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Hi Reader! Thanks for picking up my book. I’m K.C. Lynn, a small-town Alberta girl who loves writing about true love and its existence.

This series holds a very special place in my heart because it’s inspired by a real mountain in the Canadian Rockies—where my father was born and raised, and where I grew up making cherished memories with my grandparents.

Whether I was outside splashing in the creek with my siblings, taking nature walks with my grandpa, or curled up in the living room with my grandma watching Jeopardy and Wheel of Fortune, I often found myself gazing at this breathtaking mountain with its heart-shaped peak, and knew, even from a young age, it would always mean something to me.

It’s the mountain my siblings and I always anticipated seeing on our three-hour-long car ride because it meant we were finally close to our destination—a tradition now passed down to my own children. A peak that’s been scaled countless times. One that has witnessed real love and stolen kisses. A hidden gem I always share with friends whenever I take them to experience the beauty of the Rockies, and now I am sharing it with all of you.

While the legend surrounding this mountain is purely fictional, the love and memories it symbolizes are not. Hopefully, after reading this story, Heart Mountain will weave itself into your soul just as deeply as it has mine and strengthen your belief in everlasting love.

Happy Reading!

Much Love,

KC Lynn XOX


Dedication


For my Grandma in the Mountains,

Thank you for filling my childhood with the warmth of your knitting and the comfort of your homemade pierogis. For all the laughter and stories shared during countless episodes of Wheel of Fortune, and most of all, for the cherished memories of Heart Mountain. I love and miss you so very much and hope you and Dido are watching over us, still deeply in love and proud of all we’ve become. Gunnar, Ellie, and Bear are foryou.
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Ellie

Eight Years Old

The beam of my flashlight dances wildly through the dark, guiding my best friend, Gunnar, and me down the long, beaten path toward Heart Mountain.

A storm rages above us, the heavy rain making it hard to see. It runs off my new pink slicker Paw bought me while my matching rubber boots sink into the mud beneath my feet.

A pang of guilt strikes me at the thought of my grandfather. He would be furious if he knew I wasn’t in bed where he left me only a few hours ago. I feel awful for sneaking out like this, but it had to be done. The legend specifically states this has to happen at midnight.

“How much time do we have?” I ask Gunnar, yelling to be heard over the downpour.

He glances at the compass he brought, which also serves as a pocket watch—an item he took from Ryland’s home office, where he keeps all the stuff from when he was in the military. “Fifteen minutes.”

Panic grips my chest, propelling me forward. “Come on, we’re running out of time. We have to hurry.” Holding my hood in place, I run as fast as I can, trying my best not to slip in all the mud.

“Wait up, Ellie,” Gunnar calls out, charging after me.

As soon as those words leave him, I trip over a broken log. My arms flail at my sides as I try to save myself, but there’s nothing to grab onto. I’m just about to fall flat on my face when Gunnar catches me, his arms wrapping securely around my smaller frame.

My frantic heartbeat slows as I peer up into his rain-soaked face, the black hoodie he wears offering little support to keep him dry.

Heavy droplets drip from his shaggy brown hair into his face, clinging to thick, dark lashes that frame his unique honey-brown eyes. Eyes that are usually filled with playfulness and mischief, but now are narrowed in anger.

“You need to be more careful,” he snaps, dragging me upright.

I bristle at his sharp tone, my own eyes narrowing. “It was an accident! You don’t have to shout at me.”

“It wouldn’t have happened if you didn’t run off like that,” he fires back. “You can’t do that, Ellie. It’s the middle of the night and we’re out in the wilderness. You could get hurt.”

Concern overshadows his anger, making me feel bad. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I just don’t want to miss out on this. Not when we’re so close.”

His expression softens. “I won’t let that happen. I promise.” Taking my hand, he leads us at a fast pace again.

His promise is the very reason I asked him to do this with me. It’s also why he is my very best friend.

The two of us met last year when he moved in with Ryland Brooks, the retired soldier who lives down the street. Like me, Gunnar doesn’t have parents. Mine died in a car accident when I was only five years old, whereas Gunnar’s just didn’t want him anymore, so they left him at a gas station, which is how Mr. Ryland found him.

I don’t know how a parent could abandon their own child like that, especially one like Gunnar. He’s smart, funny, and good at everything he does. He’s also tough. No one messes with Gunnar and gets away with it. I found this out firsthand when Chuck Turner and his pimple-faced brother, Philip, were picking on me one day. Gunnar stepped in and gave them an ass whoopin’ they wouldn’t soon forget.

At that moment, I found my best friend, and we have been inseparable ever since.

Gunnar is a year older than me, but that has never mattered. We love to do a lot of the same things. Play sports, climb trees, and build forts. Pink might be my favorite color, but I am more of a tomboy, which works out pretty well for Gunnar, I guess.

But he will do things I like to do too, even if he doesn’t. Like catching fireflies. We do it in the evenings and bring them back to our fort to use as a nightlight, then we tell ghost stories until it’s time to go to bed. It’s always so much fun and my favorite time we spend together.

A bright light flashes in the distance, pulling me from my thoughts.

“There’s the light post,” Gunnar shouts over his shoulder as I struggle to keep up, despite the hold I have on his hand. “It shouldn’t be much longer now.”

I nod, too out of breath to speak.

Tonight, Gunnar is doing another thing just for me. Helping me put to the test a legend that lives and breathes in my soul. One I pray is true with all my heart.

Nestled in the Canadian Rockies, our small town of Passion Falls holds a landmark that very few know about, Heart Mountain.

The name stems from its unique peak that’s shaped like a heart. With it comes a legend that states at the stroke of midnight, under the light of a full moon, if you share a kiss on the mountain’s ledge, you will be bound to your one true love forever.

It’s a legend that bound my parents together until their untimely death, and my grandparents until the passing of my meemaw.

A lot of people think it’s hokey pokey, including Kevin Parks, who teases me mercifully for it. It’s why I’m here now, to hopefully prove to him and everyone else just how real it is. I figure doing it with Gunnar would be a safe bet because what better person to fall in love with than your best friend?

I’m pretty sure he only agreed to do it because he doesn’t believe in it either. Though, he would never tell me that because he doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. He has told me before that he doesn’t believe in true love, but I know it exists. My parents and grandparents are tried-and-true versions of it. Whether the legend of this mountain had anything to do with it, we will soon find out…

After passing the wooden marker that declares we are now on property that belongs to Heart Mountain, Gunnar and I climb up the slippery slope that leads to the base of the mountain.

“Watch your step,” he cautions, keeping a firm hold of my hand.

Once we’re on more solid ground, we stop our climb and tilt our heads back. Rain trickles into our squinting eyes as we take in the heart-shaped peak.

“It’s even more beautiful up close like this,” I comment softly, but loud enough for Gunnar to hear. “Don’t ya think?”

“I guess,” he mutters, not sounding very convincing. “I still think the peak looks more like an upside-down triangle than a heart.”

He has always thought this. I guess I can see why, since it’s not the most perfect shape, but that’s where your faith comes in.

“How much time is left?” I ask.

He looks down at the watch again. “Two minutes.”

My heart pitter-patters in my chest, both in excitement and fear, but it’s the latter that takes over.

Gunnar senses it. “What’s wrong?”

I peer into his honey-brown eyes and tell him a fear I have yet to voice out loud. “What if the legend isn’t true, Gunnar? What if everything my parents and Paw told me turns out to be a myth, just like so many believe?”

He shrugs. “So what? It’s not like it changes anything.”

My mouth drops at the statement. “What the heck are you talking about? It changes everything!”

“How?” he challenges. “You still have your memories of them, Elle. Of how much they loved each other. The truth about some stupid legend doesn’t change that.”

I think about what he says and realize he’s right.

“I guess, but I still want it to be true. I want to believe magic like this exists. I also don’t want Kevin to be right,” I grumble. “He’ll just be even meaner to me.”

“Forget that jerk,” he spits out angrily. “If he says anything to you, I’ll bust his mouth open and make him run home crying to his mommy like the baby he is.”

I smile at the image that pops into my head, then burst into a fit of laughter. It triggers one from Gunnar, the two of us in stitches over the thought.

Leave it to Gunnar to make me laugh, even at a time like this.

The town’s church bells chime, signaling midnight. Our laughter abruptly ceases, eyes locking in a timeless moment.

I shift on my feet, suddenly feeling awkward.

“You ready?” he asks, looking as nervous as I feel.

I nod, knowing it’s now or never.

We step forward at the same time, my hands move to his shoulders while his find their place on my hips. Then, ever so slowly, we lean in, our gazes never wavering until the last second.

My eyes flutter closed as our lips touch, the melody of the church bells fading into the echoes of the storm.

His lips are softer than I imagined, and warm—so warm it feels like a comforting hug on a cold winter’s day.

I brace myself for the monumental shift that’s surely about to come. Like a crack in the earth’s core or a spark of electricity that will bind us in everlasting love…

But nothing like that happens. In fact, nothing happens at all.

The church bells eventually fade into silence, ending the moment.

Pulling back, I gaze into Gunnar’s rain-soaked face and notice his eyes are still closed. When he finally opens them, the warmth of their color strikes me in the chest.

“Well?” I ask, noting my voice is raspier than usual. “Do you feel any different?”

“Not really,” he admits, almost apologetically. “You?”

I shake my head, feeling despair wash over me.

“Maybe it takes time?” he says, trying to stay optimistic for my sake. “Maybe we’ll feel differently tomorrow?”

We both know that’s not going to happen, but I play along anyway, offering him a sad smile. “Yeah, maybe.”

Despite my best effort, there is no hope in my voice because there is none left in my heart. My disappointment is immeasurable.

Gunnar wraps a gentle arm around my shoulders. “Come on, let’s head home before Ryland and Paw realize we’re gone.”

Dejected, I follow him down the mountain.

Gunnar remains by my side the entire walk home, unaware that the wetness sliding down my cheeks is from my broken heart and not the steady rain.

My mind and heart struggle to accept that a legend I wanted to believe in so desperately is nothing more than a myth. A magic that simply never existed.

A devastating truth I now must face.
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As Ellie became lost in her grief, she never considered that some magic happens over time, especially one as powerful as love. She also had no idea that Gunnar felt something immeasurable that night, something that would later change his perception of true love and its existence.


[image: Chapter One]


Ellie

Sixteen Years Later

The afternoon sun warms my skin as I walk down Main Street, heading toward the only mechanic shop in town. One that just so happens to be owned by my very best friend.

My hands are full of takeout from Gunnar’s favorite restaurant and the flower arrangement I made just for him. I changed things up this time, using mostly greens and avoiding any pink, hoping he will find it a little less girly.

Every month I make an arrangement for his shop, much to his dismay, but he puts up with it because he knows I love to do it and it’s free advertising for me. Not that I need it since I own the only flower shop in Passion Falls, perks to living in a small town. Still, it’s nice to have my creations be seen elsewhere.

It’s also a good reminder for all the men who walk in there to treat their loved ones from time to time because a thoughtful gesture can go a long way. Even a single flower can brighten someone’s day. It sure brightens mine, which is why I love what I do. A dream that would have taken much longer to happen if not for the money Paw left me.

Now, let’s hope all of this will brighten Gunnar’s day and butter him up for the bombshell I am about to drop. Though, I am not sure anything can prepare him for what I am about to say.

How do you tell your best friend of seventeen years that you have decided to have a baby by artificial insemination, and then ask if he would like to be the sperm donor?

God, it sounds crazy even in my head. Not the baby part because that is the one thing I am certain about. I have always wanted to be a mother, and I have always wanted a big family, something I never had growing up.

As much as I loved life with Paw, it could get lonely at times, and if I’m being honest, it’s still lonely, especially with Paw being gone. He was the only family I had and I miss him dearly.

Sure, I have the flower shop and my friends to keep me busy, but it’s not the same, especially when it’s time to go home to an empty house.

I always thought I would be married by now and have the white picket fence, but my dating life has been pretty much nonexistent. Actually, it’s downright pathetic. Being a virgin at twenty-four years old proves it.

Unfortunately, the pick of men in Passion Falls has always been slim. The good ones are either already taken or I’m too good of friends with them to cross that line. I suppose asking Gunnar to be the father of my child could technically be crossing a line, but it’s not like I’m asking him to have sex with me for heaven’s sake.

Though I’ll be honest and say the thought has crossed my mind a time or two, just so I could say I am not a virgin anymore, but I quickly decided against it. I’m not willing to risk our friendship. Sex complicates things. At least, I think it does. Guess I can’t be sure since I’ve never done it before, but I’m assuming it would…

In the end, it doesn’t matter because I have decided I do not need to be in a relationship to have a baby. There are other options available. One specifically that I have been exploring for the last several months and there is an opportunity this Friday to start the process. I just need to see if Gunnar is willing to be the donor or if it will be a complete stranger.

I’m hoping for the first option because I think raising a child with my best friend would be pretty awesome. It would also be convenient since we are already so entwined in each other’s lives, even working right down the street from each other. It doesn’t get much more convenient than that.

That said, I am willing to settle for the second option if it means getting to have a child of my own to love and care for. I also know Gunnar will be a part of our lives no matter what because he’s my constant, the one person who has been by my side through it all, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. How involved he will be and what role he will play, we will soon find out.

The mechanic shop comes into view, sending a mixture of nerves and excitement dancing in my belly. Nerves because I know this is going to catch him off guard, but also excitement because he will be the first person I share this with. I haven’t even told my closest girlfriends.

It’s been hard to keep this to myself, but I haven’t wanted to say anything until I was sure this was the route I wanted to go. Now that I am, I’m ready to share it with the world, but first… Gunnar.

I enter through the open overhead door only to be greeted by the usual sounds of loud machinery and blaring rock music. The familiar smell of spilled oil and burning rubber penetrates my senses, a scent I will forever associate with Gunnar.

Looking around, I find Mitch, Gavin, and the new apprentice, James, all hard at work, but I see no sign of Gunnar. I do, however, spot Ryland in the far back corner, my heart lighting up at the sight of him working under the hood of a car.

So much for retirement.

As if sensing my presence, he looks my way, a jovial smile smothering his aging yet still very handsome face. If it wasn’t for the soft lines etching his features or the gray mixing with his sandy brown hair, you’d never know he just turned sixty. “Well, look who it is.”

Everyone glances up from their task, greeting me with a smile and a wave. “Hey, Ellie.”

“Hey, guys.”

Ryland gestures me over. “Get your cute butt over here, young lady, and lay one on me.”

Giggling, I walk over, lift to my tiptoes, and plant a loud smooch on his stubbly cheek.

His arm curls around my waist, pulling me in at his side. “How’s my girl doing today?” he asks, warming my heart.

Next to Paw, Ryland Brooks is the best man I’ve ever known. He’s a little rough around the edges, being former military and all, but his kind heart and fierce love for Gunnar overshadows it.

“I’m good. How about you? I see you’re enjoying retirement,” I tease.

He chuckles good-naturedly. “Well, you know what they say, you can take the man from the job, but you can’t take the job from the man.”

Gunnar and I knew he wouldn’t walk away, at least not completely. I think he only announced retirement early because he wanted Gunnar to finally have this place as his own. Something Ryland started just for him.

Woof.

I turn at the old, raspy bark and find the sweetest fur creature in all the land.

“Bear!” I squeal his name, greeting him the same way I always do.

The large English Mastiff wastes no time trotting over to me. I drop to my knees, placing the items in my hands on the floor, and give him all the love and attention he deserves.

“How’s my sweet boy?” I coo, hugging his thick, furry neck and peppering kisses all over his face. “Where’s that warden of yours, huh?”

“He’s right here.”

My head lifts at the deep voice and I find the man I came to see.

Gunnar stands just outside his office door, situated under the stairs that lead up to his apartment. He holds a grease-stained rag in his hands, using it to wipe the oil from them while wearing that signature lopsided grin of his.

His usual work coveralls are dropped low on his waist, revealing a dirty white muscle tank that shows off his fit physique and toned arms. Add in the ball cap that barely confines his thick, dark, messy hair, those honey-brown eyes, and that perfectly sculpted jaw with just the right amount of stubble, and there is no denying my best friend comes from some very good genes.

It’s why every woman in this town fights for his attention, only to never get it, at least not when I’m around. I’m not naive enough to think he never gives in to some of the temptation, but not in the way many hope for.

He has no interest in ever
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