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      NATHAN

      This was a terrible idea. The worst.

      Whatever is driving my wolf crazy hasn’t been helped by the vigorous workout I enjoyed last night with the delightful Faye. A peppy little blonde with an eagerness to please and no expectations, she’s a fun bedtime companion when I want to blow off some steam. Normally.

      Last night, though, my wolf didn’t want to be anywhere near her. Every time she touched me, he recoiled; refusing to take part because she wasn’t my mate. For years, we’ve had a mutual agreement that finding our mate wasn’t the be-all and end-all, and that we’d live our lives to the fullest.

      It appears he’s had a change of heart.

      Try as I might, I couldn’t muster the enthusiasm for doing the deed itself, and so I resorted to doing what any self-respecting alpha wolf would do: I lied. I said I wanted to make last night all about her.

      Except now, that has backfired spectacularly. This little she-wolf, whom I lavished with attention, now seems to think something has shifted, that we’re more than just friends with benefits.

      Fuck my life.

      Maybe everyone is right, and I’m too old for this shit. I need to take a break from the ladies, get my head screwed back on straight, and take a holiday. The last six months have been awful; actually, make that a year. My three siblings all finding their mates has clearly turned my wolf into a die-hard romantic. I'll have to go for a run later and have a quiet word with him, because he’s on his own with that one.

      In the meantime, I have to let Faye down gently and end our arrangement before someone gets hurt. This mess is my fault, after all.

      Pulling on jeans and a t-shirt, I move barefoot to my apartment door. Not so subtly glancing at my watch, I wait for Faye to put on her shoes. She’s moving at a snail’s pace, eyeing up her surroundings like she’s already trying to work out where her furniture will fit. My usually calm temperament is being tested as she stands slowly and sashays toward me seductively. She even took the time to put on the red lipstick that looked sexy as hell in the bar last night, but jars now in the cold light of day. She really is in no hurry to leave. Why did I bring her back here? Of course she got the wrong idea.

      “Look, I’m sorry to rush you, but I’ve got a meeting to go to and I need to be on the road…” I explain, pulling open the door and standing to the side to let her out. She pauses in front of me and leans in close, her perfume irritating my sensitive nose and her proximity making me squirm. I just want her out of my space.

      “That’s ok. After last night, you don’t need to apol-…”

      I don’t hear a word she says after that. My wolf howls in my head as he picks up the most amazing scent and every cell in my body stands to attention.

      Where is that coming from?

      All of my senses zero in on the source as my gaze lands squarely on the exquisite beauty standing on the landing across from me, separated by the banisters and open space of the staircase. My sister, Leila, chats away with her like they’re old friends, and I can’t believe what I’m seeing.

      My fated mate is right here, in my home.

      Her sleek, glossy black hair shimmers as she laughs, and her beautiful smile takes my breath away. I take a step towards her without realising. The need to get close to her, to touch her, and smell her, is overwhelming. Now I understand what all the fuss is about.

      What do I do now? I want to go over and grab her, throw her over my shoulder, and take her away from everyone else. But she still hasn’t acknowledged my presence. Her scent is so strong that it’s making my head spin and my cock swell. She must know I’m here?

      “Nathan? Nathan!” A sharp, whiny voice interrupts my thoughts, and I blink down at Faye, who is still standing in my doorway. I forgot she was still here. Her red lips are twisted in a sulky pout. She frowns, growing annoyed as I continue to ignore her and focus back on the perfect creature across from me. Then the reality of the situation hits me like a sledgehammer.

      Oh goddess, no. Not now.

      “So, are we going to do this again?” Faye asks, raising her hand to place it in the middle of my chest, but I catch her wrist before she touches me, and hold it away from my body. I can’t have another woman’s hands on me when I meet my mate.

      “I don’t think so, Faye,” I whisper, trying to step back into my apartment, alone, and hide. Maybe if I can get inside, I can buy myself enough time to get showered and engineer a better first meeting with my mate. This explains why my wolf was being such a pain. He must have sensed she was close by.

      The sound of my voice seems to draw my little mate’s attention, and she turns, meeting my gaze instantly. Time stops as we both stare at each other. She ignores Leila while I tune out whatever Faye is trying to say to me. Her eyes twinkle and she smiles softly at me. The air feels electric as our connection sizzles across the hall between us, and I grin back in awe.

      I feel like a king, but only for a second.

      Her gaze moves to the woman blowing me a kiss over her shoulder as she struts off down the hallway, dressed in the clothes that, clearly, she wore last night.

      I think I might be sick.

      Holding my breath, I wait to see what my mate’s reaction will be. Fury? Jealousy? I expect her to scream bloody murder at me in front of the entire pack. She’s entitled to be hurt and angry. We’ve only just crossed paths, but I already know I’d burn down the world if I saw another man sneaking out of her room.

      My brothers weren’t messing. This mate bond is something else.

      Instead, though, she does the opposite. Letting her gaze come back to rest on me, she gives me a quick once over before letting her attention drift past me and continues to take in her surroundings. That one look, her cool expression, is like a dagger to my heart; she dismisses me completely. My black-haired beauty turns back to Leila, smiling warmly and touching her on the arm as they share a joke. Her relaxed laughter fills the air as she follows Leila into her former apartment, closing the door behind them without giving me a second glance.

      What the hell?

      Slumping against the doorframe, I bury my face in my hands and curse. I want to go over there and burst in, hating the door for blocking my view of her perfect face, but what am I going to say? What would I do? My skin crawls with the need to go to her, so I grit my teeth and force myself to think, for once, before I act. Begging your mate for forgiveness while covered in another woman’s scent can’t be a good look, and it’s certainly not going to help me win her over. She’s clearly pissed off but is too classy to ream me out of it in front of strangers.

      FUCK.

      I slam the door shut and thump the back of it in frustration before heading to the bathroom. Turning the shower up to scalding hot, I try to scrub myself clean of all the women who’ve gone before; of the guilt that’s burned into my soul. How am I ever going to recover from this? When my brother, Rex, messed up with his mate, I told him to grovel like he’d never grovelled before.

      I’m going to need to take my own advice.
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      NATHAN

      “What do you mean, ‘she said nothing’ about me?”

      Frustration gnaws at my insides as Leila rummages through the open fridge, pulling out leftovers and stacking them on the counter. My fingers itch to shut the door and shake her until she tells me every word that my mate said, from the moment they went into Leila’s old apartment, until the second she left.

      Breathing deeply, I try to stay calm. Leila is with her fated mate, but their relationship didn’t start with a picture-perfect first meeting either, so I have to believe she isn’t tormenting me on purpose. She’s not that mean, well, most of the time, but she is annoying me by making me wait. Stupidly, I let my frustration get to me.

      “Also, you don’t live here anymore. Technically, this is stealing.”

      I shouldn’t have commented, and I regret it the instant the petty words pass my lips. Her bump is becoming more noticeable, as is her irritability. She is carrying a bear cub, after all. If it’s anything like its father, its natural grumpiness is probably rubbing off on her from the inside out. Leila leans back from the fridge and narrows her eyes at me, defiantly shoving a slice of cheese into her mouth and slamming the door closed.

      “I am tired and hungry. Should I tell Marcus you won’t give me food?” She arches a dark eyebrow at me, daring me to tell her to put the pack's food back in the refrigerator, knowing that threatening to tell her husband will put any wolf back in line. I shudder, glancing over my shoulder to make sure he’s not actually here.

      “Fuck, no.”

      The last thing I need is an irate grizzly turning up here to kick my ass. I have enough problems as it is. Like how to undo the terrible first impression I made on my mate.

      “Thought so.” She smirks before flicking back her dark hair and returning to her stolen food. Not even bothering with a plate, she shoves the Tupperware full of pasta into the microwave and digs cutlery out of the drawer. “What did you want again?”

      One hand on her hip, she points her fork at me like a weapon and I ease back slightly, putting myself just out of arm’s reach.

      “She didn’t say one word about me?!”

      When Leila shakes her head, I’m stunned. And hurt to the very core of my being. That can’t be true. She’s my mate. How could she ignore this completely? Maybe she swore Leila to secrecy because she was so upset, or said such awful things about me that Leila won’t repeat them? Or maybe she doesn’t feel like she can confide in her because she’s not part of this pack?

      “Why would she? Have you even met Maya properly? She only arrived an hour ago.”

      Maya.

      The microwave beeps and Leila takes out the food, digging in with gusto while I repeat my mate's name over and over in my head. She eyes me curiously while she chews and swallows. She’s not lying. I can’t believe it, but there’s no deceit in her tone or body language.

      “We didn’t meet,” I admit. Leila frowns and tilts her head at me in question, confusion written all over her face. She really has no idea Maya is my mate.

      Shit. Do I tell her? If Maya didn’t mention it, something tells me I shouldn’t either.

      “I saw her going into your apartment,” I hesitate, struggling to figure out exactly what I should divulge. “I thought we had a… moment.”

      Leila snorts in disbelief, picking up a napkin to wipe her fingers as she smirks at me like I’m delusional. My heart sinks. My mate is refusing to acknowledge the mate bond with me, or my sister. This doesn’t bode well, and I can feel myself breaking out in a cold sweat. It’s only right that we speak to each other privately first, but I’ve seen my brother go through rejection. The idea she might want to be rid of me, before this even starts, burrows itself under my skin. I pace the kitchen, unable to contain my anxiety.

      “Nathan Jones, she has barely set foot inside the door and you’re already sniffing around? Can’t you let the girl have one night in peace before you pounce on her?!”

      “It’s not like that. This is different,” I growl, stopping and gripping the countertop so hard my knuckles turn white. Leila rolls her eyes at me, but when she sees the wolf flashing in my eyes, she hesitates, knowing I’m serious about this. Sighing, she tilts her head back and looks up to the ceiling, searching for divine inspiration. Despite being laid back most of the time, she knows how stubborn I can be.

      “You do know she’s Dean Reynolds' sister? You can’t mess her around, Nathan,” she warns. I grind my teeth so hard I expect them to shatter in my mouth. Even though I know why Leila’s saying it, my entire being bristles at the mere suggestion, especially from my sister, that I would be anything but respectful toward my mate.

      “No. I didn’t know that.”

      This news makes things infinitely worse. Earlier, after staring at the door across the hall for what seemed like an eternity, waiting for Leila to emerge, the door swung open. Maya stayed out of sight as they bid their farewells, even though she must have sensed I was there.

      I followed Leila downstairs, peppering her with questions about the new arrival to the pack. Leila told me she was part of the exchange program, but I didn’t realise she was the mysterious Alpha’s sister until now.

      It doesn’t matter who she’s related to, but it will certainly matter to Alpha Reynolds who his little sister mates with. Especially given my playboy reputation, which is largely undeserved, if you ask me. Stories of my antics from when I was in my early twenties have been hugely exaggerated, and other than some friends-with-benefits arrangements, such as with Faye, I have largely kept my nose clean for the last couple of years. My wolf gave me no choice. He has become increasingly reluctant to do anything other than work and run.

      But if she asks her brother about me… it doesn’t bear considering. This is exactly what Cooper and Rex have been warning me about for years. Now they'll have their chance to say, “I told you so”.

      “I don’t even know if she’s single. I mean, I assume she is since she’s left the pack, but maybe she came here because she’s dating one of the guys coming to work for you.”

      Leila has no idea of the flames of fury she’s stoking within me. I turn on my heel to go, needing to leave, needing to immediately seek out my mate to reassure my wolf nobody else will claim her while we’re down here chatting.

      “Nathan, sit down.” Leila’s voice is eerily calm, and I freeze.

      “What’s really going on? Tell me. You’ve been…” Leila’s big eyes are round and sparkling as she moves closer; resting a hand on my arm as she looks up at me. “You’ve been different since Rex and Stacey. I’m here if you need to talk, you know that? Just because I’m not living with the pack doesn’t mean I won’t be here at the drop of a hat if you need me.”

      Pulling her into a hug, I bury her face in my shoulder as I try to calm my racing heart. My sister did everything she could to help Rex get over his rejection, even setting her own misery over her failed pairing to the side. I pray she isn’t about to witness another one of her brothers suffering through the same thing.

      But we’re about to find out.

      “Don’t be so dramatic, sis,” I whisper, trying to keep the nervousness out of my voice as I give her a kiss on the top of her head. "Go home. Put those fat feet of yours up and rest. When Hayley gets home from the hospital, you're going to be Auntie-on-call."

      She grins. Hayley was getting pains last night and went to the hospital; everyone is waiting to see if she goes into labour, which is why Leila is here settling Maya in instead. I know Leila can't wait to get her hands on the baby.

      Disappearing out of the kitchen with a small wave, and shooing Leila to the front door and away from whatever shitshow is about to transpire, I start my slow ascent of the packhouse stairs. I fix my gaze on the door behind which lies the key to my future happiness.

      Shaking out my hands and stretching my neck, I bounce on the balls of my feet as I knock on the door, preparing to face the music and see just how much trouble I’m in. Her scent hits me like a tsunami the instant the door cracks open and she blinks up at me through the narrow gap.

      She's breathtaking.

      “Hi,” I whisper, completely tongue-tied for the first time in my life.

      “Hi.” Shyly, she pushes a strand of black hair behind her ear. Her voice is like velvet and my wolf rumbles in the delight of hearing it at last. Cheeks slightly flushed, she looks away and adjusts her grip on the door, not moving to open it any wider.

      An adorable line appears between her dark eyebrows when they furrow in confusion and she looks up at me, puzzled.

      “Can I help you?”
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      NATHAN

      Can I help you?

      I look down at her, stunned into complete silence. That wasn’t what I expected. Maybe for her to slam the door in my face. For her to give me a filthy look and a hard time. Some cursing and snarling.

      Not this.

      “I… I’m Leila’s brother, Nathan. Can I come in?”

      Through the tiny gap in the door, I can only see half of her face and a curtain of shiny black hair. I need to see her properly. Up close, the urge to reach out and touch her, to cup her face, is overwhelming. The door simply existing between us is making me angry, crazy as that seems. I want to rip it off its hinges so I can be closer to her.

      After dragging her dark pink bottom lip through her teeth as she ponders whether to let me, her mate, into her new apartment, she gives me a minuscule nod and steps back. Pressing her shoulders to the wall, she gestures for me to move past her, down the narrow hallway, and into the living room.

      It takes every bit of willpower I possess to keep moving. Forcing my feet to keep walking before I do something reckless, I take in the few personal items she has unpacked in the small space. At least she’s not planning on running home.

      “So…” Maya hoovers uncomfortably near the entrance to the room, rocking up and down on the balls of her feet, giving me the distinct impression I’m not welcome to stay for long. She’s in black yoga pants and a loose t-shirt, making her petite frame look even smaller. As she crosses her arms across her chest nervously, she finally lifts her head so I can see her face properly. My heart twists as I feel her anxiety about being in my presence.

      It shouldn’t be like this.

      “I want to apologise.” Running my hand through my curly mop and across the back of my neck, I wait for some kind of reaction. Anger or disgust. Something. Maya merely tilts her head to one side and wrinkles her brow in confusion.

      “Okay. For what?”

      For what?

      Now I’m getting suspicious. Is this a ploy to get me to admit exactly what I was up to last night before she unleashes her fury on me? But she looks genuinely perplexed. Maybe she was distracted by Leila and thought it was completely innocent.

      “For earlier. In the hallway… and what you, uh, saw.”

      The penny drops and she makes an O with her mouth, eyes wide, and a slight flush spreads across her chest. So, she did see.

      She clasps her fingers together tightly. Wringing her hands, the bouncing finally stops and she stares up at me, waiting for me to carry on. When I don’t, she fills the awkward silence as I hoped.

      “I didn’t really see anything. And it’s none of my business, anyway. There’s no need to be sorry.”

      She edges away from me, angling her body toward the door, and that’s obviously my cue to leave. There’s no anger radiating from her, just an infuriating indifference that has me completely off-kilter.

      None of her business?

      My mind has gone blank with a mixture of panic and disbelief. Is she rejecting me? Does she think I’ve rejected her by not rushing straight here? Stubbornness keeps me rooted to the spot.

      “I am truly sorry. That’s not the first impression I wanted you to have of me. It matters what you think of me. It matters a lot.”

      Her nose twitches at that, but she says nothing, just watching me curiously as I take a couple of slow, tentative steps toward her. I feel like I’m approaching a wounded animal. Maybe I am? If I move too quickly, she might bolt out that door and straight back to Dean Reynolds, and I’m not willing to risk that. I need to make my intentions clear while I have the chance, so there is no confusion about how much I want her. How much I want this.

      “Are you coming to the welcome dinner?”

      She nods, and her pink blush deepens. It’s adorable. My fingers itch to trail across the delicate skin of her neck and collarbone. I know it’s going to be silky smooth and warm to the touch.

      “Will you have a drink with me? Maybe a dance?”

      I give her my best charming smile and lean in closer, so she can feel my strong alpha aura and breathe in more of my scent. Anything to tip the scales to my advantage. I absorb as much of her delicious aroma as I can before I leave, but her face falls. It’s exactly the opposite response to the one I normally get when I turn on the charm.

      “What?” I ask, straightening, giving back her personal space when I see the look of disappointment that crosses her beautiful features.

      “Does that work on all the ladies? Your charming alpha routine?”

      Her eyes drag up and down my body, eyebrow raised. There’s no malice in her voice. Or venom. She’s just making a point. Observing what she assumes to be my modus operandi. Using my talents at wooing women on my mate now seems sleazy. She’s not someone I’m trying to pick up at a bar, but that’s exactly what it sounded like.

      “No. No. I…”

      Fuck. I scramble, trying to backtrack. I must look pathetic because she finally takes pity on me.

      “Maybe a drink,” Maya offers slowly, meeting my eye, and hope blooms in my chest. I can turn this around. I know I can. I have to.

      “I’ll take it.”

      It’s not a ‘no’, and that’s enough for me. Taking a chance, I reach out and grab her hand, brushing my thumb briefly across the back of her knuckles before releasing it. The jolt of electricity that shoots up my arm startles me and my chest rumbles. No wonder my brothers are constantly touching their mates.

      Her wolf flashes in her eyes in response to mine, and she looks surprised and slightly concerned at her reaction to me. Her pulse flutters in her neck. Even though I long to kiss it, I force myself to leave with a quick smile and a nod of my head before I do something I will regret. Like grabbing her, kissing her, and throwing her down on the sofa nearby, or letting my hands roam every inch of her tempting body.

      Maya shuts the door softly behind me, her polite smile and neutral expression giving nothing away. She might appear shy, but I have a feeling she’s not as timid as she appears. After all, she is an alpha female in a notoriously tough pack. I’m pretty certain she won’t be easily won over, and the thought of that gives me a thrill.

      While it would have been nicer to have an easy first meeting, I love a good challenge.

      MAYA

      Woah. Shutting the door, I turn and rest my back gently against it, careful not to make a sound in case he’s still close by.

      Just being in Nathan’s presence has my sluggish libido roaring to life. Everything about him makes my body sing, from his warm brown eyes to that crooked, boyish smile. His confident posture and relaxed, but unmistakably predatory, way of moving add to the overall package. A powerful alpha, sexual energy rolled off him and his lazy, sensual smile made me want to throw myself at him. I wanted to beg him to take me for a drink right now. Or just take me.

      But a niggle, an alarm bell going off in the back of my mind at how smooth he is, reminded me of the scene from this morning. He knows how to work his obvious charms. Is he just working me, the new girl from the isolated pack? Is this guy assuming I’m a naïve little girl who’ll be bowled over by his megawatt smile and a little flirting?

      I’ve been relatively sheltered as the daughter of a vicious alpha, and then as Dean's sister since he took over the pack. I’m not innocent, but few wolves are brave enough, or stupid enough, to mess around with me when my overprotective brother is the over-protective Alpha. With no outsiders joining the pack, and very few opportunities to venture off the territory, I’ve never had dealings with any men who didn’t know exactly who I was and that I haven’t known since we were kids. They all knew they needed to behave themselves properly with me.

      The strength of my attraction to him, though, is something I can’t deny. Even if he doesn’t want something long term, it would be nice to enjoy some male attention while it lasts. Would I be a fool to fall for it? For him?
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      MAYA

      “Dean, stop. I’m not coming home.”

      Raising my eyes to heaven, I’m glad my brother isn’t here right now, or I’d strangle him. Actually, the real reason I’m glad he’s not here is because he’d command me to come home, and I wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

      “I don’t know how I let you and Hayley talk me into this. Grey Ridge isn’t safe. I don’t want you to get caught in the middle of it all.”

      I can hear his footsteps as he paces the floors of our old packhouse. In my mind, I picture him with his hand on the back of his neck, wearing a track in the hardwood as he gets more and more worked up. It’s sweet, really.

      Dean briefed me on what has been going on in Grey Ridge over the last year. It started with the disgruntled wannabe Alpha of the Anderson pack, Toby, who Hayley caught trying to cheat the Grey Ridge pack on a business deal. When she exposed his scheme, he lost his mate and with it, his succession to Alpha. Ever since, he has been targeting the Grey Ridge pack to get revenge for everything he believes they took from him. To him, Hayley stole his mate and his chances of taking over their pack.

      Even though Toby’s dead now, killed when he attacked Leah and tried to escape, everyone is still on edge. He had help from inside the Grey Ridge pack, and until that person is caught, Dean won’t be happy about me being here.

      “Dean. The Alpha’s sister can’t be the first person to leave the pack on this exchange program and then come running back a day later. I’m safe. The guys have arrived and they’re going to be sleeping in the packhouse, too. Nothing is going to happen.”

      The first trial exchange between our packs was supposed to be one person, but as soon as we decided I was going, Dean suddenly expanded the numbers. Conveniently, some of our elite warriors volunteered to come. My brother has definitely bribed or threatened them, although maybe they jumped at the chance to see somewhere different. Nobody, except some of the more senior members of our pack, has left the territory in years. It’s an adventure I’m not letting him take away from me.

      “Maya, I…”

      Standing off to the side, watching the comings and goings at the small welcome party Leila has thrown for us, I decide if the wolves here aren’t overly worried about a lingering threat, then I don’t need to be, either.

      Cooper and Hayley gave us the opportunity to swap with a different pack instead if we didn’t feel comfortable. That was never an option. Dean doesn’t usually trust anyone else, and even though he’ll never admit it, I know he does trust Cooper and feels for this pack after all they’ve been through lately. He’s happy to post warriors here to help protect the pack house, and in particular, the Luna and her baby.

      “If I was anyone else, you wouldn’t be doing this. I can take care of myself.”

      That stops him in his tracks, and he sighs wearily down the line. He’s stressed. Control is how Dean deals with things when he’s anxious. Our home life was troubled, to put it mildly, but we always had each other's backs. We looked out for each other and protected Jax, our much younger brother, from the horror that was going on.

      “I know. I just worry,” he admits, sounding exhausted.

      I wait him out, and eventually, he relents with another put-upon sigh. My lips twist into a small smile. Dean pretends to be a hard-ass but behind it all, he’s a good guy.

      “Fine. But at the slightest hint of trouble, Maya, you find the boys. Or one of the Joneses. And don’t tell anyone about…”

      His warning wipes the smile off my face. I don’t need him to tell me what to divulge and what to keep to myself. I can’t help the sharp edge that creeps into my voice.

      “Who am I going to tell, Dean? I don’t want anyone to treat me differently, like they do at home. That’s the whole point of coming here.”

      My brother's heart is in the right place, but this is exactly what I wanted to get away from. Our pack prides itself on the skill and strength of every wolf. No wolf escapes warrior training, and everyone helps to keep the borders secure. We all play a part. In a pack like that, where everyone competes to be the toughest, and they value fighters above all else, any weakness is looked down upon. Without meaning to, my brother just reminded me exactly why I need this. It’ll be nice not to be reminded daily that I’m the runt of the pack.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” I know he’s sincere, and my anger fades a little.

      “I know. Look, I better go warn the guys to behave themselves on their first night here. Being around all these new she-wolves is making their heads spin.”

      Dean's deep laugh reaching out to me down the line warms my heart. I feel bad leaving him, and I know he’ll miss me. I’m going to miss him, too. It’s supposed to be temporary, but somehow, we both know it’s not. I don’t know if I’ll stay in Grey Ridge, but I need to spread my wings. He does, too.

      “Go. Enjoy. Not too much, though.”

      Chuckling, I say goodbye and hang up, slipping my phone into my pocket as I make my way over to the only familiar face I can see.

      “Hi, Rex.”

      He turns and gives me a friendly but stiff smile. It’s written all over his face that this is torture for him, even though he’s trying his best. Rex passed up becoming Alpha, despite being the eldest son, for a reason. His discomfort reminds me of Dean so much that I briefly wonder if Dean had the choice, would he walk away, too?

      “Maya, how are you settling in?”

      “Great, although ask me again when I start work. Where’s Leila?” I ask, trying to help him with the small talk he clearly hates making.

      “Here!”

      Leila waddles over and gives me a big squeeze. Her bump presses into my stomach as she leans in, and I can barely get my arms around her.

      “Where’s Marcus?” Rex asks, looking with concern at the door she came through.

      “Not coming. This is his worst nightmare, so he volunteered to help Bodhi get gear ready for the Bootcamp survival expedition instead.”

      A wistful look crosses Rex’s face. I’m sure he’d prefer to be anywhere else but here. Helping the guys lugging heavy equipment around probably sounds amazing. It is his business, after all.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Leila warns sternly. “We’ve no Ethan and no Cooper. You’re stuck here for the foreseeable future, Rex. Get over it.”

      Rex groans and looks miserable as he takes a long swig from his bottle of beer. I’ve heard about Ethan, the former beta. He left after Rex’s mate, Leah, was kidnapped on his watch. It seems they haven’t replaced him yet. No wonder they’re stretched thin in the packhouse.

      “You keep that baby in there until Cooper gets back to work,” Rex warns, pointing at his sister’s swollen belly. Leila scowls and Rex looks genuinely afraid as her mood shifts and she advances on him, eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t even joke about it. I have been pregnant forever. Hayley has gotten pregnant and is in labour with her cute teeny tiny little wolf pup. And here I am, with a giant grizzly bear hibernating in here, growing bigger and bigger inside me every day. If I could make this baby arrive right now, I would.”

      Rex looks sufficiently chastened and raises his hands in surrender. Even though she’s complaining, she caresses her bump tenderly with wide, sweeping strokes.

      “Stop torturing him, Leila.”

      Rex grins as a gorgeous blonde with wild curly hair slips her arm through his and leans into his side. His whole face lights up as he looks down at her, before placing a tender kiss on her forehead. She turns to me, hand outstretched, and I shake it, returning her warm smile.

      “Hi, I'm Leah, Rex’s mate.”

      I guessed as much. Otherwise, she’d be a dead woman for feeling him up like that.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Maya.”

      As Leah introduces herself as his mate, Rex’s gaze drops unconsciously to her mark, and he looks adoringly at her. You can see how much he loves her by the way he takes her hand, so carefully, and presses a kiss to her knuckles, deeply inhaling her scent like there is nobody else here. He can’t stop touching and smelling her.

      “Oooh! The angry Alpha’s sister,” Leah exclaims, and Rex groans. I nod in confirmation, amused at her frank description of my brother, and Leah grins, practically jumping up and down on the spot.

      “Did I miss something?”

      Looking back and forth between Leila and the small blonde staring at me, I’m confused.

      “No. Ignore her. She’s just far too cheerful. All the time. You’ll get used to it.” Leila sighs and shakes her head in disbelief. “Excuse me. I have to pee. AGAIN.”

      Leila disappears inside, and I suspect now she has shown her face and said hello, that might be the last we see of her this evening. She looks exhausted compared to the last time I saw her. Her maternity leave from the hospital has already started. She is supposed to be resting before the baby comes, not on duty here, just on our account.

      “Come on, let’s go get a drink, Maya. Rex needs to find our other guests and make them feel welcome. I want to know more about my new neighbour.”

      Leah’s expression is open and friendly, but I feel like she means business. She might not be Luna, but she could handle the role if Rex had taken the job. Her aura is commanding, and it’s easy to see how she belongs with Rex.

      He gives her a sweet kiss, and me an apologetic shrug, before he disappears, as instructed, to find the four men that arrived with me. They are going to work on Nathan’s construction crews by day, and, apparently, babysit me by night for the next few months.

      “So, what do you want to know?” I ask as she leads me through the growing crowd toward the makeshift bar. Her arm is linked with mine, so I have no way of escaping. She hands me a glass of wine and smiles mischievously before leaning in close to whisper in my ear.

      “Everything. But first, I want to know why my brother-in-law hasn’t taken his eyes off you since he walked through the door.”
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      MAYA

      I swear I can feel his gaze on me the second Leah mentions it. My body heats and my core tightens just thinking that he’s here and he’s watching me. It shouldn’t make me so happy to have his attention. I’m a grown woman. Just because the notorious playboy is interested in me doesn’t mean I have to give him the time of day. I should show him I’ve got more willpower than that. Even if he has the sexiest dimples I’ve ever seen and soulful brown eyes you could lose yourself in.

      Except, even as Leah watches me with curiosity, I can’t keep his crooked smile from invading my thoughts, and a grin creeps across my face. Damn it. Leah winks at me as she takes a sip from her glass and watches me intently.

      “Oh my, it looks like he’s not the only one who has it bad.”

      Was I that obvious? Judging by Leah’s delighted expression, I was.

      “He’s cute, but I saw him with some girl this morning, sneaking her out of his room. I’m not interested in being another notch on anyone’s bedpost.”

      That’s not exactly true. Even as I say the words, denying my reaction to Nathan feels wrong. I’m very interested, but my pride won’t let me go down that path if it’s only going to lead to a fall.

      Leah goes to speak, and then, biting her lip, hesitates for a moment. She glances over my shoulder to where I assume Nathan is standing. Reaching past me to pick up some snacks as a ruse, she casually manoeuvres us so she has her back to Nathan and he’s directly in my eyeline. I try not to stare, but I can’t help it.

      He’s speaking to Peter, one of the other members of my pack who also arrived today. Even though they’re in the middle of a conversation, he lifts his gaze to mine and doesn’t look away as he speaks. Leaning against the wall, arms folded across his chest, long legs crossed at the ankles, his presence dominates the space. Or maybe it only feels that way to me because the intensity of his stare has my heart thumping. I blink hard to force myself to break eye contact.

      “You can tell me to mind my own business, but may I make a suggestion?” Leah twirls her glass around in her fingers as she asks, and I’m intrigued by what she has to say. I have no experience with any of this. I’ve never had a proper relationship before, so getting someone else’s input can’t do any harm.

      “I won’t pretend Nathan isn’t experienced, but on the plus side, the lucky lady he ends up with is going to get the benefit of all that… practice. He is kind, loyal, and honest, and he’s looking for the real thing, even if he won’t admit it. And I’ve never seen him look at anyone the way he is looking at you.”

      I can’t help looking at him again as her words sink in and my stomach clenches. He’s still watching. Leaning in to shake hands with Peter, he slips by him and instantly I know he’s coming over here. Oh, goddess. Leah chuckles beside me when she sees the look of panic on my face. Nathan moves through the crowd with ease, never looking away, and ignoring all other attempts to engage him in conversation.

      “Why not get to know him and see what happens? Worst case, you get to enjoy spending a bit of time with a smoking hot wolf and you leave it at that. Best case, you have lots, and lots, of fun.”

      Leah winks and laughs, her blonde curls bouncing around her shoulders, before patting my arm and moving away, just as Nathan reaches us. He stops right in front of me, not crowding me, but close enough that my body tingles from his mere presence. His hair is still slightly damp from his shower. Did he rush down here just to see me?

      “Maya.” Nathan’s voice is deep and silky smooth. The way he says my name is enough to make me melt. “How about that drink?”

      Unable to think, let alone speak, I tip my glass toward him, showing him the half full drink already in my hand. Nathan frowns and his face falls. He looks so disappointed. A small hand reaches over my shoulder and snatches the glass right out of my grasp. When I twist around to see who stole it, Leah downs the rest of the wine with a grimace and sets the empty glass on the table beside her without a word.

      I turn back to Nathan, open-mouthed at her brazenness, but he is beaming with delight. He holds out a fresh drink with his brow quirked in question. I accept it with a chuckle and a shake of my head.

      “That’s some wing woman you have there,” I laugh. “I hope you’re paying her well.”

      I can’t believe she just did that. She really wants me to give him a shot.

      “Leah’s the best,” he says fondly as she disappears into the crowd, leaving us alone. Our hands touch as he hands me the glass, and that barest of touches sends heat straight between my legs. Leah might be right. There’s no denying the chemistry between us, and I’m only here for a couple of months. Why not enjoy myself with someone who knows what he’s doing?

      “Leila showed me around the packhouse, but I felt bad for keeping her on her feet for too long. Want to bring me on a tour of the grounds?”

      I should be ashamed of myself for my rapid one-eighty about getting involved with someone who’s clearly a player, but it’s hard to feel anything other than excited when Nathan looks like he won the lottery. Crooking an elbow for me to take, he grins at me and gestures away from the crowds, toward the wide-open lawn at the back of the packhouse, stretching to the treeline.

      “I’d be honoured.”

      Something clicks into place as I slip my arm through his and he places his other hand on top of mine. This feels so right.

      NATHAN

      Maya smiles up at me as I lead her away from the rest of the pack, and I’m overwhelmed by how perfect this feels. It’s like the last piece of the puzzle has slotted into place, and now I understand what the picture is supposed to be. Listening to my family speak about the mate bond, I couldn’t fully comprehend how intense it was, but now I get it. I see what my life is meant to be like. I can see it stretching out in front of me, with this beautiful lady at the centre of it all.

      “How do you like the pack so far?” I ask as we fall into step with one another. She’s giving me a chance to redeem myself and I’m grateful. I won’t ruin this opportunity by pushing too hard.

      “Honestly? Meeting all these new people is daunting. I’ve had some exposure to the outside world through helping Dean, but nothing like this. He brought me on a few trips to visit the other alphas, hoping they’d be more welcoming to him with me there as well. Either that or he was hoping I’d find a mate and he could ditch me.”

      She laughs softly, but I need to swallow down a growl at her joke. My wolf doesn’t appreciate the mention of other males, but I don’t comment. My silence doesn’t go unnoticed, however, and Maya observes me intently out of the corner of her eye.

      “Everything okay there, Nathan?”

      She wriggles her fingers and I realise I’ve been gripping her hand a bit too hard. Turning to face her, I take her hands in mine.

      “I have no right, but I don’t enjoy thinking about you and other men. It makes me jealous.”

      Maya’s eyebrows fly to her hairline. She looks surprised I’d confess those feelings, probably because it makes me look like a complete hypocrite. But why wouldn’t I feel that way?
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