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      To my amazing shifter lovers who want more bossy alphas and sexy romance, I adore you all!

      And to say thank you, I regularly give away free books and signed paperbacks via my newsletter.

      

      Follow me for info on all of my new releases, and get regular freebies and discounts, at subscribepage.io/reecebarden
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      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 loud squeal of tires skidding across asphalt disrupts the peaceful morning air, and I whip around to see where the noise is coming from.

      Then I see him.

      A young boy in a bright blue coat is standing in the road, his little face frozen in shock and staring wide eyed as a van hurtles toward him.

      My heart jumps into my mouth, and I step in his direction despite knowing I’m too far away to help.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see a blur of movement as a man launches himself into the road.

      In a split second, he pushes the boy clear, but as he climbs to his feet to get himself out of the way, the van barrels into him with a sickening thud. His body flies through the air from the force of the impact.

      My stomach lurches at the sight, and I’m frozen in place, horrified at the scene unfolding in front of me.

      The sound of screaming fills the air, breaking my stupor.

      A woman who I assume is the little boy’s mother races to his side, collapsing to her knees beside him, sobbing. Holding his chubby, round cheeks between her hands, she looks his body over for injuries. He’s sitting up already, and even though he’s crying and clutching his leg, he doesn’t seem to be seriously hurt.

      The driver of the van clambers out from behind the airbag with a loud groan then collapses on his hands and knees. Bright red blood pours down the side of his face from a gash above his brow.

      Rushing in the direction where the heroic man’s body was thrown, despite dreading to think about what I might find when I reach him, I sprint across the grass verge at the side of the road. Scrambling down the steep slope, almost on my backside, I use my hands to keep my balance as my feet slip and slide on the loose rocks.

      As I hit a gravel area at the bottom of the slope, I straighten and look around.

      Where has he landed?

      When I finally see him, my blood runs cold. He’s floating face down in the river, arms spread, and head bobbing in the slow moving current.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      He isn’t moving, and he’s clearly unconscious, if not already dead.

      Don’t think like that!

      Kicking off my runners, I peel my hoodie and T-shirt over my head, then launch myself into the water. A beautiful, sunny spring day with clear blue skies, the water is still shockingly ice-cold, and I gasp as I plunge into the dark river. My lungs constrict, refusing to work properly, and I fight to keep my breathing even as I swim to him, grabbing the back of his shirt and rolling him over to get his mouth and nose out of the water.

      Tipping his head back, I wrap my arm under his chin and swim back toward the bank. I’m swimming against the current now, and panting hard by the time I reach the edge. Grabbing him under the armpits, I plant my feet firmly into the mud, and with every ounce of strength I have left, I haul him onto dry land.

      He is tall and well-built, compared to my slight frame, and I won’t be able to move him any further than this by myself. It’s probably not a good idea anyway with potential spinal injuries to worry about.

      I drop to my knees beside him, hardly feeling the sharp stones beneath my knees. I’ve gone numb from the cold water.

      Bystanders watch, horrified, from the top of the bank, but nobody comes down to help me.

      They probably think he’s already dead.

      I can’t give up, though. I have to try.

      I touch under his clean-shaven jaw to check for a pulse but feel nothing. I put my cheek to his mouth to feel if there is any air flowing past his lips or nose—nothing again. Rocking back on my heels, I focus on his muscular chest. I can’t see any movement to show that he’s breathing. It seems too cruel for him to die after committing such an act of bravery, but any other outcome seems unrealistic looking at him now, deathly pale and still.

      I grimace at the nasty cuts across his forehead, right cheek, and jaw.

      His nose is clearly broken, and blood drips down the side of his face and into his dark hair.

      And that’s only what I can see on the outside.

      I shake my head and refocus, silently thanking the gods for mandatory health and safety training, as I start CPR. My limbs feel tired, and heavy from dragging him ashore. As I pray that the approaching sirens get here quickly, I’m vaguely aware of someone sinking to their knees in the muck beside me.

      Someone grips the man by his shoulders as I continue compressions.

      “Cooper. Oh no, this can’t be happening,” the man beside me shouts, leaning over to take his pulse as I already have.

      Suddenly, Cooper jerks and coughs violently, choking and retching, as his body expels the water from his lungs.

      Tears of relief prick my eyes as the man takes hold of Cooper’s shoulders, tilting him over to allow the water to pour past his blue lips, and into the dirt.

      “It’s okay, you’re going to be okay,” I whisper with as much conviction as I can muster.

      I smooth back his hair as he blinks slowly up at me, and I hear the rattle of a stretcher being carried down the bank.

      Paramedics surround us now, crouching down beside him to take over.

      I attempt to stand and give the emergency personnel more space, but I collapse backward, landing my ass on the hard ground.

      Strong hands reach under my armpits from behind, gently pulling me up and back a couple of steps, so I’m out of the way.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, looking over my shoulder at my helper, but he isn’t even looking at me.

      He is staring at the man on the ground, Cooper. Judging by the look on his face, he must know this Cooper well. Pushing his jaw-length blonde hair back roughly, he’s blinking back tears and cursing under his breath about this being a close call.

      I’m not as optimistic that his friend is out of the woods, so I say nothing.

      Once my jelly legs work again and can hold me upright on their own, I step away, wrapping my arms around myself, and watch as they load Cooper onto a backboard.

      My body shivers now that the initial adrenaline rush has passed, and the cold that has seeped into my bones finally registers with my brain. My legs give way again, but the man behind me catches me before I hit the ground.

      He turns me to face him, holding me steady by my shoulders, and I stare dumbly into the brightest pair of blue eyes I have ever seen.

      He bends down till we’re eye to eye and looks at me with concern as my teeth chatter, slowly looking me up and down, taking in my wet hair and lack of clothing.

      “Are you alright? Fuck, I think you need to get warm... What’s your name, sweetheart?” He looks at me, expecting me to move, or at least, formulate an answer, but my brain can’t force any words through the fog in my mind.

      I just continue to stare. I don’t think I even nod.

      He frowns before sweeping me into his arms.

      My head rolls back to rest on his shoulder, and I flop in his arms, my energy spent.

      He adjusts my position and holds me tightly against his solid chest, turning to carry me up the hill behind the stretcher. A deep rumble reaches us, something weirdly like a growl, and the man carrying me jerks his head up quickly to stare at his friend, then turns back to me with a curious look on his face.

      Depositing me carefully on another stretcher that’s parked behind the open doors of the ambulance, he cups my face and leans in close. His blue eyes are mesmerising, and a lock of his messy blond hair falls forward across his face.

      “Cooper would be dead without you. Words aren’t enough.” He shakes his head. “Thank you...”

      I grip his hand and give it a quick squeeze. “Is he going to be okay?” I stutter through chattering teeth as I am strapped down and loaded into the ambulance.

      “He’ll be okay.” The man reassures me, giving me a little wink before nodding once. He sprints to the ambulance where they’ve loaded Cooper and jumps in beside him right before the doors slam closed.

      Drawn by the flashing lights, a large crowd has gathered, huddled together with worried faces, and speaking in hushed voices.

      So much for lying low and avoiding any drama.

      After all that work trying to find somewhere to hide and build a new life, something tells me I’ve just ruined it all.

      I shut my eyes, and despite the paramedic beside me telling me that I need to stay awake, I feel myself drifting to sleep as the sirens turn on and the ambulances pull away.
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      I blink my eyes open to uncomfortably bright fluorescent lights, and my head pounds. It takes a second to remember what happened and realise where I am.

      Groaning, I close my eyes again and cover my face with my arm. I’m supposed to be living below the radar, not all over hospital and police reports.

      “Welcome back. Headache?” A chipper nurse carefully peels my arm back from my face before handing me a cup of water and a little container with a couple painkillers.

      I tip the tablets into my mouth and take a few sips of water. Scooting up the bed into a sitting position, I pull the thin blankets up with me.

      “How are you feeling? You’ve been out for a few hours,” she says gently, taking my pulse.

      I remember her. She’s the same nurse who admitted me last night and took all my details. She’s had a long shift.

      “Fine,” I answer. “I feel like a bit of a fraud for taking up a hospital bed, to be honest.”

      “You were in shock and nearly hypothermic when they brought you in. You must be exhausted. We’ll keep you here overnight to be on the safe side. Anyone you need me to call?”

      I pause for a second, shaking my head. I moved here to keep my mess away from my family, so dragging them here now wouldn’t make sense.

      “No, I’ve just moved to town. I’ll be home again before my parents can even get here.”

      She pats my arm reassuringly, finishing her checks and quietly leaving me alone in the room.

      My thoughts immediately turn to Cooper, and my gut clenches as I wonder how he’s doing. I should have asked the nurse.

      An ache blooms in my chest as I wonder whether he survived. If he did, he must be here. I chose to move to Grey Ridge because it’s a small, remote community, so there isn’t another hospital anywhere near here.

      I’m normally pretty level-headed, but panic rises every time I replay the scene in my mind. It feels like an overly dramatic response, but I can’t help it.

      I still remember his beautiful, brown eyes looking up at me from under thick black lashes as the emergency services took over, and I was pulled away.

      He was so brave, willing to sacrifice himself without hesitation, for that child.

      A soft knock on the door distracts me from my thoughts, and a familiar pair of icy blue eyes peers into the room. It’s my handsome helper from the scene of the accident.

      “Is it okay if I come in?” he asks, pushing the door open wider.

      “Sure.”

      He smiles brightly, shutting the door gently behind him and crossing the room in two long strides.

      It didn’t register at the river with all that was going on, but I now realise this man is quite good looking. I’m normally a tall, dark, and handsome kind of gal, but nobody could fail to see how attractive this guy is. His biceps bulge from under the sleeves of his T-shirt as he moves, and how effortlessly he carried me earlier makes a bit more sense.

      Suddenly, I feel exposed and self-conscious in my thin hospital gown, stinking of dirty river water. I’m grateful he isn’t standing too close.

      “How are you feeling?” His face is friendly, but his tone is serious, as though he’s genuinely concerned for my wellbeing.

      “Oh, I’m fine! They’re keeping me overnight as a precaution.” I dismiss his concerns with a wave of my hand, and he frowns. “How is your friend?” Keen to divert the attention away from myself, I’m almost afraid to hear the answer.

      When he hasn’t spoken, I look up to see him gazing at me intently. I’m never one to shy away from eye contact, but this is intense, as if he’s trying to read the depths of my mind. The urge to look away is strong. I hold out, cocking an eyebrow, keen to know one way or the other. I get the impression that he’s deciding what to tell me.

      Maybe he’s worried about breaking bad news? The thought makes me feel nauseous.

      “Cooper’s alive.” He finally responds. “…but he’s pretty banged up. Obviously. He had surgery for internal injuries, and he has some broken bones and lots of stitches. But by some miracle, it’s nothing that won’t heal.”

      “Thank fuck.”

      He smirks at my colourful language, and I exhale sharply in relief. Dropping my head against the pillows, tears well in my eyes. I quickly wipe them away, embarrassed at my emotional response. If anyone should be upset, it should be the man delivering the news, not me—a total stranger.

      “Sorry, sorry, I’m just so relieved. I did everything I could, but...” I draw in a ragged breath. “He had no pulse, and I guess I didn’t expect him to make it.” Shaking my head, I try to force those negative thoughts from my mind and pull myself together.

      The man stares at me again, as if trying to work out a puzzle, but just nods again and smiles.

      “I wanted to stop by and thank you. If you hadn’t done what you did, he would have drowned. If you need anything at all, anything, please let me know. We are forever in your debt, Hayley.” He leans slightly forward and grips the rail of my hospital bed, sincerity clear in his eyes.

      We? Who is “we”?

      I shudder.

      Does Cooper have a girlfriend? Or, a wife? And why do I care?

      I don’t even know this Cooper. Whether or not he’s in a relationship is none of my business.

      The blue-eyed man scribbles his name and phone number on a piece of paper then reaches out and presses it into my palm, folding my fingers tightly around it.

      “I’m just glad I was there to help...” I glance down at the paper. “Ethan.”

      He nods again, then turns and strides out the door without looking back.

      Odd.

      Was he expressing his gratitude or hitting on me?

      Surely, a man as good looking as that isn’t shy around the ladies. If he was hitting on me, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have to wonder about it.

      Or am I just that out of practice?
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      Beep, beep, beep.

      The slow, steady noise beside my head drags me from my sleep and into what feels like the worst hangover I’ve ever had.

      Slowly opening my eyes, I find I’m in a hospital bed. I try to sit up, but a sharp, stabbing pain in my stomach keeps me flat on the bed.

      Moving my arms and legs, I’m in agony, and I wince. I hurt everywhere.

      I growl to myself, not liking this feeling of weakness one bit. So much for accelerated healing. It doesn’t seem to be kicking in quite as quickly as I’d like. As a wolf shifter, and an alpha at that, I pride myself in being strong and nearly indestructible.

      Apparently, a speeding van is an exception.

      “You’re going to be a terrible patient, aren’t you?” Leila stands in the doorway with her hand on her hip, chuckling to herself.

      I ignore her and close my eyes against the pain.

      I hear as she lifts the chart at the end of my bed. I know her well enough to imagine her face, scanning over my stats, her dark brows pulled together in a frown, as she switches from annoying sister to serious doctor.

      She begins reading the litany of injuries catalogued on the clipboard in her hands. “Fractured skull and jaw. A dislocated shoulder. A ruptured spleen.”

      I wish she’d stop, because I don’t want to hear this. I can already tell I’m a mess by how much everything hurts.

      Finally, she whistles softly, and I open my eyes.

      “You... were very lucky. This…” She pauses, blinking hard, and shakes the chart at me before continuing in a wobbly voice. “This would be enough to kill most people. Even you, Cooper. If that woman hadn’t dragged you out of the river... I can’t even think about it, it’s too scary.”

      She keeps talking, lecturing really, about what a close call this was. As if she needs to tell me that getting hit by a van was a bad idea, but I’ve stopped listening.

      That woman.

      Flashbacks of what happened start running through my mind, but not the bad stuff. My wolf is pushing me to remember something else. An amazing scent. I smelled it seconds before the crash. I remember it so vividly, my mouth waters at the mere memory.

      Even after the crash, I can remember tingles all over my face and body. She was touching me, and a distinctive feeling of calm washed over me, despite my pain, as she whispered comforting words in my ear, and her breath touched my neck.

      My mate. She was there.

      My mind keeps reeling. Another flashback. Long, tanned legs. A toned stomach. Drops of water run down a slender neck and into a tight sports bra as she stands a few feet away. A curtain of long, wavy hair hides her face from view. Then, a much less pleasant image of her cradled in Ethan’s arms, her face buried in his shoulder, and her hand on his chest.

      I clench my fists and grit my teeth, a growl building in my chest.

      “Cooper? What was that? Are you in pain?” my sister asks, looking at me with concern, as the heart monitor beeps rapidly and my blood pressure shoots up.

      The thought of another man having his hands on my mate is making my blood boil with a jealousy unlike anything I have ever experienced. I’ve heard stories about the possessiveness that comes with finding your mate, but this intensity is shocking.

      Agitated, I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the metal hospital bed, ignoring the searing pain in my abdomen where I have probably pulled open some stitches. Dark spots appear in front of my eyes, and my head swims in my now cloudy vision.

      Grabbing at the tubes and wires attached to my arms and chest, I begin tugging them off, ripping them out.

      I need to find her.

      “What on earth are you doing? Cooper?!” Leila shouts. When I don’t answer, she bolts for the door ahead of me, but I don’t care. No one can stop me.

      What if she was hurt, too? What if nobody knows who she is, and I never see her again?

      My wolf lunges for the surface, urging me to keep going, to ignore the dizziness making the room spin. I push up onto my feet, grabbing the bed railing for support as my knees tremble.

      Only when I try to take a step, do I notice the cast on one leg, up to my knee, which will make walking too difficult. I reach down and slip my fingers inside the cast, pulling away lumps of the plaster.

      “Woah. Hold up, Cooper. What are you doing, man?” Ethan rushes through the door and grabs my arm, trying to stop me from destroying the cast while simultaneously turning me back toward the bed.

      I smell it, immediately recognising that delicious scent, making my heart soar.

      But it’s all wrong. It’s on Ethan, and it’s recent.

      In a split second, I pivot and grab him by the front of his shirt with two hands, shoving him hard against the wall, pinning him in place with a forearm across his throat.

      “Where is she?” I roar, oblivious to the commotion I’m creating.

      Ethan slowly holds up his hands in surrender and exposes his neck to show me his submission, asserting that he won’t attempt to fight back.

      My wolf accepts his submission, but he’s grinning like a fool, and it’s infuriating.

      I don’t care that he’s my best friend of twenty years. At this moment, he’s just an unmated male who smells like my girl—and I want to rip his head off.

      “Cooper, you need to chill out. Hayley’s fine, and she’s safe. I promise.”  His voice is low and calm.

      Hayley.

      Pride fills my chest as I hear my beautiful mate’s name, and I loosen my grip. I feel Ethan relax as I remove my arm from his throat, and he takes a deep breath.

      It’s short-lived, though. My joy in hearing her name is quickly replaced by a resurgence of jealous rage as I realise he knew her name, and I didn’t. He wears her scent, while I haven’t even seen her face.

      My anger roars again, and I lift him off the ground, shoving him against the wall so hard that a crack appears in the plaster behind him.

      “Who is Hayley?” Leila interrupts. “Ethan, tell me what on earth is going on.” Confused, my sister stands a few feet away from us, knowing better than to intervene, but nonetheless, blocking the door from anyone else who might try to get in.

      “Cooper! She’s here.” Ethan attempts to assure me. “She’s in the hospital, but she’s fine. I thought she might be yours, so I went to check on her. I knew when you woke up, you’d want to know how she was. That’s all, I swear.”

      I set him back on his feet and fix him with an icy glare, growling one last time, as I push away and suck in a few deep breaths to calm down. Dragging a hand across my now stubbled jaw and trying to regain some sense of control.

      “Show me where she is.” I order as I hobble around the room, searching for something more respectable to wear when meeting my mate than the hospital gown I’m donning right now, with my ass hanging out.

      “No, Cooper. You can’t…” Ethan starts.

      But before he finishes his sentence, I’m rushing at him again, snarling.

      Expecting it this time, he dodges me, darting sideways and putting the hospital bed between us. He rakes a hand through his blonde hair and exhales sharply, holding his hands up in front of him for a second time today.

      “Wait, wait, wait! Cooper. Damn it, stop trying to kill me for a second. She’s human!”

      I stand stock still, and he sighs, squaring his shoulders when I don’t move to attack him again.

      “She saw you get hit by a van, for fuck’s sake. Yesterday. She knows how badly you were hurt. How are you going to explain this?” He waves his hand up and down at my mangled yet healing body. “How are you going to explain that you’re up on your feet and walking around less than twenty-four hours later?”

      I pause and my stomach plummets.

      He’s right.

      I don’t want to scare her, and that means staying away. This hospital caters to both humans and shifters, but in different wings, ensuring there are no suspicions raised by our rapid healing.

      “But she’s my mate.” I sulk.

      I hear Leila gasp from the corner of the room as she finally catches on to what is happening.

      I slump down, defeated, with my head in my hands.

      This is unbelievable.

      The second time being near her in the last twenty-four hours and I still can’t see her.

      I’ve heard all the stories about the mate pull, and I have longed for many, many years to experience it for myself. Now, I’m desperate to get to her. It feels like my skin is crawling with the urge to get up and go to her, to ignore the consequences. Logically, I know Ethan is right, but every fibre of my being is screaming at me to tear the building apart just to find her.

      My anguish must show on my face as both Leila and Ethan look like they’re ready to throw themselves on top of me if I try to get out of this room again.

      I twist to fix Ethan with a stare, pointing a finger at him. “You! You make sure she is safe. If anything happens to her, I will end you.”

      Ethan nods, still smiling, despite my threats.

      “And you.” I face Leila and plead. “Please get me out of here. I will tear this place apart if I stay here knowing she’s in the same building.”

      She nods and leaves the room immediately, hopefully setting things in motion for my discharge.

      Given that most of the town’s residents are wolf shifters, the staff is used to treating rapidly healing wounds, where correctly setting bones is normally their greatest concern.

      Before he leaves, Ethan places his hand on my shoulder. Throwing back his head, he laughs as if seeing me so tormented is the best thing he has witnessed in a long time.

      “Congratulations, man. You found your mate.” He cheers, laughing some more.

      I try to console myself with the thought that this separation is only temporary and wince as I lie back down on the crisp sheets. Letting out a loud sigh, I wonder how long this torture is going to last.
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      The next morning, a nurse arrives after breakfast and hands me two plastic bags. They stink. She raises the first one and holds it out for me to take.

      “Your hoodie and runners from the scene of the accident. Ethan dropped them off last night, along with your keys and phone, which were still in the pockets. He drove your car back here from the park rather than leaving it there overnight.” She holds up the other bag. “These... are the mucky, wet shorts and top you came in. You need something dry to wear home, so I brought you something fresh.”

      I wrinkle my nose, and reluctantly take the bags. I hope I don’t smell as bad as these.

      “Oh, yuck.” I say as I look at the wet, dirty clothes through the plastic.

      “Yep,” she responds, obviously keen to get rid of the offending items. Then she hands me some green scrubs.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, mulling over what she said. “Wait, he drove my car here?” I stare at her in shock.

      “Perks of living in a small town, honey. I don’t think he minded helping the gorgeous young lady who saved the life of his Al... best friend. It’s the least he could do.”

      A beep draws my attention to one bag, the dry one, and I fish my phone from the bottom. As I thought, I have one message, and it’s from my boss, Greg. That sad fact perfectly sums up the state of my social life since arriving here. There’s lying low, and then there’s becoming a complete hermit. I seem to have accomplished the latter.

      Greg heard what happened and wants me to stay home tomorrow, which is fine by me. That the news of my hospital stay has reached him in record time doesn’t surprise me. I grew up in a small town similar to Grey Ridge, and I know everyone has probably been talking about what happened. Living in a place where everyone knows everyone can be good and bad, but the strong sense of community that exists here just can’t be found in a big city. I’ve missed that.

      I change into the scrubs the nurse brought, along with my hoodie and runners, eager to get home for a long soak in a warm bubble bath and a decent night’s sleep.

      A glimpse of myself in the mirror makes me grimace. My lank hair badly needs a wash, and I have dark circles under my eyes. I tuck my bag of wet running gear under my arm, and while tempted to throw them in the bin instead of dealing with the smell in my car, money is tight, so I carry them with me.

      After visiting the nurse’s station to sign some forms, I step out the front doors and laugh to myself as I spot my little red hatchback parked in the first parking spot, as close to the front door as it could possibly be.

      How on earth did he manage that?

      I thought I’d be wandering up and down the aisles of cars like an idiot, pressing my key fob until I spotted some flashing lights. Given how exhausted I feel, I’m touched by the sweet gesture.

      Throwing my stuff onto the passenger seat, I lower myself behind the wheel when the sliding doors of the hospital open, and Ethan strolls out.

      His head snaps up immediately, like he could sense me, but his smile disappears the second he sees me, and the colour drains from his face.

      “Oh, hey, Hayley,” he calls out awkwardly. He jogs over to me, glancing back over his shoulder twice, a tight smile on his face. It doesn’t quite reach his eyes, and it looks forced. His demeanour is anything but relaxed.

      “You didn’t have to do this, Ethan.” I gesture to my car as we stand talking over the door. “But I appreciate it. Thanks.”

      “No problem at all, we have to look after the new town hero.” He jokes, glancing over his shoulder again and positioning himself in front of me.

      I try to peer around him to see what has his attention, but he’s conspicuously blocking my view of the hospital doors. And he’s jumpy.

      “Listen, I have to go, but I’ll catch up with you later, yeah?” He winks, leaning over to give me a quick peck on the cheek before darting away.

      That’s when I see a tall, stunning woman with long, dark hair step outside, pushing a man in a wheelchair.

      Ethan rushes to the woman’s side and slips an arm casually around her shoulder, whispering something in her ear.

      She looks around frantically, then locks eyes with me. Her face lights up in a massive grin, even as Ethan takes control of both her and the wheelchair, hurrying them away.

      Strange.
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      Grumpy doesn’t even begin to describe my mood when my sister insists on pushing me out of the hospital in a wheelchair. It’s humiliating for an alpha shifter like me.

      It’s only been 24 hours since the accident, but I’m perfectly capable of walking. I have general aches and pains where my bones have knit back together, and at the surgical incision, but all of that should fade over the next few days.

      The gust of fresh air that blows across my face as she wheels me outside toward the car park feels wonderful. I hate being cooped up inside for long, and now that I am outdoors, I feel a bit more positive. I am alive. I have a mate who I’m going to spend the rest of my days making happy, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

      My Luna.

      As a human, she probably knows nothing about shifters.

      Ethan was right. If I had run to her and started talking about mates, declaring my undying love and devotion to her, she would have thought I was insane.

      She will feel a connection with me, but if I scare her out of her wits, that won’t matter. I need to be clever and take things slowly.

      “This way, guys. Come on, quick, quick, quick,” Ethan says as he reappears beside us at the front of the single-story red brick hospital, looking flushed and slightly guilty.

      He steers the wheelchair in the opposite direction we were just going, pushing me along as fast as he can. I hear him whisper something to Leila, but my head is still pounding, so I can’t concentrate enough to pick up what it was. Ethan opens the door to the SUV parked at the end of the path, and all but tosses me into the passenger seat.

      “You’d make a terrible nurse. Do you know that?” I grumble, trying to rearrange myself into a position that doesn’t hurt my incision.

      “What’s going on, Ethan?” I ask, picking up on his increased heartbeat as he slides into the driver’s seat beside me. He’s nervous, and my wolf is getting restless again. I can tell he’s hiding something, so I glare at him, releasing a little of my alpha power to force him to fess up.

      As Leila opens the door to hop in the backseat, a breeze blows in, and that amazing smell hits my nose again.

      My mate.

      Ethan is already driving by the time I take another sniff. It’s strong and recent.

      I would have smelled it sooner if it wasn’t for my busted face.

      “Ethan, where is she? Why is her scent all over you?” I grit out, clenching my hands into fists. “Again?”

      “She’s here. That’s why we need to go before you do something daft,” he says. “I just kissed her goodbye, that’s all. She’s hot, dude. I must admit, I was kind of hoping she wasn’t yours.” He winks at me and laughs, moving as far away from me in his seat as possible, but I punch him hard in the shoulder.

      “Ethan, what’s wrong with you? Do you have a death wish?” Leila exclaims and smacks him on the back of the head before sitting back in her seat to laugh at his antics.

      “Stop fucking touching my mate!” I shout.

      He winces, rubbing his arm, but he’s still smirking as he seems to find great entertainment in my situation.

      I ignore him and stare out the window, trying to get a glimpse of her, but I can’t see anyone.

      My heart sinks as Ethan tears out of the car park and drives me away from my mate. Again.
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      Silence, for the entire thirty-minute drive home.

      I’m trying to stay calm, fighting the urge to kick Ethan and Leila out of the car, so I can race straight back to the hospital. I know Ethan is winding me up, but I still want to tear his head off for daring to touch what is mine.

      My old, beat-up blue pickup is parked alongside my small log cabin as we pull in. Beside it is my dad’s shiny brand new one. A loud sigh escapes my lips as I swivel and glare at my sister in the back seat, who at least has the good graces to look ashamed of herself.

      “You told them?” I ask her in disbelief. “I haven’t even met her yet, and you told them? What are we, 17 again?”

      “I was just so excited,” she says sheepishly. “And I only told Dad. I’m not stupid. Mum would already be in the hospital trying to fit her for a wedding dress if she knew.”

      I wish she were joking, but that sounds about right.

      Hopefully, Dad had the good sense to keep it to himself.

      I climb gingerly out of the truck and walk up my porch steps at a snail’s pace. Even with wolf healing, I still feel like I’ve been hit by, well, a van. I need to rest.

      As I let myself into my home, I look at the rustic place with fresh eyes. Now it’s potentially my home with my mate. No way am I bringing her to stay in the packhouse, with all those unmated males wandering around. A small rumble starts in my chest at the thought of it.

      Ethan throws me a curious look as I cough to cover it up.

      I wonder what she’ll think of this place. Is it even good enough for her?

      I immediately regret all the smart-ass comments I have made to the mated members of the pack when they do sappy, romantic things for their mates. I understand the impulse now.

      As soon as I walk through the door, my father stands and shakes my hand, pulling me into a man-hug, thumping my back. I can feel his pride when he beams at me as if I have done something epic instead of having stumbled across my mate.

      My parents are fated mates, and I know they are dying for us all to experience the same thing.

      “It’s good to see you home already, boy.” His deep voice is warm and emotional. “This is just wonderful. Not only are you in one piece, but you’ve found your mate. This calls for a celebration.” He hands me a beer, and even though he has stepped away, his hand remains on my shoulder, squeezing repeatedly as he tries to contain his enthusiasm.

      I shoot another glare at Leila, who shrugs. She obviously didn’t give him the full story.

      Dad was probably planning his retirement on the way over here, working out how quickly he can hand the pack over to me, now that I’ve found my luna.

      “I must be the only one who doesn’t feel like celebrating.” I growl, sinking onto the couch and taking a long draw of beer.

      My father looks from me to Leila, and then back again, puzzled.

      “She’s human, Dad. I haven’t even met her. She’d have seen that my injuries have already healed.”

      My father’s jaw drops, and for a moment, the man who has known exactly what to do throughout my entire life is stunned into silence.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do? How do I explain all of this?” I gesture between us.

      He can sense my misery, so he plonks himself down on the worn leather couch beside me, thumping his hand on my knee in an awkward attempt to comfort me.

      Any mated wolf understands the strength of the bond’s pull, especially in those first moments of recognition. He knows how crazy my wolf must be to get to her.

      I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling, throwing my feet up and wallowing in self-pity and frustration.

      Ethan and Leila are loitering inside the front door, ready to pounce if I decide to make a break for it.

      Thankfully, my father’s silence doesn’t last long, and he switches into Alpha mode, taking control of the situation. He can’t help himself, and for once, I am extremely grateful.

      “This pity party is not very becoming of the future Alpha, Cooper. No son of mine is going to sit here and drown his sorrows,” he says pointedly, snatching the bottle out of my hand.

      I sigh and raise my eyes to heaven, resisting the urge to remind him that he was the one who gave me the beer in the first place.

      Leila snorts, keeping her head down, trying to hide behind a curtain of hair.

      “Right, practical stuff to start with. While I’ve never heard of an alpha being mated to a human, I have seen it before in other wolves. It’s rare. Your wolf is frantic, and he will remain so, tormenting you until you mate and mark her.” Like he needs to tell me any of that. “You’ll feel better if you at least know she’s safe. So, find out where she lives and where she works.”

      I nod. I should have thought of that myself.

      “Most importantly, don’t tell anyone who she is to you until she knows what you are and has accepted you.” He looks straight at my sister. “And for God’s sake, don’t tell your mother!” Sighing, he turns his attention back to me. “I don’t care how excited you are. If anyone outside the pack finds out, she’ll be in danger. And you’ll have opened up the genuine possibility that your mother will kidnap her for you.”

      Ethan smirks, but nobody else laughs, because we all know it’s a distinct possibility.

      “Go and see her. It should help your wolf relax enough to be tolerable. Just don’t do anything stupid. Then stay away. Use that time to work out how you can woo her.”

      Ethan scoffs from where he’s standing at the door, and I shoot daggers at him.

      My father and Leila try to hide their smiles.

      “Woo her? For fuck’s sake,” I mutter. “What does that even mean? You are all loving this a little too much.” I stab my finger in Leila and Ethan’s direction.

      “It’s okay big bro, we can have a rom-com marathon, so you can get some pointers.” A giggle bursts past her lips.

      She knows I’m totally out of my depth. Wolf mating is normally straightforward: meet your mate, feel the pull, recognise each other immediately, then mate and mark each other, and live happily ever after. The relationship comes after. With a true mate bond, both wolves know they’re meant for each other, perfect in every way.

      Except my mate. She hasn’t a clue about any of this.

      “Patience, son. I know it’s going to be harder than you imagined, but she will be worth it. Fate has put you together for a reason.” My dad thumps my leg again then stands to leave, ushering Ethan and Leila out in front of him.

      Grimacing as I stretch out my long legs, I do feel calmer now.

      Go see her, come up with a plan to make her mine, and try not to come across like a stalker. Simple. Just be cool.

      After dusk, armed with an address Ethan found, I leave my house without locking the front door, as always, and shift into my wolf. Bounding off the porch and into the trees, I know the house where she’s living. It was empty for a while, and I hadn’t realised someone bought it. It’s crazy to think she has been nearby, and I hadn’t realised it sooner.

      My sleek, black wolf glides silently through the forest, and in no time, we are sitting on the crest of a small hill that runs down to the back of her property. I can smell her everywhere; she must come out here a lot.

      The house is an old ranch-style wooden cabin that has seen better days. It needs a good bit of work to bring it back to its former glory. It’s bigger than my place, and too much for one person.

      Does she already have a husband? A family? Is that why she needs all this space?

      Running a lap around the house, I don’t pick up any other potent scents. In fact, it doesn’t appear that anyone else has even been here in quite a while, which is strange. I know she’s new to town, but no one else has even visited her.

      All the lights are off downstairs, and only the soft glow of a bedside lamp shines from what must be the main bedroom. Satisfied that there is no immediate threat to my mate, or any other men around here to steal her from me, my wolf relaxes.

      So, I return to my spot on the hill and settle in for the night, happy knowing that my girl is safe.
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      I lift my head from my front paws and stand to shake off some dead leaves clinging to my fur. I’m shocked to find that I’ve slept until dawn. Hiding in my mate’s back garden isn’t the ideal way to ensure a good night’s sleep, but it did the trick. Her scent was comforting my wolf as I slept.

      Standing slowly, I shake out my limbs, still marvelling at how much better I feel, when I hear the latch on the back door click, and the door swings open.

      My heart jumps into my mouth as she steps out and turns to lock the door behind her.

      Her head is tilted to the side while she slips on some headphones. Waves of toffee-coloured hair cascade over her tanned shoulders, shimmering with natural blonde highlights from lots of time spent outdoors.

      I admire her slim, toned legs that seem to go on forever, and the tiny running shorts she has on. I never really considered myself a leg man, but I am now.

      Staying away is going to be tough.

      She finally turns toward the woods, and my breath catches as I get my first glimpse of her face. She’s stunning. I stare at her almond-shaped eyes, and full, pink lips, and my heart soars.

      She’s perfect.

      Without realising what I’m doing until it’s too late, I take a step toward her, and the movement catches her attention.

      Eyes locking onto mine, she freezes at the sight of me—a very large, black wolf standing in the trees, only a few feet away.
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      My mouth drops open, and I stare at the wolf in wonder.

      It’s magnificent.

      I should probably be scared, but I know it’s nervous. I retreat a few slow steps, and my heart rate settles a bit as the wolf turns, bolting into the trees. My hands are trembling slightly as I open the door and step into the house, never turning my back until I’m safely indoors.

      Peering through the window, I can’t see it anymore, but then, I’ve never seen such a beautiful creature that close before. The intensity of its stare had set my heart racing; yet somehow, I wasn’t afraid.

      The wolf seemed to be as stunned as me by our encounter.

      I wonder if a jet-black wolf is rare? And the size of it. Was it unusually large, or had I not appreciated how big they could be?

      Deciding my run can wait for another day, I snatch my car keys and wallet from the kitchen counter then head for the front of the house before driving into town. I have a never-ending list of DIY projects, so I might as well take advantage of this unexpected long weekend.

      “Hayley!” A familiar voice breaks my thoughts, and I look up to see Ethan strolling toward me down the aisle of the local hardware store, a big smile on his face.

      “Oh, hey there. How are you doing, Ethan?” I try to keep my tone casual, throwing some paint samples into the trolley.

      “Great, but what are you doing here? I thought you’d be resting at home.” He investigates the contents of my cart: tape, brushes, tins of paint, tiles, and grout. He raises an eyebrow.

      “I’m fine. It was nothing a good night’s sleep couldn’t fix. I only just moved in, so I decided to do some bits around the house. I’m trying to do as much of it myself as I can.”

      He nods but doesn’t look confident in my abilities.

      I try not to take it personally. I know I don’t look like I’d be handy, but it’s amazing what you can teach yourself when you have no money. Thank you, YouTube.

      “I presume it’s your place if you’re doing all this work?” He trails along beside me as I move down the aisles.

      “Yep. I’m going to turn it into a bed-and-breakfast and rent out a few rooms to get some extra income. But it needs to be a bit more presentable before I can do that.” I gesture to the loaded trolley.

      He steps in front of me, blocking the way, and frowns, arms crossed over his muscular chest. “So, you’re going to have complete strangers coming and going, staying overnight… in your home?”

      When I nod, he lets out a long breath and shakes his head as if this is the worst news he has ever heard. It’s a tad dramatic.

      “That’s the general premise of a B&B. I won’t make much money if I don’t let people stay overnight.” I am baffled by his reaction. He’s making it sound like it’s the most bizarre idea he’s ever heard.

      “It’s not safe,” he states flatly, and I swear, I see his pale blue eyes darken.

      I roll my eyes. Great. Another guy who thinks he knows what I should be doing.

      My brother isn’t in the country to give me shit, so the gods have sent someone else to do it.

      “Oh, yes, because you regularly hear stories of bed-and-breakfast owners being killed in their sleep by guests,” I say sarcastically, and his frown deepens. “Anyway, it’s probably safer than a single girl living out in the woods, all by herself. Not that it’s any of your business.” I push the trolley around him, still looking very disturbed, and start loading up my items at the cash register.

      Ethan eventually follows, helping me pack and load my purchases into the boot of my little car. It’s only as I drive off that I realise he didn’t buy anything or even go back inside after I left.

      Was he there looking for me?
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      When I arrive at work on Tuesday morning, it’s immediately clear that news of my dramatic weekend has reached everyone in the office.

      An enormous bunch of flowers and a basket of muffins await me at reception.

      Everybody keeps hugging me, which seems over the top, since I only started at this accountancy firm six weeks ago, and have largely kept to myself.

      Angela, the receptionist, has tears in her eyes as she goes in for a second squeeze, before I realise they aren’t happy that I’m ok, but that Cooper is. He seems to be equally loved by all my colleagues, and they appear genuinely shaken-up by the whole thing.

      If he’s someone everyone would be so concerned about, why haven’t I even heard of him until now?

      Letting me go, Angela hands me a stack of messages.

      “Everyone wants to talk to you after that article in the paper yesterday. We’ve had reporters calling, non-stop.” She obviously expects me to be thrilled about being the local celebrity for a few days, but it’s the last thing I want.

      If my cover has been blown, I’m not moving again. I’ve had enough.

      “Thanks, Angela. Can you keep pretending I’m not here unless you know who it is? I really need to get back to work,” I tell her, but she looks disappointed. It’s probably the most excitement they’ve had in the office for a long time, maybe ever, and I’m shutting it down.

      “Are you sure you’re alright to be back in today?” Greg peers over the top of his glasses with concern, stepping out of his office to greet me.

      “I appreciate you worrying about me, but I promise, I’m okay. They only kept me overnight as a precaution.”

      He smiles brightly and grabs one of my hands in both of his, a surprisingly warm gesture from my new boss, who has been friendly, but quite formal since I started. Greg clears his throat and drops my hand as if remembering himself.

      “Well, anyway, back to business. It so happens Cooper’s father, Jonathan Jones, has dropped off some documents for us to review, ahead of a potential acquisition. The Jones’s already have two spa resorts and are looking at buying a third. Could you have a look? That’s more your area of expertise than mine.”

      “Of course. No problem,” I say, delighted to get stuck into something interesting for a potential new client.

      I have barely sat down at my desk when my office door bursts open, and a glamorous lady with sleek brown hair barges in without knocking, closely followed by the dark-haired beauty I saw with Ethan at the hospital.

      “Mom, you can’t just walk in. Knock.” Up close, she is even more stunning. Shiny chestnut hair hangs to the middle of her back, and her gorgeous olive skin sets off hazel eyes and full red lips.

      I take in the other lady, and if she hadn’t already announced this was her mother, I would have thought they were sisters. The benefits of good genes are clearly on display right in front of me.

      “Hush, Leila. Everyone here knows me. They don’t mind.” She tuts, then faces me with a megawatt smile.

      My eyebrows shoot to my hairline as I’m fixed with her laser-like attention.

      “Hayley. Oh, thank you, thank you.” With another hug, she hangs onto me for dear life, keeping me there a few seconds longer than I’m comfortable with, especially since I have no clue who she is.

      I flick my eyes to meet this Leila’s, who rolls her own and groans.

      “Mum, get off her. She doesn’t know who you are. You’re going to scare her.” Leila chastises, answering my silent plea for help.

      “Forgive my terrible manners. I’m Cooper’s mother, Marie Jones. This is his sister, Leila,” she says, still holding onto my upper arms but pushing back enough to look me in the eye. She beams, again, staring a little longer than I would deem normal, as she checks me out, from head to toe.

      Leila shakes her head behind her mother’s back.

      “Ah, Mrs. Jones... or, sorry. Marie? Lovely to meet you.” I correct myself when she scowls at my formal greeting.

      “Would you like to sit down? How is Cooper?” I gesture toward the two chairs in front of my desk, retreating to the safety of my chair.

      Leila tries to refuse, but Marie immediately sits down, prompting an exasperated sigh from her daughter.

      “Mum, let’s go. I am sure Hayley has other things to do. Like her job.”

      Marie studiously ignores her. “Oh, he’s doing great, isn’t he, Leila? And it’s all thanks to you.”

      I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with praise for doing what anyone would have done.

      “Ethan tells me you pulled him out of the water, all on your own, and brought him back to life. I will forever consider you family for what you have done for mine.”

      I am completely taken aback. That is quite a declaration.

      “That sounds more like a punishment than anything else, Mum.” Leila teases, and I have to stifle a laugh.

      Marie’s lips tip up at the edges, but she ignores the dig.

      “Wow, well, thank you for your kind words. I’m just glad I was in the right place at the right time. Please tell Cooper that I asked after him and wish him a speedy recovery. I’m sure I’ll bump into him at some point...”

      I need to wrap this up. The attention this has brought me is already making me nervous. His parents being wealthy business owners has no bearing on how I would have done things, but it explains why there is seemingly so much interest from the local press.

      “Leila’s birthday. You must come, and I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Leila, take Hayley out for lunch this week and let her know the plans.” Marie insists, not leaving any opportunity for either of us to protest.

      I nod, and Leila grins encouragingly.

      “That’s a great idea, Mum. Now let’s leave Hayley in peace.”

      I’ve been trying to keep to myself, but it’s been nearly two months since I moved here, and I need to make some friends eventually, if I’m going to stick around.

      Leila seems nice, and it’ll be good to have some proper non-work conversation.

      As they finally move to leave, a gigantic shadow fills the doorway, and a deep, masculine voice booms out. “Hey, Hayls, I stopped by yesterday, but...” Marcus freezes the second he steps into my already tiny but now absolutely jammed office. He is a mountain of a man, six-foot-five, and a wall of solid muscle. “Leila, Mrs. Jones, my apologies for interrupting.” He nods politely, awkwardly holding out the cup of coffee he’s carrying to me.

      The tension in the room is palpable as I take it from him. It doesn’t escape my notice that he looks everywhere he can but at Leila, who is wringing her hands in her lap and studying them intently.

      Marcus clears his throat. “I stopped by yesterday, but they said you were taking the day off. I need to get your statement about the accident.”

      We’d already had this conversation on the phone, so I feel like he is justifying his presence to the others rather than to me.

      I chance another look at Leila, who is blushing to her roots, and I suppress a grin.

      Very interesting.

      Marie looks back and forth between Marcus and me, and grins, clearly getting the wrong idea about where the awkwardness in the room was coming from.

      “Oh, I see! Don’t let us keep you, dear.” She laughs and winks, waving goodbye, while Leila practically runs from the office.

      I turn to Marcus, who has a pained expression on his face, and laughter bursts from my lips before I can help myself.

      “Marcus, what was that? You and Leila, eh?”

      The man looks completely lost as he rubs a hand along the back of his neck and gives me a one-shouldered shrug.

      Marcus is the sheriff, and I went to visit him to explain my situation as soon as I came to town. He has been kind enough to check in with me regularly since then, and I suspect he drives by the house on his shifts as he always comments on the little bits of work I have done.

      He is as close to a friend as I have here.

      “No. I mean... it’s complicated.” He obviously has no intentions of elaborating further. The big man doesn’t look so tough now, flustered and desperate to change the topic.

      “I bet it is.” I wink at him and laugh when he groans out loud.
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      These have been the longest three weeks of my life.

      Absolute hell.

      But today, I have a spring in my step because I can finally meet my beautiful Hayley.

      My nights have been filled with dreams of her. During the day, my thoughts return to her, over and over, wondering where she is, and what she is doing. I’ve spent more than a few nights sleeping on the hill overlooking her house, my wolf content, the closer he is to her.

      I am getting no work done, and my short temper is driving everyone around me crazy. Ethan has bumped into her a few times over the last few weeks, by accident-on-purpose, and some of the mated males from the pack have been keeping an eye on her house in the evenings.

      While knowing she’s okay has kept me sane, it has not been enough to satisfy my wolf. I am exhausted from fighting his urges to go to her. And my mother’s insistence that she saw ‘a spark’ between Hayley and Marcus when she accosted her in her office has done little to help.

      I pick up last week’s paper, which I have kept by my side, staring at it some every day. Under the front page article on the accident and my near drowning, there are pictures of Hayley and I, right beside each other. I must admit, I think we look good.

      From what Ethan has told me, she still refuses to accept even the slightest bit of praise for what she did, and wasn’t one bit happy to see the story in the paper. She’s not loving the attention at all, and I feel bad that it might make her uncomfortable.

      Modest as well as beautiful.

      I sent her a thank-you card, which included my number, a few days after the accident, but other than that, I’ve stayed away. I’d hoped she would respond, but I haven’t heard from her.

      Hayley told Ethan that the house is hers, not rented. The knowledge that she has moved to Grey Ridge intending to stay, laying down roots, cheered me up. At least she isn’t planning on going anywhere in the short term.

      After draining my coffee and pulling on my boots, I shake out my hands and force myself to remain composed.

      This whole mate thing still has me reeling.

      My emotions are all over the place, but if I have any chance of winning her over, I’ll need to make sure I don’t come across too aggressive.

      Alpha males are not exactly known for their patience. I’ll have to temper my natural tendencies until I have her trust. I will have to tell her at some point, about what I am and who she is to me, but I want her to get to know me as a man first.

      That’s the plan, anyway.

      My gut twists at the thought of her bolting.

      I turn my truck into her driveway, and I take in the house properly for the first time through human eyes. It is in a spectacular location. I can see the potential, with the woods behind it, and the large front lawn leading to the edge of the lake. A small, private jetty off to the side provides an amazing view from the full-length front porch. All it needs is some love.

      As I approach the end of the driveway, I spot her in the garden. In an instant, all thoughts of boring renovations go flying out of my head, and there is only her. It feels almost surreal that my wait is finally over.

      She is facing away from me, wearing shorts again, and weeding the flower beds that run along the edges of the lawn.

      I groan as the sight of her bending over sends filthy thoughts racing through my mind.

      When she hears the truck tires crunching over gravel, she turns to see who it is, raising a gloved hand to shield her eyes from the sun. She blows a lock of caramel hair out of her eyes, and it might be the cutest thing I have ever seen.

      Stepping out of the truck, I can tell that she recognises me.

      Her expression goes from cautious to open in an instant. Her eyes open wide, and a warm smile spreads across her face, her delighted reaction, filling me with joy.

      I know in that second that I will do anything in my power to make her smile like that, every day, for the rest of our lives.

      “Hi there. I hope I’m not disturbing you. I’m Cooper Jones.” I remember to walk a little gingerly, like someone recovering from surgery but not yet fully healed.

      Her gaze drifts over me, from head to toe, as she crosses the lawn, pulling off her purple gardening gloves as she walks. Her tongue flicks out to moisten her plump pink lips, and I clench my fists by my sides to stop myself from grabbing her and kissing her right there and then.

      “Not at all. It’s good to see you up and about. You look fantastic,” she says enthusiastically. As soon as the words are out of her mouth, her cheeks flush. “Compared to the last time I saw you, I mean.” She corrects, flustered by her blatant admission that she was checking me out.

      I try not to grin too hard, totally thrilled to know she’s not completely unaffected by me.

      For the first time in weeks, I feel a bit more confident that I can make this work.

      “So, what can I do for you?” she asks, gazing up at me now with a serious expression, making my short-lived confidence fade.

      She has no concept of mates, and it’s clear that she isn’t going to leap into my arms as a she-wolf would.

      In a way I like that I’m going to have to work harder, because wolves love a good chase.

      I rub my hand across the back of my neck like a nervous schoolboy as I try to remember what I’d planned to say, but any game I thought I’d have has completely deserted me.

      “I wanted to thank you in person for what you did.” I look her straight in the eye, and I see her pupils dilate slightly, the eye contact feeling powerful and intimate. “And to apologise for my mother barging in on you at work. She can be full-on.”

      She lets out a big laugh at that but doesn’t deny it.

      “I should be the one thanking you. It’s been great getting to know Leila. It’s nice to meet someone else in town.”

      I must thank Leila for making her feel at home in Grey Ridge, but I notice she ignores my thanks.

      Ethan was spot on about the modesty part.

      “Ethan mentioned you are doing some work on your place, and that just so happens to be my line of business.” I nod toward my truck, which has Jones Construction and our logo printed on the passenger door.

      “You’re here looking for business?” She tilts her head to the side with a little frown, and I wonder if she is disappointed to think this is all I’m here for. It’s time to rid her of that notion.

      “That’s definitely not all I’m here for.” I lean in closer, revelling in the little flush that shows on her cheeks at the subtle insinuation. “But considering what you did for me, I’d like to do something for you.”

      She squints suspiciously as she takes a step in, bringing our bodies dangerously close together. It’s my heartrate that picks up this time as a waft of her delicious scent hits me.

      This is the strongest blast I have gotten yet, and it’s heavenly.

      “I’m not going to let you fix up my house for free,” she states in a tone that leaves me in no doubt that she means what she is saying.

      That hint of defiance turns me on more than I expected.

      “I was going to suggest the friends and family discount.” I lie through my teeth. I have no intention of letting her pay me for anything, but I need to get her to agree first.

      She hesitates for a second, pursing her lips, and I can nearly see her internal struggle between not wanting to accept help but still being tempted by the offer.

      Ethan told me how she’s doing as much as she can herself on the weekends.

      “You don’t owe me anything. I was just in the right place at the right time.” She hedges, but she taps at her lower lip with her index finger as if she is still pondering my proposal.

      I can’t help but stare at the movement. I want to suck that bottom lip between mine and ravish her mouth until those lips are pink and swollen. Pulling my thoughts back out of the gutter, I look her straight in those gorgeous eyes and sneak another inch or two closer.

      “I know, but please consider it. It would make me happy. Why don’t you show me what you need to do, and at least let me give you some quotes? If you decide to go with someone else, I won’t hold it against you.” I wink, and I watch her resolve crack.

      She chuckles and smiles openly at me, blushing slightly again at my cheekiness.

      “Some help would be great. I have been teaching myself some things as I go, with online videos, but some of it is beyond my skills.” She admits.

      That she has nobody to help her with the work confirms that there is no other man in the picture. That thought alone makes my day.

      Looks like I won’t have to fall out with Marcus after all.

      “Great. Do you have time now to show me?” I am taking this as a win, and decide to press on quickly, before she has the chance to change her mind.

      “Ok, yeah, sure. Give me a minute to clean up.”

      I follow her up the steps and onto the wide porch that runs the length of the front of the house while trying not to stare at her perfect ass when she bends again to toe off her mucky boots. I bite my tongue and try to think unsexy thoughts to tame the semi that has appeared, making my jeans uncomfortably tight.

      Nothing like a raging hard-on to make things awkward with someone you just met.

      “It’s a beautiful house,” I say, trailing along behind her, as she heads in the front door and around the corner into the large kitchen.

      “It is, or rather, it will be again when it’s finished. The roof is the only major thing that needs fixing, but I want to make some changes to the layout, open it up a bit. Then do some small repairs and painting. I’ll try to do most of the garden myself.” She keeps chatting as she washes her hands at the sink with her back to me while my gaze travels over the curve of her hips and down her long, bare legs.

      “I want to keep most of it open-plan downstairs, but I’ll keep one ensuite bedroom for anyone who has problems with stairs, and one room I can use as a separate dining room for guests,” she continues.

      My attention is immediately drawn from her body and back to what she’s saying.

      “Wait... what?” I ask sharply, and she turns to look at me as she dries her hands slowly on the towel with a puzzled look on her face.

      “I told Ethan, sorry. I’m turning this place into a bed-and-breakfast. There are plenty of rooms, and it’ll give me some extra income.”

      Oh, hell no.

      Absolutely not.

      No way is my mate going to be living in a house, unprotected, with a stream of strangers coming in and out through those doors, sleeping mere yards down the hall from her.

      Over my dead body.

      Concern and possessiveness rage through my system in equal measures, and I struggle to push down the desire to openly demand that she change her plans. I turn away, pretending to consider what changes she could make to the space so she doesn’t see my eyes, which have no doubt, flashed to gold.

      “Ethan never mentioned that,” I say in what I hope sounds like a casual voice.

      I’ll kill him.

      “But… are you sure it’s safe?” I ask.

      It’s not safe.

      My wolf is demanding I tell her that under no circumstances can she have other men staying here, that nobody other than me should sleep under her roof, ever again. If she wasn’t a human, that’s exactly what I would say.

      She walks around the island and stands about a foot away from me, and this near, her scent is intoxicating.

      I itch to pull her to me.

      She looks up and meets my gaze defiantly, with a subtle smirk on her face, as if she sees straight through my fake calm façade and knows exactly what I am trying so hard not to say.

      “Funny. That’s the same thing Ethan said. It’s almost as if you boys think a girl like me isn’t capable of taking care of herself.” She muses.

      She doesn’t wait for me to answer as she turns and goes to step away again.

      Before she can, I grab her hand and pull her back; she’s only a few inches from me, and sparks of electricity fly up my fingers at the skin-to-skin contact.

      A small gasp passes between her lips as we touch, and her eyes flick up to meet mine.

      I hope that means she felt it too, and not that I have overstepped the mark.

      My answer comes quickly as a hint of her sweet arousal teases my senses.

      “I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I know you can probably take care of yourself, but there’s nothing wrong with having other people looking out for you sometimes, too.”

      I dip my head down so we’re eye to eye, and she can see my sincerity.

      She eyes me dubiously for a second, and unconsciously pulls her hand back, bringing it up to her chest, placing it right over her heart—which is pounding.

      Just like mine.

      “Good, because I seem to remember I was the one who dragged your ass out of the river, and not the other way around. So, you seem to be the one who needs looking-out-for around here.” She rolls her eyes but grins, letting me know she’s not genuinely annoyed, and it makes me laugh out loud.

      As the future Alpha of my pack, and a powerful wolf, there are very few people who have the nerve to roll their eyes at me or tease me. But I suppose, my mate was always going to be someone strong enough to challenge me.

      I spend the next hour following her around the house and taking notes as she points out the various jobs, making small talk about the town, restaurants to try, bars to avoid, and her work.

      It’s pure bliss to be in her company, at long last.

      Every time she laughs it’s like sunshine, and it makes me feel like a king to make her happy. When I see my card in her room, and it’s covered in her scent, my chest swells.

      She kept it, and picked it up, over and over, even if she doesn’t understand why.

      It has to mean something.

      I’m tempted to drag out the visit, because I never want to leave her side again, but I don’t want to make her uncomfortable. So, I promise to get back in touch with some quotes and details of when I can spare a few of the young guys to help her out.

      As I leave, I can’t help myself and reach for the doorknob at the same time she does, so I can ‘accidentally’ touch her again.

      I want to feel her small, soft hand underneath mine, so it can set my heart racing. I hear her heart suddenly beating loudly again, and she tilts her head up slowly, locking eyes with mine.

      The light-hearted atmosphere between us has transformed, and the air suddenly thickens with sexual tension.

      I grab her roughly and haul her body tightly to mine for a quick, but searing kiss.

      Despite every fibre of my body telling me to do the opposite, I force myself to turn away and pull the door open, stepping outside and jogging down the steps.

      I wave as I climb into my truck, and I see her in my rearview mirror, still watching from the porch as I drive away, a stunned expression painted on her beautiful face.
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      As I push through the door of Greg’s accountancy office, all heads turn to look at me, then silence falls.

      Even though I pride myself on being approachable and friendly to all pack members most are still naturally submissive to the pack leaders. For those who rarely interact with me, the instinct to submit is hard to overcome, so I can feel the tension as soon as I enter the building. I smile politely, nodding at everyone I pass, and greeting anyone I recognise by name.

      She didn’t call me, didn’t text asking what I thought I was doing kissing her like that, but then, I knew she wouldn’t. So here I am, unable to wait any longer to see her again, with only this thinly veiled excuse to visit her again.

      I knock gently on Hayley’s office door, and since it’s already ajar, I push it open slowly without waiting for a response.

      Hayley is sitting behind her desk, which is covered in a sea of haphazardly piled papers and brightly coloured pens with Post-its strewn everywhere. Her shoes are under the desk, and her bare feet are tucked up beneath her on the office chair. With a pen jammed through it to keep it in place, her hair is pulled up in a messy bun, and she’s chewing absently on a highlighter as she gazes down at the pages in her hand.

      The top buttons of her blouse are open, and I can see the edge of her lacy, white bra, barely visible, but still looking unbelievable against her tanned skin.

      Fuck me, she is sexy.

      She’s so deeply engrossed in whatever she’s reading that she hasn’t even sensed my presence.

      So, I clear my throat to catch her attention.

      “Oh gosh, Cooper. I didn’t see you there. Come in.” She gestures to the seat opposite her desk and unfolds her legs, slipping her pretty feet back into the high heels on the floor.

      “Sorry to interrupt, you’re busy. I wanted to drop off these quotes. I was going to suggest we grab lunch and run through them, but...” I gesture to the mess in front of her.

      “Oh this, ha. It’s always like this. Organised chaos.” She laughs, shrugging. “Don’t look so horrified!” She sits back and studies me for a second, then checks her watch. “Lunch sounds great, actually. My brain needs a break. I’ve been looking at this far too long, anyway.” Standing, she rubs her eyes and arches to stretch her back, a movement that pulls her blouse tightly across her breasts, making my mouth water.

      As she turns to grab a blazer off the back of her chair, her fitted skirt shows off her pert backside when she bends to pick up her purse.

      I bite back a groan and turn away to get control of myself before I grab her and kiss her senseless, right here in her office.

      Or worse.

      A smart, professional woman might intimidate some guys, but not me. I can’t help the thought of her bent over that desk as it pops into my mind.

      “I couldn’t cope with that mess; it’s making me anxious just looking at it.” I admit, placing my hand lightly on her lower back as she passes me on the way to the door.

      Any excuse to touch her and feel those sparks.

      She laughs again, amused, and thankfully not offended by my comment as she walks ahead of me before we leave the building, which is something a she-wolf would never do.

      It’s surprisingly refreshing to be around someone who doesn’t act differently just because of who I am.

      “I know it drives some people crazy, but it works for me. I don’t think my brain works in straight lines.” She shrugs unapologetically and turns to me with a breath-taking smile. “So, do you have anywhere in mind?”

      “Tina’s?” It’s a local café, very casual, and not somewhere I’d originally planned, but now that I’m here, I realise that after my impromptu appearance at her office, the local rumour mill would have a meltdown if I took her anywhere conspicuous. Which it might do anyhow. I’m supposed to be hiding the fact that she’s my mate, not announcing my interest in her to the entire town.

      Unfortunately, my love life, or, lack thereof, is a popular topic of debate around the pack.

      After arriving at the café and being shown to a table, I pull out her chair, and she sits down, when a subtle smell reaches my sensitive nose.

      I recognise it immediately.

      Marcus.

      That damn bear is still bringing her coffee.

      His scent on my mate is irritating my wolf. I need to find out why these two are such great buddies. That man barely tolerates anyone else.

      “I’ve listed all the jobs we went over. Let me know how it looks, and which ones you want me to start for you.” I push the papers toward her.

      She frowns as she begins flipping through the pages, pursing her full lips adorably.

      “Cooper, this is crazy. You’re hardly charging me for anything.” She looks at me as if I have lost my mind.

      “Well, I’m out of action with time to kill, so I might as well make myself useful. Plus, I don’t have any work for some of the crew right now anyway, so this would keep them busy instead of temporarily laying them off.”

      She gives me a look that says she doesn’t believe a word that’s coming out of my mouth—smart girl—but she doesn’t contradict me.

      “I’ve priced the materials at cost, but honestly, all you really need is some extra labour for the smaller jobs.”

      She still isn’t buying it, so I throw some icing on the cake.

      “My mother doesn’t want me to charge you anything at all, so this is a compromise.”

      The mention of my mother seems to have made her soften, as though it’s more acceptable to take a gift from a grateful parent rather than directly from me.

      “It’s far too much, but I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I appreciate it. And I didn’t think I’d be able to afford some of this stuff until next year.” She laughs and smiles at me. “My sisters will be eternally grateful that they don’t have to earn their keep with hard labour when they come to visit,” she adds, making my chest swell at how happy she looks.

      It’s as if I’ve taken an enormous weight off her shoulders.

      “Sisters?” While I have the chance, I’m keen to know as much about my mate as possible.

      “Yes, two. A twin, Zoe. She’s a vet. My younger sister, Leah, is still finishing college. I have a brother, too. Chase.” She pauses and looks sad for a second as she stares into her coffee.

      “Everything okay?” I reach over, putting my hand over hers, and she looks up at me with a small smile.

      To my relief, she doesn’t pull away from the physical contact. I wasn’t sure how she’d react after our kiss yesterday, not knowing if she’d enjoyed it as much as I did.

      “Oh yes, fine. I just miss them. I haven’t seen them for a few months. Not since Christmas. My parents, too. It’s... complicated, but hopefully, they’ll be able to come visit soon.”

      I can sense the deception in what she’s saying. She’s not lying, exactly, but there’s more to this story than she’s letting on.

      “You’ve met Leila, obviously, and I also have two brothers.” I try to lighten the conversation again by smiling and sitting back. “Rex is a couple years older than me; he’s been travelling for the last year, but he’ll be back in a few days. And Nathan’s the baby of the family and acts like it, too.”

      I grimace exaggeratedly, which she chuckles at.

      “Are you going to come for Leila’s birthday?” I ask, aiming to sound nonchalant, but as I meet her twinkling eyes from across the table, I don’t think I’ve succeeded.

      She grins mischievously, whispering in a low, sultry voice that has my balls tightening in response. “I might be convinced.”

      She winks, and I chuckle at her playfulness, grinning back at her, like an idiot.

      The chase is on.
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      For the last week and a half, Cooper has arrived early every morning, before the rest of the crew, to “keep me in the loop”.

      He appears just in time to enjoy a cup of coffee and a quiet chat on the porch before I have to dash off to work—and it’s become the highlight of my day. Seeing his handsome, smiling face as he climbs out of his truck cheers me up without fail, and simply being close to him sets my pulse racing.

      I’m so drawn to him, his raw, animal magnetism doing funny things to my insides every time I see those chocolate brown eyes with flecks of gold that seem to be lit from inside. He has strong cheekbones and full lips that I want to bite, and dark brown hair that curls a little around his ears, makes me melt every time he appears.

      There’s no other guy I have ever met who has taken things this slowly, though. Especially after teasing me with that kiss the first day we officially met. I would adore it if it weren’t driving me crazy.

      I want him, and I think he wants me, so what’s the problem? Maybe I’m reading the signals completely wrong.

      My current predicament is a testament to the fact that I’m not that great at reading people’s true intentions. I’m afraid to make a move, in case I’ve got this all wrong. Being the focus of his attention is intoxicating. I bet I could give myself over to a man like that, and he’d know exactly what to do.

      Maybe I’ve officially lost my mind, but then maybe, losing myself with Cooper Jones for a little while wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

      I already have two mugs in my hand when I hear his heavy boots hit the steps, making my heart skip a beat.

      He turns straight for the porch swing instead of coming inside, as has become our little routine.

      I look at the clock and can’t help but chuckle. It’s 7 a.m., on the dot. I could set my watch by this man. When I sit down beside him, a big grin on my face, I hand him his coffee. Tucking my legs underneath myself, we sit in companionable silence for a few minutes.

      A light fog still hovers over the lake this early in the morning, and some birds fly low over the water.

      Cooper is dressed for a hard day’s work in boots, khaki combats, and a white T-shirt. There is something undeniably sexy about a capable man who can work with his hands. The white sets off his tanned skin beautifully.

      I want to reach out and touch those curls to see if they’re as soft as they look. My fingers itch to grab his biceps and squeeze them but that might be too forward. Weirdly, I kind of want to bite him, and that’s not something I’ve ever thought before.

      He is so handsome, it makes me ache.

      But there’s more going on between us than just that…

      I feel a connection to him.

      He blows at the steam coming over the top of the cup, and my gaze falls to his full lips.

      I can’t stop thinking about how much I want to feel them on my lips, on my body.

      Why hasn’t he kissed me again?

      I sigh in frustration, louder than I mean to, and Cooper turns to me, one dark eyebrow raised in a silent question, as he catches me staring at him.

      I feel my cheeks growing pink and shift awkwardly on the swing.

      He places his cup down gently on the porch before leaning against the back of the swing. Wrapping one arm around my shoulders, he pulls me close and tucks me into his side, like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

      I’m surprised by the gesture, and it takes me a second to recover, but I relax and rest my head on his shoulder. We sit there for another ten minutes, enjoying the peace and quiet, as if it’s always been this way.

      It feels so right.

      That little gesture seems to state an intent. The kiss was about the chemistry between us, but this is about more.

      The sound of a pickup truck breaks our little bubble, then I hear laughter and joking as Ethan and Cooper’s younger brother Nathan reverses by the side of my house to unload more supplies.

      “What are you doing after work?” Cooper asks quietly, his breath tickling my neck while he draws lazy circles on my shoulder with his thumb.

      That simple touch has my nerves singing and desire shooting straight to my core. I clench my legs together to ease the tension growing there. I’m still in my bed shorts and tank top with a thin dressing gown covering my pyjamas.

      Suddenly. I’m very aware that I’m not dressed, yet being pressed against this gorgeous man, and my panties getting damper with each passing second.

      “Nothing. Painting, I guess.” I shrug.

      “No painting tonight. Take a break. I’ll even cook dinner for us.” He stands and leans over to press a soft kiss to my forehead. “I’ll see you when you get home,” he whispers close to my ear, forcing goosebumps across my skin at the promise those words hold.

      I nod, still stunned when he steps away from me and heads inside the house as the others come around the corner into view.

      “Morning, gorgeous,” Ethan says before giving me a big smile. He’s grinning knowingly as he comes up the steps and then gives me a quick peck on the cheek as he passes.

      “You don’t have to let him do that, you know,” Nathan says, laughing. “He’s not European, he’s just a pervert.”

      Ethan hits Nathan on the back of the head as they follow Cooper indoors.

      “It’s too good of a chance to wind up Cooper. It helps, of course, that you’re cute, Hayley.” Ethan winks, his blue eyes sparkling with delight, as Cooper fixes him with an icy glare. He might be all smiles with me, but I’ve noticed this side of him emerge whenever any of the men on site pay attention to me.

      Maybe it shouldn’t make me happy that he seems to make it clear that I’m off-limits to all of them, but it does.

      “I might have to get in on that action.” Nathan smirks, backing up and pretending to make a move toward me.

      “Ha-ha, hilarious. That’s enough,” Cooper shouts as Nathan gets within arm’s reach of me.

      Nathan halts and lets out a loud laugh, shaking his head.

      “Oh man, this is way too easy. Whatever you have done to my brother, Hayley, I love it.” Nathan continues to laugh as Cooper throws a chunk of wood at him, cursing them both under his breath.

      With a big smile plastered to my face, I leave them to their good-natured teasing so I can get ready for the day. It has me feeling truly happy for the first time in a long time.
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      My restraint has been severely tested every morning, as Hayley greets me in her tiny shorts and tank tops. Light dressing gowns do nothing to hide her amazing figure underneath from my hungry gaze.

      Something was different this morning, though. I could sense her desire and frustration as she watched me closely from the porch swing. Knowing those idiots would arrive at any minute was the only thing that stopped me from taking her in a kiss that would linger in her mind for the rest of the day.

      And I didn’t leave any room for argument when I suggested dinner this evening.

      I let the crew finish work early so I could tidy up her place, go home to shower and change, and then head to the shops to get the supplies I’d need.

      Even though I didn’t say anything to Ethan or Nathan about my plans, they have been watching me like a hawk, so I’m sure they know I have something up my sleeve.  And Ethan knows she’s my mate, so while he’s finding my antics extremely entertaining, at least he understands what’s going on.

      Nathan, however, ever the ladies’ man, is completely gob smacked that I am so smitten with one little human. He already doesn’t understand why I refuse to use my status like he does, indulging in countless beautiful women. So my interest in Hayley after years of refusing to even date anyone while waiting for my fated mate, seems like an about-face to him.

      I feel bad enough for not telling him the truth, but he doesn’t take the mate bond seriously enough, so I’m worried that if I do tell him, he’ll make some stupid joke and expose my secret to the pack before I’m ready.

      I’d considered making this dinner a romantic meal with candles, flowers, and the works, but I shelved those thoughts pretty quickly. What has worked for us so far, is keeping things relaxed. So, I’ve settled on a simple pasta dinner with some salad and nice bread. Over-the-top, clichéd gestures aren’t my thing anyway, so there’s no point in pretending I’m something I’m not.

      As I potter around the kitchen, preparing our dinner and waiting for Hayley to arrive home, I feel relaxed and happy. I never thought domestic activities would bring me such joy, but I’m genuinely looking forward to sharing a meal and spoiling her after a hard day at work.

      Maybe I’m getting old and boring, as Nathan and Leila would probably suggest, but I know it’s more than that. It’s the feelings I am developing for Hayley, more than the mate bond. The mate bond creates the pull, no doubt about that, but my brother Rex is the perfect example of how a pairing can still go horribly wrong.

      If there isn’t a meeting of minds, the bond can’t guarantee a happily ever after.

      I sense Hayley before I see her, her delicious smell perking up my wolf.

      She pushes open the door, her golden eyes sparkling, and flushes as she spots me in her kitchen, wiping down the counters and filling the dishwasher. She drops her bag and car keys onto the hall table before kicking off her heels and pushing them aside.

      Pulling her hair loose, it falls in caramel waves around her slim shoulders. The five-second transformation from professional to at ease Hayley makes me smile. Her posture relaxes in the time it takes for her to walk from the front door to the kitchen island.

      “It’s nothing fancy, so don’t get too excited. It will be ready soon, but you have time to get changed,” I say as I hand her a chilled glass of white wine.

      She sighs happily as she takes a sip, resting her hip against the countertop and looking up at me with a twinkle in her eye.

      I’ve completely taken over her kitchen, without shame.

      “I might just do that—if you don’t mind. I promise I’ll come back and help you; it smells amazing.” She stands on her tippy toes to look over my shoulder into the pot and then tries to steal a piece of bread before I wave her out of her kitchen.

      “Go, it’s all done. Get comfortable, and I’ll dish it out when you’re back.”

      She disappears up the stairs with her glass of wine.

      I hear the shower turning on and her light footsteps as she moves around.

      Ten minutes later, she re-appears in a simple navy dress, strappy flats, and a delicate gold bracelet on her wrist. Her hair is still down, but she has clipped back some layers at the front to keep them out of her face. She looks stunning as she watches me dish up and put garlic bread into a basket.

      “I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but I like it.” She laughs as I pass by her with the food and then set it down on the dining table. She follows me with the bottle of wine in a cooler and a glass for me, before sitting down, kitty-corner to me, at the large rectangular table.

      The conversation flows as we tuck into our food.

      I laugh more than I can remember doing in years. At least, not since it was decided that I would become the next Alpha of the pack instead of Rex.

      Hayley seems cautious when talking about her decision to move here, leaving behind what sounds like a close family, a stellar career, and a fun lifestyle.

      I am guessing there’s an ex involved, but she’s keeping her cards close to her chest, and to be honest, I don’t want to hear about another man. I’m just grateful that he obviously messed up whatever they had badly enough that she doesn’t even want to broach the topic. He must be some idiot to let a woman like this get away.

      The fact that her family has been absent since she moved here makes me curious, though. They sound like the kind of people who would enjoy helping her with the house renovations, and their conspicuous absence doesn’t appear to stem from a falling-out.

      After dinner, we move outside to watch the sunset behind the mountains, with glasses of wine in hand, as we lean against the newly repaired handrail.

      I can’t help myself, and I put my arm around her waist, pulling her close to my side. I place a gentle kiss on her bare shoulder; her silky skin is smooth against my lips.

      She smells divine.

      I use the chill in the air as an excuse to tuck her in front of me, between my body and the railing, and then wrap my arms around her. I rest my chin on the top of her head, my chest pressed to her back, trying to get as close to her as I can.

      She fits against me perfectly.

      I can feel her breathing becoming uneven, and sparks fly wherever there’s skin-to-skin contact. Immediately, the sexual energy that is always simmering between us becomes palpable. I know she feels it as much as I do. And she must feel the bulge in my trousers brushing against her ass when I move, and she inhales sharply.

      I fight the urge to push against her harder so she can feel exactly what she does to me and settle for holding her closely instead.

      Gently, I brush her hair to one side so I can access her neck, and then press small kisses to the top of her back before reaching the spot where her neck meets her shoulder—where I will, one day, place my mark.

      Continuing along her delicate collarbone, I trail feather-light kisses up the side of her neck, to behind her ear.

      Goosebumps rise on her skin wherever I’ve touched her, and I am in love with the soft, breathy moans that are escaping her lips as she tilts her head to the side, letting me know without words that she enjoys this.

      I gently turn her around to face me and place a finger under her chin so I can tilt her face up to mine. I keep looking into her beautiful, brown eyes as I trail my fingers lightly along her jaw and down her neck; along her collarbone, down her arm, and back to her waist. Even though it’s all pretty innocent, the unbroken eye contact makes it the most intimate moment I’ve ever experienced.

      Her pupils are blown wide, and her parted lips are begging to be kissed.

      So I lean down agonisingly slowly, until our lips are only millimetres apart and then pause, giving her the chance to pull back, if this isn’t what she wants.

      Instead, she moves only to rock forward, ever so slightly, almost enough to meet me.

      That’s all the encouragement I need.

      So, I close the gap and press my lips to hers.

      The kiss is firm but gentle, showing Hayley that I want her, but that I also need her to know this is not just about the chemistry between us.

      As I pull her tightly to my body, she feels my hardness between us and then  responds by parting her lips to deepen the kiss. She rubs against me as she reaches up to wrap her arms around my neck, pulling me closer, and running her hands through my hair.

      A deep groan leaves my lips, and she smiles, obviously enjoying the effect she has on me. I almost purr with satisfaction as her fingers run across my scalp, down my neck, and onto the front of my shirt, before gripping it tightly.

      Eventually, I force myself to lean back, breaking the hot and heavy kiss, then gently placing my forehead against hers and closing my eyes. I take a deep breath, sighing in pleasure. I know that if we continue like this, I won’t be able to stop myself from taking her upstairs to christen her new bed.

      My control is barely hanging by a thread.

      “Holy shit,” she whispers dreamily.

      I laugh out loud at the bluntness of her comment.

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” I whisper as my hands roam up and down her back and luscious ass, around her waist and hips.

      I burn the feeling of her body into my mind, because it will have to do for the moment.

      “I need to leave,” I say softly.

      A frown creases the forehead of my little mate, and her nose wrinkles in confusion.

      “I don’t want to, but after a kiss like that, I need to leave before I do something ungentlemanly—like throw you over my shoulder and carry you up to bed, right this second.”

      “Oh,” she whispers, smiling as she realises that it’s not a rejection.

      The scent of her arousal grows stronger, telling me she loves the idea of me going all caveman on her.

      Fuck, she really is perfect.

      “Who says I want you to be a gentleman?” she murmurs, and I nearly swallow my tongue.
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      It feels like the words have barely left my mouth when Cooper lifts me, wrapping my legs around his waist as his mouth ravishes mine. His hands, lips, and tongue are everywhere as the passion that has been building between us explodes.

      We can’t seem to get close enough.

      I cling to him as he moves us backward then props me up against the porch railing. One hand massages my breasts roughly, giving me the firm touch I so desperately need, squeezing and kneading, as his other hand seeks the hem of my dress, lifting it to gain access to my drenched panties.

      He runs a finger over the thin material along my slit, and my legs quiver, finally so close to getting his touch where I’ve wanted it for the last two weeks.

      “Damn, you’re so wet for me, Hayley.” He growls his delight at finding my underwear soaked. “Does that pretty pussy of yours need to be taken care of?”

      Cooper whispers in my ear as he licks and bites my neck, still only lightly stroking me over the lace.

      I’ve never been into dirty talk, but I nearly come at the combination of his words and his deep, husky voice.

      “Cooper.” I moan in frustration, wriggling to get him to apply more pressure where I need it.

      “Say it, Hayley. Do you want me to take care of you? Do you want me to make you come?” He stubbornly continues to deny me what I want.

      I nod, pressing my forehead into his shoulder as the pressure builds within me from his gentle caresses alone.

      He pauses suddenly, and I grab at his hand as he pulls away. He chuckles, bringing it back between my legs, but he still refuses to touch me where I want him. Instead, he trails his fingers along the crease where my thighs meet my pelvis, sending little shocks of pleasure through me, making my legs twitch in anticipation.

      “You need to say it, princess.” He warns. “Nothing will happen until you do.” This domineering side of Cooper is something new, and holy shit, is it sexy.

      “Please, Cooper.” I beg. “Yes, I want you.”

      The second the words leave my lips, he kisses me passionately, yanking the lace to the side, and pressing his finger inside me.

      I moan loudly as I squirm against the overwhelming sensations.

      He pushes deep and uses the heel of his hand to apply firm pressure over my clit as he thrusts slowly, in and out of me, curling his fingers to brush that sweet spot on each stroke.

      In no time, I can feel the pressure building within me, delicious warmth spreading to my fingers and toes.

      “Yes, Cooper,” I call out as I near my release, and I know it’s going to be a big one. With one final grind of his palm against my clit, I shatter, mumbling his name over and over into his shoulder where I think I bit him to stop myself from screaming.

      That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. I’m dazed as waves of tingly pleasure continue to wash over me, and Cooper gently slows the thrusting of his fingers, straightening my dress and kissing the top of my head.

      I reach for his belt, but he grips my hands and brings them up to his lips instead, pressing kisses to the backs of my knuckles.

      “Soon, princess, but not tonight. It’ll be worth the wait, I promise,” he whispers into my ear.

      He presses a gentle kiss to my lips then steps back with a groan. I can’t help but laugh as he rubs his hand back over his forehead and curses quietly again while he takes in my messy but content appearance. He drags me back to him for another brutal kiss, then steers me inside and waits to make sure I lock the door behind him.

      Standing there with my back against the front door, I feel thoroughly satisfied, but weak as a kitten.

      I briefly wonder if crawling up the stairs is too undignified. My legs are so weak after the orgasm-of-all-orgasms that he just gave me, that I’m not sure I’ll make it on two feet.

      I can’t wait to see what else he can do. I have a feeling it’s going to blow my mind.

      Where on earth did this man come from?
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      The alert going off on my phone wrenches me from the best sleep I have had in a long time, and I grin from ear to ear as I see Cooper’s name pop up on the screen. After the orgasm Cooper gave me yesterday, I’d gone to bed with a big smile on my face and a warm feeling in my heart. I think I was probably asleep before my head even hit the pillow.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cooper: Fancy a hike this morning?

      

      

      

      

      

      Last night, we talked about going to a local beauty spot up in the hills. An outdoor date was probably a good idea this time. That kiss escalated quickly; it’s like my body has a mind of its own around him. I can’t believe I let him do that to me on my porch.

      I’m such a hussy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hayley: Would love it. Give me 15 mins to get ready

      

      

      

      

      

      I jump out of bed and hop in the shower. Steamy thoughts of Cooper fill my mind as I daydream about those kisses on my neck and shoulders, his hands running along my sensitive skin. Just remembering his soft lips on my back sends a shiver down my spine.

      Mentally, I shake myself as I step out from under the warm water and get dressed in black gym leggings, a tank top, and a light fleece.

      I need to get a grip on my hormones, or I’m going to pounce on the man as soon as I see him. I keep trying to remember to take things slowly, but then my traitorous body tells me to do the exact opposite. Maybe I need to think of it as a bit of harmless fun and not take everything so seriously. If anyone deserves a sexy fling, it’s most definitely me. I’ve never met anyone like this guy, though.

      Am I kidding myself by pretending I’d be okay with this being something casual?

      I pad down the stairs and start pulling together some snacks and drinks to bring with us. I’m still in the kitchen when I hear his old truck rumbling into the driveway. I have to stop myself from running out the door to greet him, and I take a few deep breaths to calm myself down. Shoving the food into a backpack, along with a blanket, I open the front door.

      Cooper is bent over at the side of my driveway, pulling weeds out of my flower beds.

      The sight stirs something warm inside me.  I can feel myself getting hot again simply watching him gardening. I’m not sure this is normal.

      Jeez, I have it bad.

      I sit down on the bench and pull on my old hiking boots to distract my racing mind.

      He glances over at me with a cheeky smile on his face, as if he can tell my thoughts have fallen into the gutter.

      “Morning,” he says, beaming up at me as he leans against a wooden post, arms crossed over his muscular chest.

      “Hi,” I say shyly, fiddling with the zip on the bag, smiling but avoiding eye contact. Suddenly, I feel awkward about all but propositioning him last night.

      He reaches out and grabs my hand, pulling me to my feet. Stepping up the stairs to stand in front of me, he leaves a few inches between us.

      “Morning,” he says again, pointedly.

      My half-hearted greeting obviously didn’t satisfy him, and he gently brushes his lips against mine, pulling me into his big arms.

      I melt against him, my nervousness disappearing.

      “Better?” he asks, inhaling deeply against my hair and sighing.

      Did he smell me?

      I kind of liked it.

      “Yes, much better. I guess I’m nervous.” I admit with my face pressed into his firm chest. I feel his muscles move under his skin as he chuckles.

      “Nothing to fear here, princess. And it’s a bit late for nerves, anyway. Come on.” He steps back and takes the bag, leading me by the hand toward his truck. Opening the door, he tries to buckle me in, but I swat at his hands, laughing at the attention he’s lavishing on me.

      As we drive toward the start of the trail, we chat easily, and any tension I feel fades within minutes.

      “I’m meeting Leila tonight for some drinks. She’s bringing me to Taaffe’s. Is it any good?” I ask as I gaze out the window at the woods passing by, soaking in the beautiful scenery.

      He doesn’t answer for a few seconds, so I turn to look at him. His jaw is tense, and his hands are gripping the wheel tightly.

      Interesting, it doesn’t seem like he’s a fan.

      “It’s okay,” he answers slowly. “There isn’t much choice around here I suppose, but I don’t think it’s the kind of place you might be used to. It’s not exactly classy; rustic might be a polite way of describing it. What’s the occasion?”

      “Leila said that the party next weekend isn’t really for her. It’s for your mum. Leila wants to let loose a little on her own, I guess, and she was looking for a partner in crime.”

      He laughs lightly at that, and the tension leaves his hands.

      “Well, that’s true. Leila’s birthday is just another excuse for my mum to throw a party at the packhouse. It doesn’t matter what it’s for,” he says, brows still furrowed.

      “Packhouse?”

      He flushes at my question. “Oh, it’s the nickname we have for the lodge where our office and accommodation are. Lots of the single guys on the construction crews have rooms there for when they’re away on jobs.”

      “Hmm. Wolf pack, like in The Hangover, yeah? I probably don’t want to know.” I shake my head, laughing. “When does Rex get back?”

      Cooper seems slightly relieved at the change of topic.

      I dread to know what goes on in that lodge. It’s probably like a big frat house.

      “Tonight. I’m picking him up from the airport after dinner. Would it be okay if we swing by, if I can convince him to come along? I know he’ll be dying to see Leila.”

      He looks over at me hopefully, and I smile brightly back at him, thrilled that he’s already arranging our next date before this one has even started.

      “I’d love that.”

      He seems relieved. How rough is this place that he doesn’t want to leave us alone to have a girl’s night there?

      “You say that now. Rex isn’t always the most sociable.” He shakes his head a little. “He had a nasty breakup. His… fiancé dumped him when he told her he didn’t want to take over… the family business. I guess she was more interested in the money than him. She got back together with some rich ex, pretty much immediately. He didn’t take it well.”

      Cooper looks so upset on his brother’s behalf that I reach over and place my hand on his leg, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “That’s tough, but it sounds like he’s better off without her.”

      He smiles softly, placing his hand on top of mine, squeezing it back and holding it in place on his leg.

      “Speaking of the family business, Dad says you’re doing loads of work for him on the Forest Spa acquisition. Don’t let him work you too hard. He’ll take advantage if you’re too nice to him. He’s not as helpless as he lets on.” He winks, letting me know he is teasing. His affection for his father, and all his family, is clear in the way he speaks about him.

      “It’s not too much, but I still feel like I’m missing something. It’s like I know I’m not making a connection that I should be, and it’s driving me mad.” I sigh, slumping back against the seat. “It’ll come to me, but the Andersons are pushing to close ASAP.”

      “Yeah, they seem keen to get it done ahead of the conference in two weeks, but I’m not sure what the rush is. I can’t stand that Toby guy. He’s a jackass. I don’t have the same patience for listening to him that you and Dad seem to.” He smirks at me.

      “Ha, that’s just your excuse to avoid dealing with him. But yeah, he’s not the easiest.” I clasp my hands in my lap nervously, turning in my seat to face him.

      “Your dad mentioned going to that conference: two nights in a 5-star spa resort. I hope it’s like this all the time. Or is this just a bribe to encourage me to get this deal done?”

      It’s an event being held in one of the Jones’s resorts, and I’d love to go, but I am testing the waters to see if Cooper minds me attending.

      “Oh, did he now? Interesting. Definitely a bribe.” His gorgeous brown eyes twinkle in amusement, but he also seems to be thinking hard on something.

      “I’ve never heard of the event before, but most of the firms coming are massive.”

      I had a look at the guest list they sent me, and it really intrigued me. The Jones Group is dealing with some of the largest private companies on the East Coast, and this seemed to be a jaunt for the rich-but-not-famous.

      “Something like that. It’s an annual thing. The heads of some large, family-owned companies get together, talk business and socialise. It’s kept quiet to stop it from getting out of hand. My mother is in her element at these things, schmoozing and trying to play matchmaker for all of her children.” He winces at the thought of it. “Hopefully, given that we’re hosting it this year, she’ll be too busy to cause any trouble. Leila normally dreads it, so she’ll be thrilled you’re going.”

      I feel a twinge of jealousy as he mentions his mother trying to set him up with other women, even though he didn’t seem happy about it. It’s a ridiculous reaction to have over a man I had my first date with last night.

      He seems to sense my unease and begins rubbing circles on the back of my hand.

      “I’m thrilled you’re going, too.” He brings my hand up to his lips and kisses my knuckles gently. “And my mum is generally harmless. If her kids are happy, she’s happy. And believe me, I’m happy.” He grins at me, and I can’t help grinning back like a love-struck fool.
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      After an hour of walking up the well-worn trail, Cooper veers off the main path and holds out his hand to help me over some fallen branches, following some unmarked route through the trees.

      It’s unnecessary, but chivalrous all the same.

      Although, when he picks me up by the waist to lift me over a stream, I suspect he’s finding excuses to touch me. And I am totally on board with that.

      We break through the trees to an open area of flat rock jutting out of the side of the mountain; it’s an amazing view down the valley on both sides. The bright green of the spring foliage in the morning light is stunning with mountains rising on both sides of the valley, some with snow caps remaining. The blue sky reflects off the ribbon of small lakes below.

      It looks like a postcard, and I can’t help but gasp as I look from side to side, taking in the beauty of it all.

      “Nice, isn’t it?” Cooper comes up beside me, standing close. “I run up here all the time.”

      “It’s stunning,” I say in awe. “Thank you. I never would have found this on my own. It’s so beautiful.” I turn to look up at his strong profile as he stares at the view and takes a deep lungful of fresh mountain air. He’s so handsome.

      I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to be here with him, in this special place.

      “There are lots of viewing spots around here, but this is my favourite. Not many people know about it.” He pulls the blanket out of my pink backpack, which he insisted on carrying, and spreads it out on the ground.

      As soon as he sits down, he stretches his long, muscular legs in front of him and leans back on his elbows.

      I sit beside him, and we soak in the view together.

      A few minutes later, as he unpacks the food, we discuss the last few jobs to be done on the house, mainly painting and some tiling.

      I cannot believe that he got it done so quickly.

      “I’d love to take the credit, but Nathan is the brains behind the operation. He acts like a fool most of the time, but he’s clever. He manages most of our sites and has a way of getting things done.” He boasts proudly.

      “Good for him. He has done a great job.” I agree enthusiastically. “So, if he’s the brains, you’re just the hired muscle?” I tease, glancing down at his delicious shoulders and strong arms before I can stop myself.

      “Have you been checking out my muscles, Hayley?” he grins when I blush. I roll my eyes and try to shove his shoulder, but my attempt doesn’t move him an inch.

      “I take it that’s not normally your day job, then?” I change the subject, and he lets me pretend he didn’t catch checking him out again.

      “No, I’m normally in meetings or buried under a sea of paperwork at the office. Rex was on track to take over from Dad, but it never really appealed to him. I do genuinely enjoy it most of the time, so I’ll take over when Dad steps down. Nathan is in his element in the construction side of the business, so he’ll eventually take full responsibility for that.”

      He rolls over onto his side so we’re facing each other and, being this close, looking into his warm dark eyes, is enough to make my breath catch.

      “Leila was clever enough to get into medicine; she escaped the family business altogether. Ethan helps me run a lot of the on-the-ground stuff, like the hospitality business and a small brewery we own. Being the charmer that he is, he’s good with people management.” He laughs.

      “So, if you’re normally in the office, Cooper Jones, what have you been doing, hanging doors and tiling at my house for the last two weeks when you should have been recuperating?”

      I’m curious why someone recovering from surgery would choose hard labour over a desk job.

      He looks guilty for a second, then smiles sheepishly and shrugs.

      “At first, it was because I felt I owed it to you to make sure everything was done properly. I wanted to be the one to pay you back personally. But then those tiny pyjamas and robes you wear in the mornings kept me coming back.”

      I laugh out loud at that and his cheeky little grin as he edges closer, so that our fingers are touching.

      “What will Rex do now that he’s back?” I’m intrigued and a little scared to meet him. They all talk about him fondly, but there still seems to be an undercurrent of anxiety about him. He must have been in a bad way when he left.

      “I’m not sure. Whatever he wants, I suppose. I just hope he stays around. He can be quiet and... gruff. But he’s a good guy. I’ve missed him.”

      Rex is getting more mysterious by the minute.

      As we continue to demolish the little picnic I made, I can’t help sneaking looks at Cooper. He hasn’t shaved this morning, and he’s getting a dark shadow across his firm jaw. He takes a big bite of a sandwich followed by a long swig out of a bottle of water, and I am fascinated by his soft, full lips, and how sexy he makes eating look.

      I watch his throat work as he swallows, and an overwhelming urge to lick it comes out of nowhere. I blush as I wonder where the hell that thought came from.

      This man can turn me on by drinking water. I’ve lost the run of myself.

      “Thank you, Cooper. For everything. For this.” I gesture to the view in front of us. “And for all the help with the house. Grey Ridge is feeling like home, and you guys have played a big part in that,” I say suddenly, squinting over at him as I raise a hand to shield my eyes from the sun.

      He looks stunned at my frank admission, but it’s true. Cooper and his family, and even his ragtag bunch of workers that have taken over my house for the last couple of weeks, have made me feel welcome. The teasing and messing remind me of my own siblings.

      “If me landing you with my crazy family makes it feel like home, I’m more than happy to oblige. You can keep them if you want.” He jokes. “I’d do anything for you Hayley, you don’t need to thank me. And it’s not because I owe you my life.” I scoff at the dramatic statement, and he frowns at my dismissal.

      Sitting up straighter, he leans in, his enormous frame looming over me. He moves closer to kiss me, wrapping a powerful hand around the back of my neck and tangling his long fingers in my hair to hold me in place. He pulls back and looks me straight in the eye, as if to show me how serious he is when he says his next words…

      “Getting to know you has been the best thing that has happened to me in a long, long time.” His deep brown eyes smoulder with intensity, and I squirm under the weight of his gaze. His eyes drift to my mouth as I bite into my bottom lip with my teeth to distract myself from the tingles spreading throughout my body.

      And the heat between my legs.

      He’s not a smooth talker like some of the players I’ve met before, but he pulls no punches, and says it like it is. That worries me a little, because I know it’s not a line.

      Getting in deep with a man should not be in the cards for me with everything else I have going on… I’m not sure I can help it, though.

      Before I can think too much about whether this is all going too fast, he uses his thumb to pull my lip free from my teeth and kisses it gently, sucking on it a little before kissing me full on the mouth. It’s absolute bliss: the setting, the man, the sparks spreading through my body.

      My head spins, and I try to commit every second to memory.

      A satisfied moan passes my lips as he pulls me against his hard body, and his tongue delves further into my mouth as the kiss becomes more passionate. I allow him to roll me onto my back on the blanket, and he lowers himself over me, keeping his weight off me with one arm.

      His powerful, masculine energy makes me feel safe and desired; it’s a heady combination.

      For someone like me who is always on, always in charge and in control, it’s nice to let someone else take the lead. Despite being out in the open, I can’t stop myself from rolling my hips up against him. I need the contact to satisfy the ache in my core, but it’s not enough.

      He strokes his hand down my side, to my waist and back up, skimming over my breast, giving it a gentle squeeze, then swiping a thumb across my hardened nipple before going back to cup the back of my head. He seems to be almost lazily enjoying himself. It’s a stark contrast to the hungry make-out session we had last night. He’s stroking and touching me at a leisurely pace, while I’m being driven mad with need.

      Maybe it is like last night.

      “Cooper,” I whisper, almost a plea. I don’t know what I want, but I know it’s more, and I know he can give it to me.

      And I know instinctively that he’ll be able to play my body like a fiddle.

      “Hayley.” He breaks the contact between us but stays in position over me and leans our foreheads together. “I can’t get enough of you.”

      He strokes his hand down my waist and along the outside of my thigh, trailing his fingers back up the inside, and pausing tantalisingly close to my pussy.

      I groan again and lean my head on the blanket, sucking in a deep, shaky breath as our eyes meet again. I can see the fire of need in his, so dark now, that they look almost black. But we both know this isn’t the time or place to continue this, despite what our bodies are telling us.

      “I don’t know what you’re doing to me.” As soon as we touch, I feel utterly helpless to resist this man.

      “Me? Princess, I’m dying here.”

      I glance down along our bodies, and I can see the evidence of his arousal pushing at his trousers as he tries to adjust himself.

      My eyes widen, and I feel an unbelievable urge to reach out and touch it. It looks massive.

      “Come on, we better get back.” I sigh, scooting out from under him. “Leila is coming to my house for dinner before we go out.” I pat his face in sympathy, hauling myself to my feet before gathering our things and starting the trek back down the mountains.

      I need to think.

      My sexy fling is powering full steam ahead, and I wonder if one of us shouldn’t be trying to slow things down before one of us gets hurt.

      Damned if I know how, though.
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      Leila stares into my closet while I sit cross-legged on the bed, watching on in amusement.

      I know that I have a ridiculous number of formal dresses for a girl who has moved to a small town in the mountains to run a bed-and-breakfast, but I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of them all when they cost so much money. Hopefully, someone will get some use out of them at some point: like me and Leila at this conference.

      “No, we’re still going shopping.” She argues. “It’s bad enough that my parents make me go to these things when I’m not even involved in the business, the least I should get for it is a new dress or two.”

      “Okay, fine. We’ll go shopping, but just for you,” I laugh. “I need a new fridge more than I need a new dress.”

      “Well, that’s just sad.” She looks horrified on my behalf. “And tell me again what was so bad about your old life again?” She turns back to rifle through the gowns again. Pulling out a particularly daring one, she raises her eyebrows and laughs at my face when I think about wearing it in a room of stuffy business owners.

      My vague reasons for the dramatic changes in my life will no longer cut it now that she seems to have officially adopted me as her friend. She wants to know more.

      “You should have been a lawyer.” I scowl, but she shrugs, unashamed of her persistent and blatantly obvious ways.

      “You know anything you tell me is protected by doctor-patient privilege.” She jokes before a more serious look fixes itself across her pretty features, letting me know that she suspects it wasn’t something good that drove me to come here.

      I take a gulp of white wine and fiddle with the stem of my glass, steeling myself against the onslaught of emotions I work so hard to keep at bay.

      “Hayley, you don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to.” She backtracks. “It’s not my business. I’m being nosy.”

      I square my shoulders and sit up straighter, meeting Leila’s eye where she leans against the wardrobe quietly, waiting for me to begin.

      “Promise me you won’t tell Cooper?” I ask hesitantly. “Any sane man would run a mile if he’d heard this.”

      She nods and smiles sympathetically. “No chance.”

      “It’s a common story, really. I pride myself on being an excellent judge of character, and naively thought it would never happen to me.”

      Leila frowns, already guessing where this is going.

      “James was charming and attentive at first, but became more and more controlling. Deciding who my friends were, trying to stop me from going out without him. I realised he wanted me as a bit of arm candy to drag around at his social events.” I drink another gulp of wine for courage.

      “I always wanted to move out of the city, and I had started putting money together, researching places to live, but James never took me seriously. And I never asked him to come with me when I went to visit properties, which I suppose, says enough about the state of our relationship in my mind.” I roll my eyes at my own stupidity. I should have ended things a long time before I did.

      “Next thing I know, we’re at a snooty dinner party with our friends and colleagues, and out of nowhere, he announces that we’re engaged. Without even asking me to marry him first!”

      I pause as Leila’s jaw nearly hits the floor.

      “What the hell?”

      “I know. It was crazy. James turned up the next day with this giant rock, expecting I’d take the ring and be happy. Even standing there with the ring in a box, he still couldn’t bring himself to ask.  He really couldn’t see the problem with what he’d done.”

      My anger rises even thinking about his smug face, looking at me as though I was making a big deal for no reason.

      “I still don’t know what he was thinking. Maybe he was trying to impress his boss, playing the settled family man, and all that. Or maybe he thought my talk about moving was an ultimatum. I don’t know. Nothing he had done up to this point was really that bad, but acting like I had no say in whether we got married was the last straw. I told him I couldn’t, that it was over.”

      I twirl my bracelet round and round on my wrist as I attempt to push back the memories of what happened next.

      Leila stays silent but she notices my fidgeting.

      “To say he didn’t take it well would be an understatement. He wouldn’t go, and started ranting on and on about how I was humiliating him. Nothing about loving or losing me, no sadness, just what it would look like to everyone else after his big announcement.”

      Leila moves closer but waits, letting me get the entire sordid tale out.

      “When I’d had enough and told him to leave, he lost it. Shouting and roaring. He threw a glass, and it shattered against the wall.”

      I shake my head at the thought of his face, bright red with rage, as he lunged for me. Rubbing my sweaty palms on my thighs, I can feel my hands trembling.

      Leila grabs them and holds them still as I take a steadying breath.

      “He threw me to the ground. I must have split my head open on the coffee table as I fell. He grabbed my hair, dragged me across the floor, and God only knows what he would have done, but my neighbour started banging on the door, complaining about the noise.”

      I shudder, touching the scar in my hairline briefly before wrapping my arms tightly around myself.

      “Oh, Hayley,” Leila sits beside me, throwing her arms around me in a tight hug.

      “I did go to the police, but he’s a lawyer. He knows the system and all the right people, so it didn’t go anywhere. I spoke to work because that’s how I met him—his company dealt with ours—and they offered me redundancy. It was decent of them, although maybe they wanted to avoid any drama. In retrospect…” I shrug. “All of that wasn’t even the worst of it.”

      Leila looks equally horrified and confused by this admission.

      “I planned to pack up my apartment and move home to my parents’ house while I worked out what I wanted to do next, but James made my life a living hell. Following me, calling me, slashing my tires. Breaking into my apartment, trashing my stuff, turning up at my parents. He even visited my little sister at college.”

      Leila’s jaw drops again.

      “It was terrifying. The guy is completely unhinged. He even threatened me, told me he knew nasty people who could make me disappear. I couldn’t bring that danger to my family’s doorstep, but I also couldn’t hang around and wait to see if he’d make good on those threats, either. So, I left in the middle of the night with as much stuff as I could pack into my car.”

      Looking up at the ceiling and blinking hard, I struggle to hold back my tears.

      “I thought it would end when I was gone. Out of sight, out of mind. I know he still watches my parents’ house, and in the first week after I’d left, he tracked me to a motel where I used my credit card. Then he found me at the next place when I took out a lease, so...” I look out the window at the gorgeous view, really hoping what I say next doesn’t come true. “If he wants to, he’ll track me down here, too. I have to hope he’s lost interest by now. That’s why nobody knows I’m here. My family, even my best friends.”

      “Oh, honey.” Leila gives me a massive hug, and while I don’t do well with being pitied, it is nice having someone to talk to about it.

      “When I moved to town, I let Marcus know, in case anything happens, or anyone suspicious turns up. He’s been checking up on me and keeping an eye out for anything weird, but I can’t run forever. It’s time for me to start building my new life here.”

      “Are you sure you’re safe in this house on your own? You know my family has spare rooms at the lodge. There are always people around, so you’d never be alone. Or the hotel? You know my mother wouldn’t mind.” Leila offers.

      But I’m already shaking my head.

      “I appreciate it, thank you, but I can’t drag anyone else into my mess. I don’t want to let him win by forcing me into hiding for the rest of my life. I want a fresh start and to forget about him. Please don’t tell Cooper yet, I will tell him. It’s a lot to dump on someone you’ve only known for a couple weeks, and I’m only starting to get comfortable letting people in again. It would probably freak you out.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” Wide-eyed, she looks genuinely alarmed. “He would go nuts. I promise, I won’t say anything if you don’t want me to, but only if you promise to ask for help if you need it. I don’t care if it’s me, Marcus, Cooper, Dad, whoever. And I don’t care if you’re embarrassed that it might be nothing, you ask us, ok?” I nod and hug her tightly, a tear slipping from my eye. “You’re one of us now, and nobody messes with our family.”

      “I promise,” I whisper and smile gratefully at her.

      “Come on,” she says, jumping up. “Let’s turn these frowns upside down. I don’t know about you, but I need another drink after hearing about that asshole.”

      She pulls me to my feet and shoves the glass of wine back into my hand, determined to make me forget all about it, at least, for a little while.
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      Rex’s flight is late getting in, and I’m already impatient to get going when I finally see him saunter in. I realise I had forgotten how forbidding he looks in person. He’s more tanned than before, and his black hair is now cut military short.

      The black outfit of jeans, boots and a fitted T-shirt doesn’t help soften his look, and I see plenty of people giving him wary but admiring glances. He looks fit and healthy compared to the last time I saw him in person, which is a relief.

      Being rejected by his mate nearly broke him, and he had faded away to a shadow of his former self, both physically and mentally. Never a big chatterbox to begin with, he became even more withdrawn and isolated. None of us were sure that leaving to go travelling had been the right thing to do, but we did agree it was worth a shot.

      He smirks as he approaches us. I can’t even call it a smile, and Nathan pulls him into a big, manly, back-slapping hug.

      Rex pushes Nathan off, growling and grumbling, but I can tell he’s happy to see us. I reach out and shake his hand, and he meets my eyes and nods, a silent acknowledgment of how good it is to be with each other again.

      For two alphas in public, this is about as touchy-feely as it gets, but it’s damn good to have my big brother back home. I can feel the power emanating from him, and I am both shocked and thrilled to see his full strength is back. He is a formidable wolf, and it was painful to watch how weak he was in the aftermath of the rejection. It’ll be great to have him at the next full moon run, the same night as Leila’s party. Everyone will be there, and it’ll be an enormous boost to pack morale to have him back among us.

      “Come on, let’s go.” I turn and lead the way back to the car, striding along quickly ahead of Rex and Nathan.

      “What’s the rush, bro? Somewhere you need to be?” Nathan calls after me, laughing and elbowing Rex.

      “Shut up, Nathan, just get moving.” I snap.

      The delayed arrival means my mate is sitting in that dive bar with Leila on a Saturday night, with nobody there to look out for them.

      Rex raises an eyebrow and grins, latching onto the fact that Nathan has some dirt on me—the normally calm Jones brother looking not so cool and collected right now.

      “Cooper met a girl.” Nathan snickers. “And Leila’s taking her out drinking tonight, at Taaffe’s. Someone isn’t too happy about it. In fact, I believe the plan is to crash girl’s night.” He rolls his eyes as if ashamed of what I’ve become.

      Rex stares, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “I thought Rex might fancy a drink to welcome him back. And I don’t like Leila being around all those unmated males.” I lie.

      I know Nathan has his suspicions, but I’ve been careful not to reveal the truth.

      He only knows this is the first girl I’ve ever been serious about, and probably thinks I’m considering a chosen mate for the first time.

      “Oh, yeah. It’s Leila you’re worried about.” Rex ignores Nathan’s sarcasm, making it obvious that he’s waiting for me to tell the truth, leaving the silence to stretch out uncomfortably between us as we climb into the car.

      “For fuck’s sake, fine! I need to get there and make sure nobody puts their filthy paws anywhere near Hayley.” I grumble. “Or even fucking looks at her. Is that what you wanted? Fucking Taaffe’s. Every unmated male around will be there. What is Leila thinking?” I pound my fist on the steering wheel and glare at Nathan, who’s laughter roars at my outburst.

      “She’s human.” Nathan continues to explain. “She’s the one who pulled him out of the river, and Leila is showing her a good time. She’s new around here. It’s only fair she gets to see who else this town has to offer.”

      I growl at Nathan, grinding my teeth together to stop myself from saying something I’ll regret, and he laughs again, shaking his head.

      Rex says nothing, but I can see from the glint in his eye that he’s enjoying this as much as Nathan. His eyes burn into the back of my head as I break the speed limit the whole way back to Grey Ridge. Rex has always been perceptive; I’d bet money he already has it all worked out.

      As we push through the door to the bar, I already feel a little better as I pick up the faint smell of my mate.

      Rex watches me closely, but I don’t care, immediately heading to where Hayley and Leila are sitting. Thankfully, on their own. With their heads together, they’re laughing like old friends.

      “That’s okay Cooper, I’ll go to the bar and get this round in. You go sit down,” Nathan calls out sarcastically as he heads to the bar.

      “Hey,” I say quietly as I join their table.

      The stunning smile Hayley gives me when she realises who’s sitting down makes my spirits lift instantly.

      “Hey, yourself,” she says.

      She appears relaxed and happy.

      I sit in the chair beside her, casually draping my arm over the back of her chair. I know it’s a possessive gesture, and maybe I shouldn’t be this obvious in public if I want to avoid questions, but my wolf doesn’t care.

      He wants to stake his claim, to block her from the view of all the other males. Until she’s marked, he will not be happy about anyone but me being near her.

      “You must be Rex.” She nods, and I realise Rex must be standing behind me. “I’m Hayley. Nice to meet you.”

      In my desperation to get to her, I completely forgot about introductions.

      She reaches over me to shake his hand.

      Rex smiles at her, then scowls at me for my lack of manners, smacking the back of my head, which makes Hayley laugh.

      “Sorry, sorry,” I mutter, as he eyes me knowingly. I want to deny it, but I know I’ve completely given my secret away.

      He braces himself and turns just in time to catch Leila as she launches herself at him. Rex envelopes her in his enormous arms.

      We are all very protective of our only sister, and I know he must have felt guilty about leaving her behind. He sets her gently back on her feet and wipes away the tears spilling down her cheeks.

      “Are you okay?” he whispers in a low voice.

      “I am now. It’s so good to have you back home, Rex. I missed you.” She hugs him tightly again, releasing him to shove him into the seat beside hers.

      Nathan appears holding beers, and Ethan arrives shortly after. Laughter and conversation flow easily around the table, and I feel content as I look around our small group.

      Hayley fits in so well with my family and friends, that it feels like she’s been one of us forever.

      Rex clears his throat softly, and I look over at him. He stares pointedly at my fingers, which are unconsciously playing with a strand of her caramel-coloured hair.

      I shrug and grin like a fool.
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      The irritating sound of high-pitched fake laughter reaches my ears, and I flinch. I know exactly who is coming our way.

      Long red nails trail along my forearm in what I imagine is supposed to be a seductive manner, but it makes my skin crawl. I move my arm so her hand drops away, and I look up, unsmiling and hopefully, unwelcoming. Carla. The fake, entitled, power-hungry, daughter of my father’s beta.

      “What can I do for you?” I ask politely but coldly.

      She laughs again, as if I’ve said the funniest thing she’s ever heard and then tosses her bleach-blonde hair over her shoulder.

      “I thought I’d come over to say welcome back to Rex,” she says, but she never takes her eyes off me. She doesn’t even glance in Rex’s direction.

      Silence has fallen over the rest of the table. Nobody else greets her or asks her to join us, but Carla doesn’t take the hint and puts her hand back on my shoulder and strokes it down my arm, pouting her overly made-up lips.

      “I haven’t seen you since the accident. I thought you might need some nursing back to health, but you weren’t there when I stopped by.” She purrs, and I feel nauseous.

      Leila shoots to her feet in anger at the disrespect Carla is showing to the future Luna, but I’m keen to avoid a scene.

      I turn in my chair, once again, breaking Carla’s physical contact with me.

      “Thanks for your concern, Carla, but I’ve been well taken care of. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      As my hint hits her, she spots the recent addition to our usual table, finally looking at Hayley sitting by my side, my arm around her shoulder, and our thighs touching under the table.

      Carla looks furious, and for a second, like she’ll lunge at Hayley right here in the bar. No doubt she would if Hayley was a wolf.

      I can’t see Hayley’s face, but I feel her body stiffen.

      She leans over and whispers in my ear, “I’ll be right back, I’m going to the bar.” She slips calmly and confidently away from the uncomfortable situation, leaving me to deal with it as I please.

      As I watch her go, I’m glad she’s far away from this conversation.

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Carla sneers. “You’re fucking the lost little human?”

      Given her father’s position, she has always felt that she has some sort of claim on me, particularly since I’ve never shown any interest in any female in our pack. She’s seething with jealousy, but trying to make it sound like a joke.

      Nathan snarls at her, and Rex is quick to intervene, placing a calming hand on our little brother’s shoulder, aware of the busy bar around us, and that many ears are listening to the exchange.

      “You should show some respect to the woman who saved your alpha.” Rex uses his alpha tone to make Carla cower. “And show a little for yourself at the same time, Carla. It’s becoming embarrassing.”

      Her face goes bright pink with anger and humiliation. She huffs in disgust but turns on her skyscraper-heels and stomps away.

      I hear a few chuckles around us from eavesdropping wolves who are delighted to see her put in her place so thoroughly by Rex, but I cringe at the position this has put Hayley in.

      “Sensitively handled as always, Rex. It’s good to have you back.” Nathan claps Rex on the shoulder and grins.

      I stand and scan the bar, keen to make sure Hayley is alright. I spot her leaning against the counter, right up against Marcus, with one of his big hands on her shoulder as he speaks quietly into her ear.

      She’s so close to him, his thick beard is brushing against her jaw. Hayley smiles and nods up at him. It looks so intimate.

      A low growl escapes my lips before I can control it, and I hear the back of my chair crack under my grip.

      “Cooper.” Leila soothes quietly. “There is nothing between them.” She tries to pry my hands off the splintered wood before I’m the one who creates a scene.

      “Then why is that fucker always hanging around her?” I snarl, talking to myself more than Leila.

      My siblings exchange concerned glances, but I fixate on Hayley, who is still all the way across the room, patting Marcus on the arm. Leila shrugs but seems relieved when Hayley puts some distance between her and the bear.

      As she makes her way back, her path is blocked by a bitter and seething Carla, and I watch in horror as she “bumps” into Hayley, spilling her entire drink right down the front of Hayley’s blouse.

      Anger explodes from me at the sight of my mate being treated like this, and I can see every wolf cringe under the weight of my alpha aura as my emotions level the room. I force myself to stay where I am, as any over-the-top display of ownership toward Hayley will immediately disclose to everyone what’s going on here.

      Hayley looks down at the big stain and then up at Carla, who is watching Hayley with an amused expression on her face, waiting to see what kind of reaction she is going to elicit from her.

      “Oops, sorry!” Carla giggles, then leans in closer. “He’s out of your league, honey. You’re just a bit of fun to him.” Carla’s voice drips with venom as she narrows her eyes, speaking loudly enough for every wolf in the room to hear what she’s saying.

      I’m sure Carla expected her status and inherent dominance to scare Hayley, but my little mate is completely unaffected. She looks at Carla with something akin to pity, as if her pathetic attempt at intimidation is nothing but laughable.

      “At least I’m getting some ‘fun’, honey.” Hayley winks at Carla, stepping around her, then rejoining us. She is totally unaware that we could hear their exchange.

      I am so proud of my little mate, and I can see the confused looks of the wolves around me as they consider her feisty response and her lack of submission to Carla.

      Hopefully, they just put it down to her being human. Whereas I know that it’s because she is destined to be my luna, my partner and equal: a leader of this pack.

      She doesn’t have to bow down to anyone.

      The barman, Sean, who also saw the exchange, nods to me and immediately steps around the counter, tapping Carla on the shoulder and pointing her toward the exit.

      “That bitch,” Leila spits out as she looks down at Hayley’s ruined top.

      Hayley laughs it off, seemingly unconcerned. She pulls the blouse off over her head, revealing a little silk camisole with lace edging the bust.

      I glimpse the pale pink strap of her bra peeking out from beneath the delicate camisole, giving me a flash of her tanned, toned stomach before she straightens herself out. My cock springs to attention at the sight of her exposed skin.

      I’m loving the view, but I’m not sure I love her exposing so much flesh in a place like this.

      “Oh, just ignore her.” Hayley crumples her destroyed blouse into a ball before flinging it onto her chair. “Come on.” She grabs Leila by the hand, pulling her onto the dance floor. “Let’s dance!”

      I want to say something, but she conspicuously won’t meet my eye.

      “Well, well, well,” Rex says slowly. “Nathan, if you had told me I was missing out on drama like this, I would have come back ages ago.”

      Nathan grins at Rex and looks back at me expectantly.

      I don’t know what to tell them, so I keep my mouth shut, refusing to admit anything. Instead, I watch Hayley having a blast on the dance floor with Leila and Ethan. She’s a brilliant dancer, enjoying every second out there. I’m mesmerised watching her hips sway, and her hair spin as Ethan twirls her around the floor.

      When my eyes fall back on the bar, Marcus is leaning against the counter watching them closely with a beer bottle to his lips. He’s a giant of a man, all muscle, and built like a tank, with black hair and a thick beard. He looks more like a lumberjack than the sheriff, but I know he’s a good guy behind the tough exterior.

      I can’t wrap my head around why he is here, though. I’ve never seen him willingly put himself in a crowd, and I’ve never known him to take interest in anyone romantically, either. He’s a bit of a loner.

      Walking up to the bar, I mirror his relaxed stance, leaning back beside him. Following his gaze to the dance floor, I see Nathan and Rex shaking their heads at me. They’re obviously expecting me to tackle the big man and are trying to convey what a terrible idea that is.

      Like I don’t already know that.

      “What’s on your mind, Coop?” Marcus asks after a minute of silence, still not taking his eyes off the girls. The bear shifter isn’t a pack member, but we work well together and became friends as good as it seems possible with a solitary man.

      “Don’t see you here often. Any particular reason you’re out tonight?” I turn to face him, but he doesn’t look at me, his stoic expression not wavering in the slightest.

      “Could say the same thing to you.” He deadpans, lips tipping up slightly as he takes another drink.

      He’s got me there.

      “Fair enough.” It’s probably been six months since I’ve stepped foot in this place, and even then, I hated every second of it. Everyone acts differently around me now that I’m set to take over, and it takes the joy out of socialising. Most wolves are nervous around me, finding my aura overpowering while others, she-wolves especially, want to ingratiate themselves to me because of my power and position.

      A few probably even hate me, seeing me as entitled and arrogant because sometimes, I have to be the bad guy, making tough decisions that no one else is willing to make.

      “Just ask me whatever it is you came over here to ask, Cooper.” He finally turns to meet my eye.

      “Is there something going on between you and Hayley?” It pains me to have to ask him this, so I say it straight out. It makes me feel weak, like I’m tipping my hand, but I need to find out.

      I blow out a breath.

      From the look in his eyes and the openness of his body language, I know the answer before he begins to speak.

      “Romantically?” He holds my gaze without blinking, and I can tell there is no deception. “No.”

      “Then what’s going on? And I don’t mean tonight. No offence. You don’t like anyone, but I hear you’re bringing her lattes every Monday morning?”

      “We’re friends, Coop. She’s new in town, and I’m looking out for her. It’s not my place to tell you more than that, but your mate is something else. You’re a lucky guy.”

      I freeze.

      I guess he’s not the sheriff for no reason, but I’m impressed that he figured it out so quickly.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell her. Or anyone else. But you should, and soon. She needs someone right now, and it would cut out all this nonsense,” he says, referring to Carla’s hissy fit. He drinks the rest of the beer in one go before slamming the empty bottle down on the bar. “Make sure she gets home safe,” he calls as he pushes off the bar and walks straight out the front door.

      My wolf bristles at the suggestion that we don’t know how to take care of her properly.

      I’m glad to hear there isn’t anything going on between them, but he knows more about her life than I do, and it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.

      She needs someone right now.

      What does he know that I don’t?
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      As Hayley moves on the dance floor, looking sexy as hell, I scan the tables around us. In the gloom of the bar, I can see that I’m not the only one appreciating the view.

      Possessiveness courses through my veins. I want to show them all who she belongs to. I want to walk out there, pull her close and dance with her myself, to feel her body moving with mine. But I can’t, and it’s killing me.

      When Hayley catches Leila’s attention and tells her she’s heading to the restroom, I can’t help moving in that direction to intercept her. Just before she reaches the door, I catch her by the wrist and spin us into the dark hallway that leads to the emergency exit.

      She gasps in shock and is about to push me off until I press her into the wall with the full length of my body, and she realises who it is.

      I trace my fingers along the lace straps and delicate material running across the swell of her breasts, watching as goosebumps rise on her flesh in the wake of my touch.

      “I like this.” I press a kiss above where the lace touches her chest, and she shivers. “She’s nothing to me, Hayley. Just in case you’re wondering. Never was, never will be.”

      “I don’t want to talk about her,” she mumbles as I skim my hands down her sides, licking and gently nipping at her neck. Right where I will place my mark, someday soon.

      I hear what she’s saying, but I can feel her relax under my reassurance.

      Lifting the hem of her top, I graze my thumbs over her hips, along the silky soft skin at the top of her jeans, dipping slowly below the waistband to tease the skin there.

      She lets her head fall back against the wall and sighs in pleasure, looking up at me under hooded lids.

      I grab her face with both hands and lean down to kiss her, pressing my hips against her where my erection lines up perfectly to rub her clit.

      She moans quietly, and I wrap an arm around her waist to keep her steady.

      “Can you feel what you do to me, Hayley? Just being near you, watching you. Only you,” I whisper into her ear, my stubble brushing against the delicate skin behind her ear.

      I rock gently against her, letting her feel how turned on I am. I lightly drag my hands up underneath her silky top and over her toned stomach—something I’ve been dying to do since I glimpsed it earlier.

      Gentle touches feather across the underside of her breasts, then I hear a sharp intake of breath as she arches her back. Pushing her breasts out and seeking more contact from my hands, I continue only to tease, trailing sparks across her skin as I slip my hands around her back and stroke them gently toward her shoulder blades, nibbling and sucking on her earlobe.

      “Oh, Cooper,” she whispers breathlessly.

      My name sounds like heaven on her lips. I want to hear her scream it while I push inside her.

      She presses her pelvis toward me, seeking more friction.

      From her scent, I can tell that she is already wet and ready for me, my mate so responsive to my every touch.

      “I know you’re wet for me, Hayley. I want to take you right here, right now, up against this wall. I want to fuck you so hard, you come screaming my name, so every fucker out there knows who’s making you come.”

      She gasps in a combination of shock and arousal at the picture I paint for her, and I smile against her neck. My sophisticated little mate likes a bit of dirty talk.

      “But I want to have all the time in the world for our first time, princess. I want to taste you and feel you come undone on my tongue. I want you to beg me to take my cock into your sweet, tight pussy.”

      It’s a promise as I grip her ass and squeeze hard. Letting my hands drift down across the sensitive seam where her ass meets her thighs, I let them drift in toward her core, where she longs to be touched.

      She shudders and grips my biceps with both hands as her legs nearly give way, and I wonder if I could make her orgasm simply by stroking her like this.

      I crush my lips against hers, and she kisses me back fiercely, granting me access to her mouth when I nip at her bottom lip. Our tongues are stroking and tangling as we cling to each other, desperate to be as close as possible.

      When I pull away, her eyes are bright and wild, pupils big and dilated with desire, and her lips are pink and swollen.

      The gentle flush in her cheeks fills me with delight, knowing how hot and bothered she is for me. I lean back and take her in, propped against the wall, looking slightly dazed and dishevelled. She looks so hot, it’s making my balls ache.

      “Come on, we better go back before you get us into trouble.” I wink, and she stares at me, gobsmacked, still gripping my arms for support.

      There will be no witty comeback, it seems.

      I drag her back to the table by the hand, shooting daggers at any male who looks in her direction.

      As she drifts back into conversation with Leila, Ethan leans in closer.

      “Jeez, Cooper.” Ethan shakes his head at me disapprovingly. “You need to rein it in or go home. Your horny alpha vibes have half the wolves in this place humping in the shadows.” He rolls his eyes and pretends to shudder.

      “I feel like I need to go home and have a shower after that. I feel dirty.” Nathan shivers, making Rex laugh, shaking his head at their disgusted faces.

      I smile, because what else can I do?

      I’m just so bloody happy.
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      Leila steps out of the dressing room, twirling around in a beautiful emerald dress.

      It sets off the green flecks in her eyes and her dark olive skin tone to perfection. She has lined up a collection of jewel-coloured gowns to try on, and I’m curled on a sofa to watch the fashion show.

      “You look gorgeous,” I tell her honestly, but she would look gorgeous in anything.

      She smiles brightly as she twirls around, and I can’t help but get swept up in her delight at trying on all these dresses.

      “You need to pick something out for the ball,” she says, and I laugh at her persistence. She pulls out a gorgeous, shimmering gold number, with a sweetheart neckline and fitted bodice that flows gracefully down to the floor with an elegant slit on one side. “Please try it on for me.” She pouts.

      I sigh and haul myself up, still exhausted from our late night. I don’t know how Leila is so bright and perky.

      “How are you not hungover at all? You drank as much as I did. It’s infuriating,” I ask as she hands me the dress and pushes me toward a cubicle.

      “I don’t get hangovers. Good genes, I guess.” She smirks when I scowl at her and close the curtain. “So, you and Cooper, eh? Going well, I take it?”

      “Subtle Leila.” I can’t help but smile at her blatant attempt to fish for information. “Yeah, he’s great, but it’s very early. We’re just hanging out.” I try to sound blasé, though I am anything but.

      Last night was amazing, but the drama with the other woman, then letting him get me off in some dark, dingy hallway, both show me I might be in way over my head here.

      “I’ve never seen him so smitten,” she admits. “It’s cute. And there is some serious sexual tension going on there. Yowza!”

      I put my head in my hands and groan while she laughs at how uncomfortable I am.

      “Is it not weird for us to be talking about this?”

      God, I hope nobody saw us in that corridor. My face burns thinking about it. Hopefully, a small bar like that doesn’t have CCTV.

      “What? About you fancying my brother? Ok, yeah. A bit. But you’re my friend, so you can talk to me about it. But obviously I don’t want to hear any actual details.” She laughs again before emerging from her cubicle.

      I step out of mine and run my hands down the dress she has put me in, stepping into a pair of nude heels to check the length.

      “It is beautiful.” I admire the gown in the full-length mirror. “You are a bad influence.” I tease. “And what about you? You and Ethan seemed cosy last night. Anything there?”

      She spins around with a horrified look on her face and makes a gagging noise.

      “Gross. That’s like asking about me and Rex. Ethan is basically my brother. I could never, ever go there.” She shivers before she looks at me in the mirror. “Get that dress, it’s amazing, Hayley.”

      “Come on, you must have some romance going on. I’m not buying it. Look at you Leila, you’re gorgeous. There were plenty of hot guys checking you out last night. Actually, seriously, is there something in the water here? There were so many hot guys,” I say, attempting to divert her focus away from convincing me to spend my last bit of savings on a dress I don’t need.

      “Do not say that to Cooper. Ever!” she warns seriously as her face falls, and she looks down.

      “Nobody around here will touch me. They all either work for Dad or are afraid of my brothers. The only ones that ask me out are the boring, rich guys we are going to meet at this conference. They’re only interested in my family connections and having a pretty Stepford wife to push out some kids. They’re not interested in me.” She shrugs as if she doesn’t care, but I can tell she’s putting on a brave face.

      “What about Marcus?” I ask softly, and I watch her reaction closely.

      Her eyes widen as she looks down guiltily, but then a flash of pain dulls her eyes for a brief second.

      “Well, who wouldn’t fancy that fine hunk of a man?” she jokes, but she’s deflecting.

      “Don’t do that. He’s a great guy. And he can’t take his eyes off you. What’s going on?”

      She looks at me with pure agony in her eyes.

      “I like him. I used to think he felt the same, but now he avoids me. I guess I got it wrong. The man runs a mile whenever we cross paths.” She shrugs.

      I saw him watching her at the bar for as long as we were there, longing in his eyes.

      Her assessment doesn’t make sense.
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      It’s been three long nights since I had any quality time with Hayley, and that’s far too many.

      Between Leila stealing her away to go dress shopping, Dad burying her in paperwork for this Anderson deal, and my work that has piled up over the last couple of weeks, we have only managed to sneak in our early morning coffee dates.

      By Wednesday, though, I am done, and my wolf has me snarling and growling at anyone who comes near me. I delegate as much as I can so I can leave my office at a respectable time. Rex has rolled up his sleeves, and is temporarily helping me as much as he can.

      We have an unsaid acknowledgment that I need time to focus on winning over my mate.

      This was after he chewed me out for my possessive display in Taaffe’s, correctly pointing out that I have now put her in danger by indicating she is someone special to me, even if it never crosses anyone’s mind that she could be my fated mate.

      By refusing to entertain relationships with the other female wolves in the pack, and then openly going out with Hayley, I’ve all but told them they’re not good enough for me. Even though that decision was largely based on a decision to not shit where I eat, and not the ladies in the pack themselves.

      The last thing I wanted was to meet my mate and bring her home to a pack full of my ex-girlfriends and conquests.

      Some might take their anger out on Hayley, like Carla did, and even try to scare her off. When dealing with the jealous power-hungry females in a wolf pack, a thrown drink would be the least of her worries.

      Claws and teeth are a far bigger concern.

      And if anyone blabs to another pack, someone could threaten Hayley to get to me. Most packs are much more inclined to use diplomacy to get what they want these days, but there are always those that revert to the old-school methods of violence and blackmail.

      We are animals, after all.

      The full moon run after Leila’s party is even more of a worry, though. Rex was right. I hadn’t even considered it. I either need to get Hayley out of there before midnight, before everyone shifts and runs together through the forest as a pack, or I need to tell her about us before then.

      She still hasn’t trusted me with her reason for moving here, and Marcus’s comment about her needing someone is playing over and over in my brain. If she doesn’t feel she can tell me about her life before Grey Ridge, I don’t think we’re at the point where telling her I can turn into a wolf is a good idea either.

      Now that I think about it, I’m surprised Mum even invited her. She knows that the run would be on later the same night.

      I race out the door without seeking my parents to say goodbye as I would normally do. Thinking about the party and the run has my mind reeling.
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