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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            COOPER

          

        

      

    

    
      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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