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            A WORD OF WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there will be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for some of my incredible readers.

      These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!
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      The howling in my brain is so loud that I can’t stand it anymore. I drop to my knees on the soft blanket of pine needles littering the forest floor and grip my head in my hands. I had to cut my hair short so that I wouldn’t pull out chunks in my fists like I did the first time this happened. The first time she did this to me. It needs to stop. I know it’s my fault, and allowing this to continue is a kind of masochism.

      I should just let her go.

      But I need it too, as unhealthy as that is. I need to feel every last dagger to my heart. I need it, because when I feel this pain, the pure agony of knowing my mate is being intimate with someone else, I remember to hate her. To hate her with every fibre of my being.

      It forces me to remember the torture she has put me through. The absolute betrayal of our sacred bond that she has committed. And it calls a halt to any lingering thoughts I might have of us someday working things out.

      At least for a while.

      It’s long enough to stop me from doing something stupid, like racing to her side and begging her to give us a chance. I don’t want that… and I don’t want her. I just need to remember that and etch it into my soul. She humiliated me once, and I barely survived. I won’t give her the chance to do it again.

      It’s almost become my mantra. One played on repeat in my head after having my heart torn to shreds.

      I need this. I need the pain. The rage is what I need.

      My wolf bursts out from the confines of my body, out for blood, out for revenge. There is no vengeance to find here, though. The person I’m furious with is long gone.

      Feral and dangerous, he’s not safe to be around anyone else. It’s the main reason I stay away from the pack and the town, so I can’t take it out on anyone else. Only me.

      I settle for working out my all-consuming anger another way and do what I do every time she is with her new man. I run and keep running. It’s all I can do until I can’t even walk, let alone stand.

      Branches and trees fly past in a blur as I push my wolf to the point of exhaustion, not caring where we are or where we are going. By the time I find my way home, staggering and bloody, I hate her again, and all is well.

      At least for a while.
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      “A bootcamp? What would I know about running a bootcamp?” I mutter distractedly, my phone on speaker, as I race around my apartment, shoving books and notepads into a backpack as I hurry to a late-night cramming session in the library. Final exams are looming. I am not feeling optimistic. While I am grateful that I had the opportunity to go to college, it’s cemented in my mind that working full time in an office environment is just not for me.

      “You don’t need to run the bootcamp. You would teach yoga, which is what you want to do, right? And you’d get free accommodation and food in return for helping with the guests, making breakfast, checking them in, whatever,” Hayley explains, and I sigh, knowing that no matter what I say, she is going to have an answer. “And of course, the best bit is the chance to spend lots of quality time with your favourite big sister.”

      I scoff, ignoring that part of her argument. She’s not dragging me into my twin sister’s constant one-upmanship.

      “Yes, because coming to Grey Ridge to spend time with you was a great experience the first time,” I say sarcastically, and I’m met with silence down the line. Shit.

      “Hey, I’m sorry. Bad joke. The fire wasn’t your fault, and I had a great time until then. And you’re wedding was amazing. We just never really left the lodge,” I venture, remembering the nearly tragic fire at the guest house we stayed in for Hayley’s hen party.

      “It was a disaster; you can say it. But that’s why I want you to see that it’s not always like that around here. Come and spend some time in Grey Ridge. You were racing back to study after the wedding and the police caught the guy who started the fire. We’re back to being a sleepy, mountain town.” I roll my eyes. I should have known she’d use my careless remark against me, master negotiator that she is. Now I feel bad.

      “I won’t deny that part sounds good, but who’s doing the bootcamp then?” I ask, my curiosity now piqued as to why she is so invested in getting me out there.

      Hayley wouldn’t be suggesting it to me if she hadn’t already done some research and thought it was worth doing. And I do love the idea of building something from the ground up.

      “Rex,” she states matter-of-factly, as if I should know who that is. “Cooper’s other brother.”

      I pause for a second, but I don’t think I met him at the wedding. Although I remember seeing an unusually high ratio of attractive men wandering about in that giant lodge, both the day of the wedding and when they brought us back there once we got the all-clear from the paramedics the night of the fire.

      “And this Rex, does he have a background in this kind of thing? I mean, bootcamps are popping up everywhere. What about Grey Ridge is going to bring people to the back of beyond to spend their hard-earned wages getting tortured? Does this guy have a big social media following?” I bet this guy is some gym bunny who thinks it’s just as simple as setting up a booking page and posting some pictures of his abs on Instagram.

      Hayley snorts when I mention social media, trying to cover it up with a cough, and I frown. That’s not a good sign. The main reason I’m not enjoying my course is that it all seems so old-school. There’s some information on online marketing, but not as much as there should be.

      “He’s ex-military. I’m not sure he even has a smartphone. He can leverage the family business to get bookings and drive the marketing, but they specialise in 5-star resorts. It’s too formal compared to what’s needed for this kind of place. I know you can make it take off. I know you can do it.”

      She’s resorted to bare-faced flattery. Bribery is coming next. I know it. I know her. This really means something to her.

      “Oh my gosh, really Hayley? Do you think little old me will be able to do it? Well then, gee whizz, sign me up!” I say sarcastically. I imagine her shaking her head down the phone at my attitude.

      “Leah, come on!” she’s resorted to begging. I picture her pouting on the other end, the line between her eyebrows that appears when she frowns deepening.

      “Oh, come on? Really, is that the best you’ve got?” Slamming the door behind me, I turn the key in the lock; phone gripped between my teeth before racing down the stairs. Not that there is much point in locking it. The plywood is so flimsy I could put my foot through it with a well-placed kick. “Listen, Hayley… I gotta go. You know that me and some tech dinosaur trying to build a business will not work. I’m sorry, but I’m not the right person for the job. I’m sure you’ll find someone else to fill the position.”

      I am over this conversation. It sounded good, but — there’s always a but — I can’t work with some rich asshat that doesn’t understand social media and thinks he can get his parents’ stuffy hotel marketing team to make his bootcamp a success. Just as I’m about to hang up, I hear her screeching down the line.

      “Leah! Wait, wait, wait! Shit. I didn’t want to resort to this, but you’re leaving me with no choice.” I can hear the frustration in her voice, and maybe a little… guilt?

      Whatever she owes this guy, it must be massive. Or maybe she really needs to make a good impression on the in-laws. Whatever it is, now I have to find out what’s going on. I still can’t believe she’s married. Nobody else agrees, but I still think that’s all down to my excellent advice. I hope to God it works out between them because our older brother Chase is furious. Good thing he’s on the other side of the world.

      My phone pings in my hand.

      “Dammit, Hayley… I’m not kidding. I have to study!” With a few more steps, I reach the steps of the old red brick library and slow down. I have to study. I should just knock this on the head and focus or I’ll fail these exams.

      “Just open the damn picture. You’ll get a profit share, I’ll talk to Rex about what percentage seems fair, and I’ll help you guys. I promise you won’t meet a harder worker than this man. He’s a fantastic guy, Leah. You know I wouldn’t even be calling you if I didn’t think there was potential here.”

      She’s good. Damned good. I waiver, stalling with my hand on the brass doorknob. My gaze bounces back to my phone as I debate. The notification sitting there, calling to me, tempting me to just have a peek.

      I should just close the alert because I know whatever Hayley has just sent me is going to be my undoing. She’ll get her way, as always, but my curiosity gets the better of me. She knew damn well it would, dammit. I swipe my thumb across the screen. As the image opens, I almost drop my phone. My breath hitches and I swear my heart skips a beat. He is a god. He belongs on the cover of a magazine.

      “Now, Leah Walker, are you telling me you don’t think you can sell a week of sweating it out with this guy to your thousands of female followers?” She keeps blabbering on, but I don’t even hear the words she is speaking. I’m entranced. I would have remembered meeting him.

      It appears someone has snapped the picture on the sly. I wonder what Cooper thinks of Hayley having half-naked pictures of his brother on her phone. I laugh out loud at that. He’d lose his pretty little mind.

      The photo is presumably of Rex. He’s topless and standing next to a pile of cut logs, one hand resting on his hip, the other loosely holding an axe by his side. There is a delicious sheen of sweat and dirt coating his tanned body, and every inch of him is rippling with lean muscles. He doesn’t have an ounce of body fat, as far as I can tell. His hair is black and shaved short, a stark contrast to his piercing hazel eyes. Their startling paleness standing out against his deep tan.

      A lake glistens in the background in the sunshine, and I can see mountains covered in lush green trees rising in the distance.

      It looks like heaven.

      Something inside me flares to life, and I’m gobsmacked. This guy is so smoking hot, he’s awakened a libido I never realised I had. Oh, my… if he has that effect on me, from just one photo, I can only imagine what it would be like up close and personal. People would pay good money to just be in the presence of a hunk like him.

      As attractive as he is, if he has half a brain and can run a good bootcamp, this could be very interesting.

      “Alright, I’m in!” I cave, pushing the door open and marching into the foyer. Hayley shouts in triumph, and I picture her pumping her fist in the air in victory. Poor Cooper, how on Earth will he ever win an argument with this one? I promise her I’ll look at the raft of boring business plans and statistics she’s going to send my way before saying goodbye.

      I haven’t even made it to my seat in the library before I share the picture with a ‘Big news to come!’ caption to my large following. For the next two days, my messages blow up as everyone demands to know who that total hottie is and if he’s mine. Don’t I wish! It’s my most commented-on post ever. This is going to be like shooting fish in a barrel.

      Life’s looking up. A summer spent drowning in the raw magnetism of a sex god while staying in a beautiful mountain town doesn’t sound half bad. Spying on my sister’s too perfect new life and finding out what’s going on is a bonus. Chase would be proud.
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      “She’s in,” Hayley announces with delight as she dances into my small one-bedroom apartment in the pack house. She’s vibrating with giddiness as she plonks herself down on my sofa, tucks her feet beneath her, and grins expectantly at me. I’ve been gone for the weekend, running myself into the ground to get some peace, to ground my wolf. Cooper, my brother, and Hayley’s mate, must have told her I was back.

      “I know. I got your message.” She’s still grinning, ignoring my grumbling. “Hayley… I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      I’m blunt and don’t mince words, gesturing to her sitting in my living room with a wide, smug smile.

      She’s just way too happy. Hayley’s expression transforms from one of delight to one of exasperation.

      “Rex! Don’t be miserable.” She shakes her head and frowns, but I can see her eyes twinkling. The excitement that’s been building up inside her bursting out.

      “Go on, tell me again why this is so good?” I close my book and set it down, searching for the patience I’m going to need to get through this conversation. Hayley tuts at me, knowing I am just humouring her, but she reminds me why I agreed to this.

      “She’s an amazing yoga teacher. Leah has, like, a hundred thousand followers on social media,” she pauses, and I shrug, wondering why I should care. I don’t get why that’s important. Hayley continues, listing off all these points on her fingers as she grows impatient with me. “She’ll live in the B&B, which means the guests will always have someone at hand. She’ll cook breakfast and do the bookings, too.”

      “Fine, I get it. She’ll take away all the stuff I don’t like. I have heard this speech before, you know?”

      I know I’m being difficult. Hayley, as Luna of our pack, has far better things to do than help me set up a new business and listen to me whine about it. She’s only just returned from her honeymoon and trying to catch up. It’s just the idea of work up close and personal with someone I don’t know just sets me on edge. My wolf is restless, too. Especially since she’s female.

      Hayley eyes me and goes to say something before stopping, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth in contemplation.

      “What is it, Hayley?” I’m intrigued now by what she needs to talk about, yet seems hesitant to broach.

      “Em, she might have done something.” She’s hedging, twiddling a strand of her toffee-coloured hair in her fingers as she avoids looking at me. Talk about being vague. Great… I’m getting a bad feeling about this. Whatever it is, I know it’s not good.

      “Your sister?” I keep the question casual, my voice low and calm as I watch her, and Hayley gives a meek nod.

      “She can be… impulsive.” She’s nervous and glances up, meeting my gaze for a second again before standing and edging towards the door. There’s no way I’m letting her get away and follow her, my long strides bringing me up beside her in two steps as she reaches for the door.

      “Hmm. It must run in the family,” I say, reaching over her shoulder to hold the door closed before she can yank it open and escape like she plans to.

      “It’s great news, really. She got some bookings for you. Lots. Just like we discussed, we’ll do one week for humans, one-week shifters, alternating them on and off over the rest of the summer. She has nearly sold the human weeks out already.”

      I quirk a brow at that. The human part has me curious. I knew we would have no problem getting interest from the shifter community. Only senior-ranking wolves get military-style training, but all wolves love the wilderness and want to protect their mates and pups. The opportunity to learn the same things that are taught at Alpha camp will no doubt appeal to plenty out there.

      I didn’t know Leah was onboard until I got the text from Hayley on Friday when I stopped to get a drink. How has she sold us out in a few days?

      “How did she manage that?” I ask, leaning in and picking up the faint scent of deceit in the air. “Hayley?” My voice is low, dripping in warning not to lie to me, or skirt around the truth, as our Luna is good at when it suits the situation.

      “Oh, she put up a couple of pictures, Grey Ridge, the scenery, the house, you, and the bookings just came flooding in. Great news, right? The only thing is the first group is due to arrive in two weeks…”

      “What? Two weeks!! For fuck’s sake, we’ll never be ready! What was she thinking?” I yell, scrubbing a hand over my hair before putting my face in my hands. “Ok, ok, so we’re really doing this then?”

      That I completely exhausted my wolf over the last few days helps me calm down quickly. I’m not really a fan of surprises. I like to be in control. Probably because the shit show that is my mating is so completely out of control.

      Hayley’s smile is back as she picks up on the slight hint of enthusiasm in my voice.

      “Yes, we are! Leah is arriving next week once her exams are done. So, we need to get moving and rope in some people to help get the rest of the work done.”

      Her mind seems to be already going into overdrive. I can see the cogs turning, creating lists of all the things we said we would do, but have yet to finish, thinking we had another month. At least.

      Maybe this will work? I need something else to focus on. Something else to fill my days. To push the thoughts of my lost mate out of my head, and to stop me from reliving the day she rejected me. Repeatedly. This will be good for me. I’ll be busy and tired, and other than a little human flitting around, I don’t have to work for anyone else. Maybe she’ll be quiet, and we’ll just go about our own tasks with little interaction.

      Hayley stands on her tiptoes and reaches up to pull me in for a hug. She knows despite my complaining that I want this. I need this for my sanity. She pulls the door open and turns to leave, just as my brain grasps something else that she said.

      You. Pictures of you.

      “What do you mean, pictures of me?” I ask. Hayley’s eyes widen a fraction, and she ducks under my arm with impressive speed and out into the safety of the hallway.

      “Oh, nothing to worry about. Just a little ‘about the owners’ section we worked up for the website. You just worry about the equipment and the house and leave the rest to us.”

      She darts down the stairs as fast as her legs will carry her, and I narrow my eyes as she disappears, clearly keen to get away from me before I ask any more questions.

      I sigh and go to get changed. I don’t have time to worry about it. There is still lots to do before we’re ready to open. I need to focus on that instead.

      It’s still niggling in the back of my mind. She’s up to something.

      I hope Leah is more easy-going than her sneaky sister. Otherwise, two Walker girls in this sleepy town might be more than we can handle.
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      “Wow, Hayley, this place is gorgeous.” I let out a low whistle as I spin on the spot, taking in the stunning scenery. It looks even more gorgeous with the sun beaming down. It’s breath-taking. The surface of the lake sparkles as sunlight dances across it. A slight ripple carries across the shimmering water as a gentle breeze provides some soft respite to the heat.

      The bright green leaves in the surrounding trees sway in the wind, and there’s a lush forest right behind Hayley’s old house. The restored cabin juts up against a hill. The view continues around the lakeshore, broken only by the occasional house or jetty built at the side of the lake. It’s so peaceful here. It feels so remote, so calm and restorative, but is only walking distance to the quaint little town of Grey Ridge.

      “You would have seen it last time, except…” Hayley trails off, turning from her spot at the bottom of the stairs and grimacing.

      “Except… some lunatic set our guesthouse on fire?” I offer, and she frowns at me, not appreciating my bluntness. “What? That is what happened, isn’t it?”

      Hayley is my older sister, and she recently moved to Grey Ridge to escape an abusive relationship, falling madly in love and getting engaged within a few months of arriving here. I thought she had lost her mind, but I can see how much she loves it here. Cooper, her husband, adores her. She’s sickeningly happy, and she deserves every second after what she has been through. Hayley’s hen party ended in disaster when the local guest house burned to the ground. She’s still sore about it, and bitterly disappointed that our first visit to her new home hadn’t quite been the magical trip she had been hoping for.

      I step up beside her and wrap my arm around her slim shoulders.

      “I still had a great time at your hen, Hayley,” I whisper, and she snorts, rolling her eyes at me. “I did! Shots, handsome barman, quality time with my sisters, getting woken up in the middle of the night by the hot barman…” I wink at her, and Hayley barks out a laugh before she can stop herself.

      “He was waking you up to get you out of a burning building, Leah, not waking you up in a good way.” She grins at me and bumps me with her hip, coming out of her little funk already.

      “I’ll take what I can get. Any good-looking man in my bedroom counts as a win, no matter the circumstances.”

      “I thought you’d be living life to the fullest in college. Nobody there got your attention?” Hayley quirks a brow at me, knowing full well that my previously very active social life at school forced me to become a hermit for the last two months, cramming like crazy. I give a dramatic sigh and toss my hair over my shoulder, and Hayley rolls her eyes at my antics.

      “They’re boys Hayley, I need a man.” I wriggle my eyebrows at her, and she giggles, shaking her head at me. “You know what I mean. Beneath all that charm, Cooper strikes me as the bossy type. Is he as commanding in the bedroom as he is out of it?”

      Hayley blushes a deep shade of pink, and I know I’ve hit the nail on the head. The night of the fire, Cooper arrived and took charge, ordering everyone around and keeping everyone safe. There’s something appealing about a man who’s calm and in control.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” I open my mouth to keep tormenting her when I take in her wide-eyed expression and the sharp warning shake of her head.

      Shit.

      The gravel crunches under heavy footsteps that weren’t there a second ago. This person is making their presence obvious on purpose. I bite my lip a little and wince, and Hayley smirks.

      “I’d prefer not to hear about my little brother’s bedroom activities if that’s ok?”

      His voice is deep and lazy, slipping like silk down my back, and I have to suppress a little shudder. I’ve looked at that picture more times than I care to admit, but I’m still not prepared for how gorgeous he is in person and the effect that just hearing him speak has on me. I plaster on a cheeky smile to stop my mouth from falling open when I turn to face him.

      “Good point. It’ll only make me jealous anyway,” I quip, before stepping up to meet him on his steady march toward us. I extend a hand to greet him.

      “Leah Walker,” I say. “Nice to meet you, partner!” His easy gait falters, just for a split second, before he meets my eye and grasps my hand firmly in his.

      “Rex Jones.” I notice he doesn’t say that it’s nice to meet me too. Oh, he’s going to be a tough nut to crack, but I love a challenge. He’ll warm up to me, eventually.

      “Hayley tells me you’ve been busy getting this place all sorted. Want to show me around?” I ask.

      He blinks from me to Hayley and back again with those dark hazel eyes before letting out a slow exhale. It’s like just being in my presence for more than a few seconds already has him exhausted. I hide my smile as I glance over at Hayley’s tense face. She warned me he wasn’t chatty…… which means I’m probably his worst nightmare.

      “I promise I won’t talk… much.”

      He looks down at me in shock as I voice what is obviously his concern. I make the Girl Scout’s sign, but I’m pretty sure I have it wrong. I never went to scouts. He glances at my fingers, raised in an odd salute, and rolls his eyes.

      Without saying a word, he turns and takes the steps two at a time, leading the way, before pushing the front door open with one large, splayed hand.

      His fingers are long and tanned, and I see the muscles of his forearm flex as he pushes the door wider, leaving enough room for me to walk past. I can tell he wanted to charge inside and put some distance between us, but his good manners got the better of him.

      Hot, reluctant, and grumpy, but raised well. This man is my kryptonite. It will not be a hardship to spend the summer with him.

      “Em… so… this is obviously the living space.” Hayley begins the tour. “And the kitchen. There’s a separate dining room next door.” She gestures towards an open door, and I poke my head into the room. It’s set up with three long tables, all with views out over the water from the new large windows. I remember Hayley mentioning them getting installed.

      “It’s perfect.” There’s no other way to describe it. I smile at her, and she nods, glancing around with obvious satisfaction at what an amazing job she did on the renovation.

      “Are you sure about this, Hayley, letting us use it?” I pull her to a stop in the hallway and look around, soaking in the love and attention to detail she poured into the decor. She nods and pats my hand, gazing around with a wistful expression at what she had hoped would be her fresh start.

      “I am. I love it so much that I don’t want to sell it, but it would kill me to leave it sitting here empty. Since that night, I just cannot bring myself to be here on my own, though.”

      That night is the one where her abusive ex tracked her down and attacked her here, in her new home… forever tainting it with terrible memories. I squeeze her hand, letting her know I understand, and she blinks back the tears threatening to fall before straightening her back and turning toward the stairs.

      Rex’s gaze is intent as he watches her and reaches out to touch her arm as she passes. It’s a small but meaningful gesture of comfort.

      I know right then that every word she said about him being a good guy is true. He truly cares for her.

      “Rex,” I whisper, and he pauses with one foot on the bottom step, turning to me with one eyebrow raised. “Thank you for being there that night. Hayley told me you helped Cooper find her.”

      He nods and shrugs, uncomfortable with the praise.

      “I’m glad I was here, but it was Cooper who found her,” he says, deflecting any credit away from his own involvement.

      “Well, it means a lot that you were all looking out for her. So, thanks.”

      Before he moves away again, I can’t help pulling him into a big hug. It’s impulsive, but I want to show just how much I appreciate what he did. I stretch up to press a quick kiss to his cheek, but he’s as stiff as a plank. Guess he’s not one for physical displays of affection. Awkward.

      I force myself to step back and release him quickly, hoping I haven’t overstepped the mark. He looks down at me warily, suspicion in his eyes. Maybe it’s too much to hope for, but after a moment, he seems amused rather than offended by my invasion of his personal space. Rex is still watching me as I turn and bound up the stairs after Hayley.

      Once Hayley’s shown me where all the supplies were to prepare the rooms, we move the tour outside to the studio. It was a shed before being remodelled. There’s another beautiful view of the lake, and mirrors on two out of the three solid walls. They make the room look bigger.

      “Wow,” I breathe, “I love it.”

      “Rex did it all,” Hayley says, looking at Rex, who doesn’t acknowledge the comment, just tips his head slightly and bends to examine a join in the new wooden floor. Or pretend to examine it. He just doesn’t want the attention.

      “Well, it’s better than I’d ever imagined, so thank you both.” I know I’m gushing, but I mean every word.

      The wall of the glass has folding doors, which, when pushed all the way back, let the fresh air in. They open up onto a small deck built outside, making the space even larger. I can just picture doing classes here pretty much outside, surrounded by nature. It’s the type of space I could only dream of having. It’s gorgeous. I close my eyes and inhale a deep breath, savouring the moment.

      I can already tell this is going to work out. My sister is always right, much as it kills me to admit it.

      “Come on, Rexy boy, I need you to show me your balls.”

      Hayley shakes her head, glaring at me to warn me to behave.

      “Yoga balls‌, obviously. Get your mind out of the gutter, sis.” I smirk at Hayley, who’s attempting to smother a smile.

      I think Rex is more than capable of handling little old me. Especially judging by the way his eyes sparkle at my terrible joke.

      I don’t think he’s as straight-laced as he likes to let on at all… and it’s going to be fun finding out.
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      There is something so peaceful about being up before dawn when the rest of the world is still sleeping, and everything is quiet. I inhale deeply, my chest rising as I pull in a lungful of crisp country air. The heavenly smell of damp leaves and fresh rain float in the air as I stare out at the picturesque lake view at the front of the bed-and-breakfast. The weak morning sun is just peeking over the tops of the trees, and it softly illuminates the slight haze hanging low over the water. It’s breath-taking.

      The porch light comes on as I walk up the steps to the front door. A sensor light was one of the extra security measures Cooper installed around the property after Hayley’s attack. Somehow, I don’t think any amount of lighting or alarms will ever be enough to make her feel completely safe here again. He felt like he needed to try because she poured her heart and soul into renovating this property. But a new start in a new home is probably better for both of them.

      I can see the soft glow of a lamp in the sitting-room window. The aroma of freshly ground coffee beans tells me Leah is up and about despite the early hour. Not hearing any movement inside, I tune into my senses and realise, to my surprise, that she is already outside. Following my nose, I wander around to the back of the house and start walking along a trail that hugs the shoreline, winding through the tall pine trees.

      A few hundred feet along, I find Leah. She’s down on one knee, balanced precariously on a wide log jutting out over the water as she captures the sunrise with a very expensive-looking camera. I wince as she shifts position and the log moves, causing Leah to throw a hand out against the bark to steady herself. I hold my breath and groan, waiting for her to take a tumble into the dark, ice-cold water underneath her. There is no chance I’m jumping in to pull her out. Screw that. Hayley vouched for her swimming and water sports abilities. I guess we might find out sooner rather than later just how comfortable she is in the water.

      She snaps a few shots, then stands and takes some more at a slightly different angle, adjusting and examining her work on the screen every few seconds. Her face is a picture of concentration as her gaze dances back and forth between the camera and the stunning shots she’s lined up. She straightens and tosses her long blonde curls back over her shoulder, finally satisfied with her work.

      Leah exercises caution as she moves back along the log.

      As soon as her feet are on dry land, I step out from the dark path. She gasps as I emerge from the shadows, one hand fluttering to her chest in shock.

      “Jesus, Rex… You gave me a heart attack! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” She laughs breathlessly and steps forward to slap me gently on the arm.

      “I didn’t want to startle you while you were concentrating.” I nod towards the makeshift viewing platform she’s just stepped down from. “It’s not the most sensible place to stand, Leah, unless you really wanted to test out how waterproof that camera is.”

      She grins up at me as if I’ve complimented her inventiveness rather than told her off for being reckless. I can’t help but wonder what has her so buzzed, and my curiosity gets the better of me. Stepping past her, I edge out onto the log, hoping it’ll take my heavier weight and I won’t be the one taking a bath. I creep out a little further still, wanting to get the exact same view she had. She observes me quietly but expectantly, waiting for me to say something. When I get out far enough to see properly, I suck in a breath. Damn it.

      “I’ve never seen the view from this angle, even though I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s unbelievable.” I admit, looking back at her over my shoulder, where a satisfied little smile spreads across her pretty features. I can’t really blame her for wanting to capture it. How did she even think to come down here?

      Her eyes twinkle in triumph, as if she knows the praise she just got was shared reluctantly. Very reluctantly.

      Pushing the camera into my hands, she leans in close to show me the pictures she just took. It’s obvious how talented she is, and how much she adores photography. Her curls tickle my arm, and I notice her hair smells like coconut.

      “These will be brilliant for the site. I’ve already posted one this morning of my coffee from the porch, but these are much better.”

      When I just blink at her, she sighs, pulling a fancy-looking phone from a hidden pocket in her yoga pants. She flicks to an artsy photo of a steamy mug sitting on the wooden railing, with the stunning lake view in the background. She looks at me eagerly, but I just stare blankly at her. It’s a nice photo. It’ll look good on the website. I don’t know what else she wants from me.

      “Social media… this is how I’ve sold out the camp. We have an Instagram page with links and promotions. I have a pretty big following of my own and…” Leah sighs and puts her hands on her hips when she sees my eyes glaze over. “I sent you a twelve-page presentation, for God’s sake!”

      “I’m here at 5:30 am every day. Do I look like a man that has time to read presentations?” I snap sharper than I meant to, stepping away to put more space between us. This girl seems to have no concept of personal boundaries. Not everyone is a hugger or is comfortable with all that touchy-feely stuff.

      She just stares at me, ignoring my sharp comment, and waiting for me to respond like a grown up. We both know that the actual issue is that I have no interest in any of that stuff rather than having no time.

      “But Hayley mentioned something about it. And it is a nice photo,” I concede, and she gives her head a tiny shake in exasperation before the megawatt smile is back. Her lips are full and shiny, she must have lip balm on. I can pick up the subtle scent of cherries. Frowning, I grit my teeth and give my head a little shake. I need to get a grip. Why do I care what the scent of her shampoo or the taste of her lip balm are?

      “Right. Come on, Rexy boy. Let’s sit down and go through the schedule over a cuppa,” she suggests, giving my arm a quick squeeze before striding ahead and leading the way back to the house. It felt almost sympathetic, like she’s accepted the fact that I’m some kind of imbecile rather than someone who just actively dislikes social media. Why would I want a bunch of strangers to know what I’m up to all the time? Why would anyone?

      It irks me, much like the new nickname she has given me. If I react, though, I know it will become a permanent thing. So, I keep my mouth shut and my face neutral. I hope Leah will forget all about it in the madness of the next few days. And it will be madness. We are nowhere near ready for the group of ten women set to arrive for the weekend.

      She marches ahead confidently, oblivious to my grumpiness, or perhaps she just ignores it. Leah has only just arrived but is already comfortable issuing orders. I’m the most alpha wolf in town, and that includes the actual Alpha, but Leah couldn’t care less. It would be admirable, except she is oblivious to the powerful beast she has just given her back.

      Just like Hayley, the alpha aura that affects other wolves doesn’t faze her. It’s refreshing, even if it will take some getting used to. It makes me worry about her safety, though. Soon, we’ll have shifters here. Once they arrive, she’ll have no idea who she’s dealing with or how dangerous they could be.

      I take in her attire, and I’m impressed. Not by the way she fills out those pants, because that really is something to see. Not that I’m looking… but because she has a practical pair of sturdy, well-worn boots on her feet, good socks, a fleece to ward off the morning chill, and a headlamp that she used to light the way while it was still dark. She seems to know what she’s at, and I’m relieved Hayley hasn’t oversold her credentials. I’m happy to take the lead on the camping trips and excursions, but I’ll still need someone who’s capable and comfortable in the great outdoors to help.

      She bends forward to wipe some bark off her knees, and I groan under my breath. Those skin-tight leggings… we’ll have to bring in ugly, baggy trousers for the new uniforms. Leah seems oblivious to what wearing those pants with a figure like hers does to a man. I can’t spend my entire time going around putting errant wolves back in line for lusting over her taut thighs and pert ass. I grimace as I watch her climb up the porch stairs, her hips swaying from side to side. She bends over to open her laces and toe off her boots, and I almost bite through my lip at the sight of her luscious curves presented exactly the way I like them.

      It has nothing to do with me. At least that’s what I tell myself. I just don’t want to spend my days keeping every asshole that comes through the door from hitting on the Luna’s baby sister.

      That’s all it is.
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      Silently, I follow her into the kitchen and wait while she pulls down two mugs and fills them up. I love my coffee and I already know this is the good stuff. For such a chatterbox, she doesn’t seem to find my lack of small talk awkward. Leah gestures down the hall and goes into the small room we have set aside as an office.

      My jaw nearly hits the floor as I take the space in. It’s transformed. Yesterday, there was nothing in here except an old desk, a chair, and an empty grey filing cabinet. This morning, it looks like a professional office. Brand new shelves adorn the white walls, filled with lever arch files in a variety of colours. The side of the desk has cubbies full of leaflets for local attractions and brochures, for the pack’s other hotels and businesses such as Ethan and Cooper’s microbrewery.

      Leah pinned a map of the public forest surrounding us to a cork board hanging on one wall. She’s marked out local hiking trails and added colour-coded pins to show the suitable camping locations and boat moorings. Even the rest stops we discussed via email back and forth are on the map.

      A thick black line depicts the boundary of the public land with the private pack territory, which no guests from outside the pack will get to cross, initially at least. Leah’s been paying attention. Every location I mentioned in our correspondence is there. She hasn’t missed a thing. Maybe beneath her playful personality, she’s more like Hayley than I thought.

      I turn back to look at her where she has swung in behind the desk and pulled out a pad of A3 weekly planners, the top covered in writing and symbols. She uses her foot to kick out the chair opposite her and nods at it without looking up, telling me in no uncertain terms to sit, while she focuses intently on adding some more comments to the planner. Despite myself, I’m amused whenever she issues me with an order. It’s completely alien to me.

      “What?” she asks when I stare at the chair for a second without sitting. Her eyebrow quirks up in silent challenge as she takes a careful sip of her drink. I feel like she’s daring me to admit that I didn’t think she had this serious side to her. It was easy for me to assume she was just a perky yoga teacher who would just want to help with managing the bookings and minding the guests. I’d expected all this boring admin stuff would get dumped on me. Leah showed me she intends to be involved in everything, a true partner, rather than just following my direction. Which is absolutely fine with me. In fact, it’s amazing.

      “Nothing,” I answer smoothly, taking my seat. I’m not stupid. If I’ve learned anything from seeing Hayley in action, or my mother in full Luna mode, it’s that you do not confess to underestimating a woman. She is clearly more business minded than I gave her credit for, but I’ll never admit that out loud.

      “All of this is online, but I thought given your lack of interest in social media,” she says diplomatically, “and the fact that you’ll be offsite most of the time, you might want physical copies here that you can pop in and check.”

      I nod, relieved I don’t have to become attached to a device like Cooper is. Every time my phone rings, it’s already like nails on a chalkboard to me. As alpha, his phone is going off 24/7. Every time I see him pulling it out of his pocket, I’m even more relieved that I passed up on the alpha role that was my birthright. Giving it to my charming, younger, and far more patient brother was the right move.

      An hour later, we’ve divided up the jobs that need to be done each week, and those specific to this week’s launch. Hayley already put Leah in touch with the pack members that are going to help us out while we get up and running. Hopefully, we’ll be able to offer some of the pack and the town work and support the local businesses. Of course, that’s provided all goes well.

      The tension in my shoulders eases as the meeting goes on and it becomes clear she is just as efficient as her Luna sister. I’m not much for words, so I grunt my assent to whatever decisions she is powering through on who needs to do which task and when.

      I doubt Leah’s stopped since she got here. The delicious scent of lasagne and chicken curry lingers in the air, which tells me that last night she was busy batch-cooking some hearty meals to stock the freezer, and the floor is freshly mopped. I can’t help but admire her work ethic. She doesn’t look like someone who’s a grafter, but she’s gotten stuck in here.

      She continues taking notes, and as she drags the pen over the notepad in her feminine script, a soft blonde curl falls forward. It’s the colour of champagne and looks so soft. I get a sudden urge to reach out and touch it, and the thought takes me by surprise. My wolf’s normally anxious if a woman encroaches into my personal space. He barely tolerates physical touch at the best of times and never starts it unless with family.

      I watch her closely as she chews on the end of her pen, full lips pouting, while she tries to remember some insignificant detail I’ve already forgotten. Leah is strikingly beautiful, and just seems to radiate pure happiness. And that dazzling smile, it’s something to behold. It’s easy to see why Hayley thinks she’ll be perfect for this job. Everyone will love her.

      Even now, when she’s clearly exhausted, she’s practically bursting with energy. She meets my eye and catches me staring, our gaze holding for a millisecond too long. Something crackles between us and I’m stunned into silence before I drag my gaze away and look out the window behind her. She stands quickly and tidies up her papers, swaying from side to side to a tune in her head as she files them away. I watch her ass swinging for a second before I give myself a mental slap for being so inappropriate. We work together. She’s Hayley’s sister. I have a fated mate.

      Something sits uncomfortably with me about this strange end to our meeting. Hayley would want me to make Leah feel welcome. We’re both adults. Just because there might be some tension there, we don’t need to make things awkward. It’s obvious the pendulum has swung too far in my efforts to avoid women. I’ve forgotten how to be normal. Fan-fucking-tastic. The need to prove that this is nothing more than social rustiness makes me overreach and do something completely out of character for me.

      “Come on, grab your camera,” I order, and she spins to look up at me as I stand to my full height. She’s not short, maybe five-foot-six, but in this tight space, she has to tip her head all the way back to look up at me. Suddenly, I’m conscious of how close we are. The office isn’t spacious enough for both of us to stand on this side of the desk. My senses are tingling being this near to her. Every cell is urging me to move just a little further. Her chest is mere inches from mine, and her scent is delicious. She has me totally rattled.

      “What?” She tilts her head to the side, trying to work out what I am planning… or what the catch is.

      “You want pictures. I know all the best spots. We have a couple of hours before you meet Danny at the lodge, and you’ve done more than enough here.”

      Leah squeals with delight at my offer to act as a tour guide for her and grips my two biceps in her hands, bouncing up and down with excitement. The high-pitched squeal hurts my sensitive ears, and I immediately regret opening my mouth. She is going to drag me around about a dozen sites, giddy and blabbering away the entire time.

      What on Earth possessed me to suggest this?

      “Thank you, Rex, you are the best!” she gushes before spinning and rushing out of the room to get her stuff. I don’t follow right away as I tip back my head and scrub a hand over the stubble on my jaw in exasperation.

      She’s just so happy. How can someone be that happy? ALL THE TIME. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to cope with this every day. It’s exhausting to be around.

      My wolf doesn’t agree with me. He is preening under the praise of an attractive female. He thinks this is a great idea. She’s hot, there is no missing that… and I’m sexually frustrated. Maybe this stirring of attraction for Leah is a sign that the lingering mate bond between me and Stacey is fading. My chest tightens with anxiety at the thought, but I choose not to dwell on it. It’s a rabbit hole I can’t afford to go down right now for the sake of my sanity. Most of the time, I try not to think about my mate. I shouldn’t be thinking about another woman, either.

      I’ve had my shot at love, and the fates decided I didn’t deserve a happy ending. Since the rejection, my wolf is so unstable and dangerous, I can’t be with someone else anyway. It’s not safe.

      Accepting that has finally given me some peace. Rocking that boat would be too dangerous. For everyone.
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      My singing along to the radio had not gone down well. It turns out alpha males don’t love pop music sung out of tune… or with the wrong words.

      When Rex stared at me in horror before reaching over to turn it off, I didn’t bother fighting with him. I can take a hint. I thought we were bonding in the office. His expression was marginally less stony, and his stiff posture had relaxed as well. I swear I almost saw a smile. That’s the Rex equivalent of doing cartwheels. We even had a moment over schedules and hiking paths when our fingers touched. At least I thought we’d had a moment. Maybe it’s just my ovaries trying to trick me into making babies with this perfect specimen of manliness.

      I don’t know what happened, but something soured Rex’s mood since he offered to show me around, so I’m just leaving him alone. He drums his fingers against the leather steering wheel and seems to be deep in thought. About what, I’ve no clue. Rex has retreated into his shell and is mulling something over in that beautiful head of his. He’s a reserved guy, and I don’t want to drive him crazy in our first few days working together. I’ll allow him a brief adjustment period.

      Most people only see one side of me, the slightly loud, super positive, extroverted side. However, just like everyone else, I need to recharge my batteries. Hayley told me Rex regularly disappears off into the wilderness for days at a time for some peace and solitude. That’s not quite my thing, but going for a hike, or staying in with a good book and a roaring fire, is my idea of heaven. What I’m looking for is someone who wants to do those things with me instead of partying and going out. I’m sick of dating jocks who think they’re god’s gift to women and only want a meek girl to parade around and take care of them.
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