, he usually wore flannel shirts and work jeans, his long black hair either pulled back with a rubber band or left loose around his shoulders. But Eden had seen him lift furniture that should've required two people, had watched him work in his shop with a focus and grace that made her forget what she'd come there to say.

Gray was... well, he was amazing. One of her favorite people in the world.  

And lately...

"We can see if he'd do it for a discount," Trudy chimed in.

Eden shook her head immediately. "No. We have the budget to pay him what he's worth."

She was firm about that. Gray's work was exceptional, custom pieces that people drove from Seattle to commission. He deserved to be compensated fairly, especially if they were asking him to turn something around quickly.

Everyone nodded, and Eden felt a small surge of satisfaction. This was one thing on which she wouldn’t budge.

"We'd need it within four weeks, though," Wendy said, tapping her pen against her chin. "And he should have full creative rights. Let him do what he does best."

Eden nodded in agreement. That made sense. Gray's artistry was part of what made his pieces special. "Great. Wendy, you could ask him, and then Trudy, you can coordinate what you all want it to look like, general vision, size, that kind of thing."

George cleared his throat, and something about the sound made Eden's attention sharpen.

"I think it would be a good idea," he said slowly, "if you asked him, Eden."

She blinked. "Me?"

"You're his friend," George continued, like it was the most logical thing in the world. "And we're asking for something to be done in four weeks. That's a tight timeline. It'd be better coming from you."

Eden looked around the table. Barbara was smiling, no, beaming. Wendy had that knowing look she got when she thought she was being subtle. Sandra was nodding sagely.

Oh, they were absolutely up to something.

But this was for Brian, she reminded herself. Sweet Brian who'd been so nervous on his first date with Celine that he'd accidentally ordered dessert before their entrees arrived.

Eden normally just oversaw everything. Asking vendors was technically part of her job, but usually the committees handled direct requests like this. She was more of the big-picture person, the one who made sure all the pieces fit together.

But it wasn't worth arguing about. And honestly, Gray would probably say yes more readily if she was the one asking. They were friends. Good friends. He'd been one of the first people to make her feel welcome in Rosewood, and over the years, he'd become... essential, somehow. A constant in her life.

"Okay," she said, nodding. "I can do that."

"Good!" George said, slapping his hand on the table again with an air of finality. Everyone around the table looked entirely too pleased with themselves.

"Eden, ask him tonight and let us know in the morning," George added.

She nodded, biting back a chuckle when Barbara winked at her.

Definitely up to something.

But as the meeting wrapped up and Eden gathered her things, notepad full of flower doodles, phone, keys, she found herself looking forward to seeing Gray. She usually stopped by his workshop a couple times a week anyway, and it had been a few days since their last conversation.

She missed him, she realized. Which was silly because it had only been a few days.

But Gray had that effect on her. He was easy to be around. Comfortable. Safe.

And she had a bench to ask him about.

****
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GRAY HAD THAT AWARENESS, the prickle at the back of his neck, the shift in the air that meant someone was approaching. No, not someone.

Her.

He groaned inwardly, not looking up from the bookend he was sanding. He'd done good today. Really good. Stayed busy enough that Eden had only interrupted his thoughts twenty-three times.

Okay, twenty-four.

But still. Progress.

He'd been determined all morning to either let her go or produce an actual plan. And letting her go wasn't an option, so that left the plan. Which should've been simple enough. Gray was a grown man. He knew how to pursue a woman, how to make his interest clear.

Except every time he tried to formulate an actual strategy for wooing Eden Clarke, his mind went completely, utterly blank.

He'd had relationships. Dated. Hell, he was on the apps like half the single people in the Pacific Northwest, swiping right on women who seemed nice enough, going on dates that were fine but never went anywhere. He'd pleased plenty of women, knew his way around a body, knew how to listen, how to touch.

But Eden... Eden wasn't just a woman.

She was the woman.

And that changed everything.

Gray cleared his throat, set down his sandpaper, and looked up just as Eden rounded the corner of his workshop.

She smiled at him, that warm, easy smile that made his chest ache, and a part of him was genuinely angry about how much he wanted her. Angry that he'd stuck around for twelve years watching her be brilliant, kind, and completely oblivious. Angry that he turned into a soft mush of feelings whenever she was near.

He was a grown man, for fuck's sake. He had options. Choices. He could use his words, open his mouth, and just tell her how he felt.

But Eden...

He shook his head slightly and let himself really look at her.

Eden was beautiful in that classic, timeless way that would've stopped traffic in any era. Deep brown eyes that seemed to see straight through people, everyone except him, apparently. High cheekbones, smooth brown skin that glowed even in the dusty light of his workshop. Her curly hair was cut into a bob, but she'd been letting it grow out lately, and he liked it. Liked the way the curls framed her face and softened her features.

Gray ran a hand through his own hair, long and black, currently dusted with sawdust, and tied it back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck.

"I will forever be jealous of your hair, Running Bear," Eden said, her voice carrying that teasing lilt she got when she was in a good mood.

He smiled despite himself. He loved hearing his name from her mouth. Loved the way she said it, sometimes just "Gray," sometimes his full name when she was being playful, sometimes "Running Bear" like now, with that mix of affection and awe.

Gray set down the tools he'd been working with and grabbed a towel, wiping the sawdust and wood oil from his hands. "Hey," he said, his voice coming out rougher than intended.

They made their way toward the front of the workshop, away from the power tools and the dust. This was their routine, she'd show up, he'd stop what he was doing, and they'd talk. Sometimes for ten minutes, sometimes for an hour. He never minded. Would drop everything for her without a second thought.

She was wearing a purple dress today, cap sleeves that showed off her arms, a fitted bodice that hugged her curves, the hem falling just above her knees. Matching earrings caught the light when she moved. Eden always looked put-together in that effortless way that made him wonder if she knew how stunning she was.

She sat down on one of his benches, a half-finished piece he'd been working on for the a newly married couple from the rez and looked up at him with those eyes. "The committee is up to something, and I need your help."

Gray rolled his eyes and chuckled. "That could mean so many things."

He walked to the small fridge he kept in the corner, grabbed an apple juice for her, she liked the organic kind from Morrison's, and a beer for himself. Twisted the cap off and took a sip, watching as she settled more comfortably on the bench.

Eden grinned at him, that full-wattage smile that made his chest tight. "I think they want to help young Brian with his soon-to-be fiancée."

Gray couldn't help it, he grinned back and wiggled his eyebrows, which made her laugh. That laugh. God, he loved that sound. "They're always up to something," he said.

And they fell into their usual rhythm. Easy banter, the kind that came from years of friendship. She teased him about being a softie for taking on apprentices. He ribbed her about her color-coded planning system. She told him about the meeting, about how the committees had actually agreed on something for once, which made him laugh because he knew exactly how rare that was.

He talked about the two kids from the rez who had started today, sixteen and seventeen, both bright and eager, with natural gifts for the work. "They've got good hands," he said, taking another sip of beer. "Patient. That's what matters most."

Eden's expression softened. "I admire that about you. The way you work with them. Teach them."

Something in her voice made him glance up, and the look on her face, warm, genuine, proud, made him have to look away. Because if he kept looking at her like that, he was going to do something stupid.

Then Eden stood, set down her juice, and walked toward one of his unfinished pieces, a side table in cherry wood, still rough-sanded and unsealed.

"So I wanted to ask if you'd-"

"Eden, don't-"

Her hand was already gliding across the surface, fingers trailing over the wood, and Gray saw the exact moment she got the splinter. Her face scrunched up, a small wince of pain.

"-do that," he finished, already moving toward her.

"Ow," she said, pulling her hand back and looking at her finger.

"Eden," he said softly, his voice dropping into that low register he couldn't quite control around her.

He reached for her left hand, delicate and warm in his, and pulled her gently toward the utility sink. Her finger was already turning a red around the splinter site. Not bad, but it had to hurt.

Gray turned on the water, adjusted the temperature until it was lukewarm, and guided her hand under the stream. She didn't pull away. Just stood there, close enough that he could smell her perfume, something floral and sweet that made him think of spring.

He grabbed his tweezers from the shelf above the sink, rinsed them off, then turned back to her.

"Let me see here," he murmured.

Gray cradled her hand carefully in his own, her smaller hand dwarfed by his larger one, callused from years of work. Their heads bent together as he angled her finger toward the light.

The splinter was small but deep, embedded in the pad of her index finger. Gray's jaw tightened. He hated that she was hurt, even something this minor.

"This might pinch a little," he said quietly, positioning the tweezers.

"Would you make a lovers' bench for the Rose Festival?" Eden asked, her voice soft and close.

Gray focused on the splinter, steady hands working carefully. "How soon do they need it?"

"Four weeks."

He made a low sound in his throat, half acknowledgment, half frustration that they were asking for something this custom on such short notice. But he was already mentally rearranging his schedule, figuring out how to make it work.

"They said they'd pay your regular fee plus a rush charge," Eden added.

Gray huffed out a quiet laugh. "They wouldn't be able to afford that."

He got the tweezers around the splinter and pulled, gentle but firm. It came out clean.

"All better, love," he said, and without thinking, brought her finger to his lips and pressed a soft kiss to the spot.

The moment his lips touched her skin, his brain caught up with what his body had just done.

Fuck.

Gray froze, then slowly lifted his gaze to Eden's face.

She was staring at him. Eyes wide, lips slightly parted, something unreadable flickering across her expression.

The air between
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