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Tess


“WELL, THE GOOD news is . . . you’re not dying.”


I gape at the pretty, smiling ER physician—Dr. Carter, she said her name was—who is regarding me carefully, having looked up at me from her clipboard, which I assume has the results of all the blood tests we did earlier.


“Do you know what’s wrong with me?” I wring my hands together. “Is it some sort of weird twenty-four-hour bug?”


This seems unlikely to me, given the severity of the symptoms I’ve been experiencing the last several hours, but I suppose it’s still a possibility.


Dr. Carter glances down at her clipboard again, flipping a page and reading something there. “I wanted to ask a few follow-up questions if that’s okay?”


“Sure,” I answer tightly, wishing she would just give me some clue as to what’s wrong with me. “That’s fine.”


“Your parents . . . You listed them both as betas?”


I nod. “That’s right.”


“And your siblings?”


“Also betas. We all are.”


She presses her lips together briefly. “Do you have any family history of crossbreeding with shifters?”


“Excuse me?”


“Sorry.” She gives me another polite smile. “It’s relevant.”


I think hard, trying to mentally tick through my family tree for as far back as I can recall. “I think . . .” I frown, trying to remember. “I think my great-grandmother was a shifter, actually. I never met her though. She died before I was born.”


“Hmm.”


I watch as she scans through her notes again, every passing second making my anxiety climb higher. Twenty-four hours ago, I was perfectly healthy and packing for my trip to Denver, excited about a new job. Travel is nothing new to me; my contracting business, Rustic Renovations, takes me all over the country, but this is the first time I’ve had to get off a plane and take an Uber straight to the nearest emergency room.


It started with cramps—terrible, terrible cramps—followed by a fever, cold sweats, and lots of nausea, and by the time the plane landed, it was clear all the other people on my flight were worried I was carrying some sort of plague, given my awful appearance. Even now I can feel my chestnut bangs clinging to my forehead with sweat, and it’s only the IV in my arm feeding me occasional doses of high-powered nausea meds that’s keeping me from hurling all over the speckled white tile of the little room I’m in.


“Well,” Dr. Carter starts carefully. “Your blood tests yielded an abnormal spike in your hormone levels. Your progesterone, estrogen, and cortisol levels are all three times the amounts they should be. Your endocrine system is having a hard time processing the influx. That’s what’s causing all the unfortunate symptoms you’re experiencing.”


“I don’t understand. Why would my hormones be out of whack all of a sudden? Is it like menopause? I’m only twenty-eight!”


“Nothing like that. It’s . . . Well.” She sighs, pulling the clipboard to her stomach and holding it against her white coat as she offers me a sympathetic look. “This might come as a shock, Ms. Covington, but . . .”


I lean in, my ass scooting to the edge of the hospital bed, which has me instinctively reach behind to make sure my panties aren’t flashing anyone from the gap in the back of my paper gown. “What? What is it?”


“What you’re experiencing isn’t entirely out of the ordinary. In fact, it’s something most shifters experience at the end of puberty.”


I blink. “But . . . I’m a beta. Betas can’t shift.”


“Yes, well. It’s not entirely unheard-of for a recessive gene to present itself later in life.”


“That’s . . .” I run my fingers through my hair, no doubt making my bangs stick straight up, but I can’t focus on that right now. “That’s impossible.”


“Not impossible, I’m afraid,” Dr. Carter says gently. “Just unlikely.”


I try to process what she’s saying, but it sounds faraway, like she’s speaking to someone else. There’s no way I could suddenly be—


I force a swallow. “So, what? Am I going to suddenly sprout ears and a tail?”


“No, no,” Dr. Carter assures me with a laugh as she reaches to tuck one honeyed tendril of her hair behind her ear. “Nothing so sudden as that. You will, however, feel the urge to shift in the near future. I have all sorts of pamphlets I can give you that are chock-full of information about what your body is going through. Although, I’ve never seen a case with such a late presentation as yours . . . so I can’t guarantee your experiences will be exactly the same.”


“I just . . . don’t see how this could happen.”


“It’s basically a little hiccup in your genes,” she says with a shrug. “It will be an adjustment, but I can promise you your life won’t be turned upside down entirely.”


Easy for her to say.


“Any other surprises I have to look forward to?” I know I sound petulant, but I think it’s allowed after the day I’ve had. “Am I going to start craving more red meat and sniffing strangers?”


Her smile is a little tighter, and I realize I’m being slightly offensive.


“Sorry,” I amend quietly. “This is just a lot.”


“I get it,” she says. “It’s funny, my mate eats his steaks practically rare. I’m always teasing him about it. I can tell you I’ve never had any special feelings about red meat, and as for sniffing strangers . . . you will start to experience a sharpened sense of smell. Every shifter has a particular scent, and unless they elect to use suppressants—which is usually only the case in certain professions or environments—you are going to pick up on those. It might cause headaches at first, but with time you will become more acclimated to the sensation.”


“Great,” I mumble dejectedly. “Just great.”


“If I’m being candid,” Dr. Carter goes on, “I have other suspicions about your lab results.”


I stifle a groan. What else could possibly be going on with my body? “What?”


“It’s only . . .” She holds out her chart, indicating a sloping graph that makes no sense to me. “Your particular levels of these hormones are indicative of a secondary designation.”


“A secondary designation?”


“It’s rare—incredibly rare, even—but then again, so is your situation as a whole. So it wouldn’t be all that surprising at this point.”


“I’m not following.”


“I think you might be an omega, Ms. Covington.”


I’m blinking dumbly again. “What?”


“Like I said, it’s very rare, and in this day and age . . . it really isn’t all that different from being a shifter.”


“I know what an omega is,” I say absently. “I have a friend who—” I swallow thickly. “How can you be so sure?”


“Well,” she laughs. “I am one, for starters.”


Fuck. Foot in mouth. Again. “Sorry. I’m sorry. I am not usually this much of an asshole.”


“It’s fine. Really. I can’t imagine what it must be like to face this so suddenly.”


“If you’re an omega as well, can you tell me what I can expect? If that’s the case?”


I could always ask my friend Ada, but I haven’t even figured out how I’m going to tell her, or anyone else for that matter.


“Like I said, it really isn’t all that different in most cases. If you start googling, you’re likely to go down some undesirable Reddit rabbit holes that are mostly nonsense, but you can just ignore those. All it means is that your heats might be a little more frequent. Possibly more intense as well.”


“My heats?”


Oh God. That absolutely hadn’t crossed my mind yet.


“Yes,” Dr. Carter explains calmly. “Usually, a shifter going through puberty will experience less intense heats—we call them ‘juvenile heats,’ to be exact—meaning they won’t last the full ovulation cycle and won’t have the same level of, ah, need.”


“Need?”


“Need to, um . . . copulate.”


“Oh fuck,” I groan.


Dr. Carter gives me a small smile. “Precisely.”


I might laugh if my entire world weren’t tilting on its axis.


“So . . . what do I do in the meantime?”


She considers this for a moment. “I’m going to prescribe you some hormone regulators, but the dose will be very mild. Just enough to alleviate some of your symptoms. We don’t want to interrupt your body’s cycle of change, after all. I can also get you something for the nausea and cramps. Other than that . . . I would strongly suggest that you spend the next few weeks or so at home if at all possible. I can’t predict exactly what other symptoms you might experience while your body adjusts to the new hormone levels, and being around other shifters might make things more uncomfortable. Shifting isn’t permitted inside city limits, but I can get you a doctor’s note explaining your condition in case there are any unplanned incidents. Otherwise, there are several nice heat clinics on the edge of the city, where you would be able to shift comfortably. Normally, you would need to schedule weeks in advance, but again, I can get you a doctor’s note explaining your special circumstances.”


My mind whirls. Unplanned shifting? Heat clinics?


“I can’t hole up for weeks,” I argue. “I’m here for a job.”


“Any chance you could work remotely?”


“I’m a contractor. I do renovation for cabins and lodges and such.”


“Ah. That’s a pickle.”


“It is,” I remark dryly.


“Well, I obviously can’t force you either way,” Dr. Carter says. “I can only suggest. But I would keep a close eye on your body. You don’t want to overexert yourself.”


“But the meds should help, right?”


“A little,” she says. “As I said, we don’t want to medicate you so much that your body can’t process the change it’s going through. This is a natural thing. For the most part, we just have to let it run its course.”


Perfect, I think. Just perfect.


“Okay,” I say with a nod. “Okay. This is fine. I guess . . . if you could get me those prescriptions you mentioned, I can deal with the rest.”


“If you have any more trouble, don’t hesitate to come back in, okay?”


“Sure,” I answer, knowing that’s unlikely. The jobsite is almost two hours away. I won’t have time to pack up and head out every time I get a cramp. “Of course.”


“Right. I’ll get you those prescriptions before I release you.” She starts to turn toward the door but pauses, giving me one last concerned look. “Oh. One more thing. It’s very unlikely, but I should mention that you should steer clear of alphas.”


“Alphas?”


“Another secondary designation,” she tells me. “Their pheromones, like yours and mine, are stronger than your average shifter’s. Being around one might wreak havoc on your system—could even possibly trigger a juvenile heat if you’re compatible enough.” She shrugs. “It’s probably a nonissue. They are also incredibly rare.” A small, strange smile touches her lips. “But then again . . . you never know.”


I watch her go, still stuck on pheromones. Nothing about any of this feels like real life.


I check my phone when she leaves and see that my brothers have responded to the group text, asking if I landed okay. It takes all I have not to laugh at that. I am definitely not ready to have this discussion with my family. I don’t even know what I’m going to say to my brothers when they drive in to join me on the job at the end of the week.


The job.


I groan. I’m still expected to show up at the small ski lodge this evening—a little place just up the mountain, near the town of Pleasant Hill. The woman I’ve been speaking to, Jeannie, seems nice enough, and I can only hope she won’t notice if I have to escape to the bathroom to deal with an influx of cramps or sweating or God knows what else during the next few weeks while I oversee the renovation.


I laugh dryly.


At least things can’t get any worse.


“MADE IT TO Nowheresville yet?”


In hindsight, I probably should have let Ada’s call go to voicemail. It’s only been a couple of hours since the nice doctor at the ER informed me my entire life was changing, but since my best friend is like a shark smelling blood in the water when it comes to sussing out my moods, I doubt I can keep any of this from her for long.


“Almost,” I tell her, slowing for a stop sign. “It’s really off the beaten path.”


“Never a good sign. That’s how you get axe-murdered.”


I roll my eyes. “I’m not going to get axe-murdered.”


“That’s what every person who gets axe-murdered thinks. No one wakes up thinking, ‘Oh, today I’m going to get axe-murdered,’ but then, before you know it, you’re human firewood.”


“I am officially putting you in time-out from those true crime podcasts.”


“You’ll change your tune when I keep you from becoming human firewood.”


“How about we stop using the term ‘human firewood’ when I’m this close to a secluded ski lodge that I’ll be staying at by myself until my brothers fly in?”


Ada snorts on the other end of the line. “Thomas and Chase are in more danger than you are. They’re pretty, but they don’t have the same hardware upstairs as you. Kyle might stand a chance.”


“Hey, now,” I laugh. “That’s not very nice.”


“I’m kidding,” she says. “You know I love those big lugs. But still, there’s a reason you’re the brains of the operation and they’re the muscle.”


“And cameraman,” I correct, thinking of Kyle.


“And cameraman,” she agrees.


“How cold is it there?”


“Somewhere between frozen toes and cracked lips.”


I can practically hear her shudder. “No thanks.”


“Definitely a far cry from Newport.”


“I’ll think of you while I’m on the beach later,” she says with sympathy.


“That makes everything better.”


“Obviously. How are you feeling? Did you end up going to get checked out?”


I bite my lip, considering. Ada would understand. I’ve never asked for the ins and outs of what she is, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t picked up bits and pieces over the years. I’m . . . not ready to tell anyone yet. Not when I haven’t figured out my own feelings about it. I’m already half panicking enough as it is without her hysterics added to the mix.


“I feel better,” I tell her. It’s not a complete lie. I do feel better after taking the meds Dr. Carter gave me. “Not dying, at least.”


“Just make sure you get checked out if you start feeling shitty again. It sounded like you were really suffering when I talked to you last.”


“Maybe I ate something bad,” I offer, knowing that’s not the case. It could be a possibility though, in an easier turn of events.


“Have you heard anything back from HGTV?”


“Not yet,” I sigh. “They said it could be a couple of weeks.”


“Yeah, well, they’d be stupid not to green-light the show. You haven’t had a TikTok fall under a million views in months.”


“My brothers are optimistic, but . . .”


“You’re the worrywart.”


“That’s me,” I laugh. “It just comes down to the fine print. I don’t want to jump into anything that’s going to make our job not fun anymore, you know? I don’t want to totally be beholden to their whims.”


“I get that,” she says. “What does your dad think?”


My hands tighten on the steering wheel, my jaw clenching. With everything happening today, my problems back home are the last thing I want to discuss.


“I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “I haven’t told him about it yet.”


“You haven’t told him?”


“No, and I told my brothers not to tell him either.”


“But why?”


“Because . . .” I frown, thinking of the awful year he’s had. That we’ve all had. “I don’t want to get my parents’ hopes up if it doesn’t come through. I’ll tell them when I have good news.”


“Babe, that’s a lot of pressure to put on yourself.”


“I know,” I sigh. “But what choice do I have?”


I can practically see the sympathy in her eyes even from so far away, my chest constricting when I think about everything riding on this deal. Of the good it could do when it comes to dad’s medical issues.


“This is all contingent on whether or not HGTV passes,” I grumble.


“Shut up,” she tuts. “If they do, then they’re walnuts.”


“Walnuts?”


“Felt appropriate,” she replies. “If they do pass on it, they suck, and I will boycott their channel.”


“You and I both know the day you give up Property Brothers is the day you’re six feet under.”


“They’re hot twins with hammers. I won’t be judged for this. Just a sec.” I hear her shuffling on the other end for a moment before her voice returns. “Can I call you back? That’s Perry’s school on the other line.”


“Absolutely. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”


“Sure. Call you later.”


She disconnects the call, and I’m suddenly even more glad I decided not to tell her yet about everything happening with me. It’s not that I don’t trust Ada enough to tell her what’s going on, it’s just that I know how much she worries—it’s the mom in her—and if I tell her about everything that’s happening, there’s a good chance she’ll be packing up herself and her son, Perry, and hopping on the first flight out. She has enough going on with the whole single mother thing; she definitely doesn’t need any of my drama stressing her out even more. I’ll give myself a few days to wrap my head around it first.


It isn’t long after I hang up with Ada that I see the end of the driveway. A faded wooden sign that reads THE BEAR ESSENTIALS WILDERNESS LODGE leans at a not-so-straight angle to signal that I’m at the right place. I can just make out the lodge nestled in the pristine white of the surrounding snow as I drive up, the log siding stark amid the wintery scenery. A deck wraps around the front to lead down to a set of stairs, and on either side of the heavy wooden door is a series of wide windows that go all the way up to the roof. The sky behind it is now painted in a rich array of pinks and purples as the sun begins to sink below the horizon, giving the entire thing more of that postcard feel—save for the wear and tear.


It’s still . . . pretty, mostly. But it’s definitely seen some hard years. There are broken rails on the stairs that I notice as I get closer, a few missing shingles on the roof—even the sign above the door is faded and chipped, as if long overdue for a touch-up. I’m already making a mental note of all the people in Denver I’m going to have to call to contract some work out to.


It’s less picturesque than the one (literally one) photo I saw on the very basic website, and I’m gathering now that it was most likely dated. I doubt they’ve updated the lodge since it was built.


“Kind of a funny name for a lodge,” I mutter to myself as I shift my rental car into park.


I sit in the car for a minute so I can shoot a text to my brothers, following that up with one to my dad to let him know I arrived at the jobsite. I stare down at my phone as I watch the little dots pop up with his impending response, a small smile touching my mouth when he replies, You be careful out there, kiddo.


It feels weird keeping all that’s happened today from him, considering I tell him everything, but with what he’s going through . . . I don’t want to add to his stress. In fact, it’s imperative that I don’t, what with the state of his heart.


I step out of the car, letting the door shut behind me, to get a better look at the place. There’s an old Bronco parked just outside, the forest-green paint still shiny despite the vehicle being at least thirty years old by my best guess, and it somehow looks like it’s in better shape than the lodge itself. I eye the broken railing that seems to have cracks and rotting wood as far as the eye can see; I really have my work cut out with this one.


I’m staring at the railing so intensely that I almost miss it when the front door opens and someone steps outside, but I catch a large, dark shape out of the corner of my eye, stark against the light flakes of the gently falling snow—and it’s hard to focus on much else when the person finally comes into view. He’s heading right for me, and I can feel my mouth part as I take in the hulking size of the man walking down the rickety stairs.


Tall is an understatement; this man looks more than a foot taller than I am, and I’m five foot four. But more than that, he is wide. Shoulders that seem to go on for miles in the thick red plaid of his coat, a broad chest that stretches the black-knit thermal beneath—it’s like he stepped right out of Lumberjack Weekly, with his trimmed beard and gray beanie with dark curls poking out of it that are just a shade or two darker than his eyes. I most likely spend a second too long studying the soft-looking mouth that peeks out from his scruff, but honestly, given that this stranger might be one of the most attractive people I have ever seen—and I have seen a lot of people—I think it’s probably excusable. He comes to a stop right in front of me, and my gaze goes up and up and up, to the point that I’m forced to crane my neck as I gape at this giant of a man.


“You Esther?”


I blink, the abruptness of his question catching me off guard. “Tess.”


“Jeannie said an Esther was coming.”


“Yeah,” I answer. “I go by Tess.”


He shrugs. “Fair enough.”


“Sorry.” I stick out one gloved hand. “I’m the contractor Jeannie hired for the renovations. Do you work here?”


His eyes flick to my outstretched hand, but he doesn’t take it. “Looks that way.”


Jeez. Talk about frosty.


He’s still frowning at my hand, so I draw it back slowly, my eyes lingering on the way his mouth turns down at the corners. The expression only makes him look more rugged, and I think to myself that he really does give off a lumberjack vibe, albeit a very terse one. I’m pretty sure there’s a Harlequin romance on my shelf at home that he was the cover model for at some point in his life. All that’s missing is an axe, really.


I can’t help but laugh at that, recalling Ada’s and my conversation about being murdered out here. The guy arches a brow at the giggle that escapes me.


“Something funny?”


I wave my hand in front of my face. “Not unless you think murder is funny.”


“Excuse me?”


“Not, like, actual murder,” I correct, sort of. “I mean, well, okay, I guess kind of actual murder. My friend made this joke when I was on my way that I was going to get murdered out here, and I was thinking you totally give me lumberjack vibes, and that got me thinking about axes, which got me thinking about the murder again, and—”


I notice he’s staring at me as if I’ve lost my mind.


“This is probably one of those things that should have stayed in my head.”


He continues to frown at me for exactly four more seconds, then: “I’m not gonna argue with you there.”


“Right. Um.” I clear my throat. “Is Jeannie around? I would love to introduce myself in person after all the emails we’ve exchanged.”


“Jeannie’s down the mountain. Had something come up at her place.”


“Oh. When will she be back?”


“Tomorrow, I figure.”


“Oh.”


I don’t really know what else to say to that. This is all going very different from how I pictured, but I guess that’s par for the course, considering how this entire trip has been.


The bear of a man nods toward my car. “You got luggage?”


“Hmm? Oh. Yes. Sorry. I can—”


He sort of grunts in response but says nothing. It surprises me when he steps toward the car to open the back door and grab my bag—so much so that I reach out to try to stop him, which earns me a puzzled look.


“You don’t have to,” I tell him, a little distracted by how dark his eyes look up close. “I can get my things.”


There’s a scent tickling my nose—one that reminds me of rain and sunshine—and I think to myself that it seems terribly out of place here in the snow. Maybe it’s his cologne? It’s really . . . nice, actually.


He looks from me to the bag and back again—finally shrugging before he releases it to turn and stomp up the steps onto the main deck. He taps his boots against the last stair, and I’m left to my own devices. I remember myself after only a few seconds, grabbing my bag and hurrying after him. He leaves the front door open when he slips inside, disappearing into the warm glow of the lights beyond.


“Sorry,” I offer again as I step in after him. “I didn’t catch your name.”


“Didn’t give it,” he tosses over his shoulder as he shrugs out of his flannel coat.


“Totally something a murderer would say,” I tease with a cluck of my tongue.


He turns to look at me strangely even as I try for what I hope is a friendly smile. “Hunter,” he concedes. “Hunter Barrett.”


Hunter.


I almost laugh at the utter appropriateness of his name. He definitely looks like a Hunter.


I close the door behind me and let my eyes sweep the room. There’s a giant elk head mounted behind the front desk—its horns decked in dusty old Santa hats despite it being October. An old brass chandelier that has seen better days hangs above us in the wide entryway; thick cobwebs dangling between the fixtures make me grimace as I stare up into them. The walls are a rich stained wood that feels warm even covered in dust, and I think to myself that with a little TLC, they could shine up nicely.


All that’s missing is a bearskin rug.


Honestly, I’m not convinced I won’t find one with further exploration.


I notice Hunter rounding the front counter, which is built of treated cedar, reaching up to pull off the beanie he’s wearing. The hair beneath is a thick heap of dark curls that frame his face and make him seem wilder somehow—not to mention the way I’m filled with a sudden curiosity as to what it might feel like if I pushed my fingers through them. He climbs up to take a seat on a wooden stool, settling there as he braces his hands on the counter in front of an open ledger.


“So, you do work here, right?”


“Sort of goes with owning the place, yeah,” he tells me with a slight smirk.


I blink dumbly. “You’re the owner?”


“Last time I checked.”


My mouth parts in surprise, and it takes me all of three seconds to realize that I made murder jokes to my new would-be employer of sorts, most likely giving him the impression that I’m completely unhinged.


Perfect.
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Hunter


WHEN JEANNIE TOLD me she was hiring someone to renovate the lodge, I was wholly against it for a myriad of reasons. I still am, truthfully. I’ve fought my headstrong aunt every step of the way, from the conception of this half-baked plan right up to her informing me that someone was well on their way, but I have to admit, of all the people I might have pictured showing up at the lodge with a mind to “fix up the place,” this tiny scrap of a woman is the furthest thing from anyone my imagination toyed with.


Her soft chestnut hair falls in her eyes, her bangs just long enough that she seems to make a habit of blowing them away from her face. Her big brown eyes give her a permanent quizzical expression that would almost be cute if I weren’t determined to dislike her. Plus, she really is positively tiny. How in the fuck does she expect to overhaul this entire place? I don’t think they even make stepladders that would allow her to reach some of the higher bits.


Her owlish eyes are even wider as she comes to terms with the fact that it is actually me who she’ll be working for rather than Jeannie, more or less, and her admittedly plush pink mouth makes a perfect O shape as she blinks her long lashes repeatedly.


“But I . . .” Her lips purse in a pout. “But I’ve been talking to Jeannie all this time.”


And I can’t help it; the irritation that she’s here in the first place is still bubbling just beneath the surface, and her puzzled look and scrunched nose, which are one step away from being downright adorable, aren’t enough to eradicate it.


“Probably because I didn’t want to hire you.”


Her mouth drops open. “Excuse me?”


“Nothing to excuse,” I answer flippantly.


“You didn’t want to hire me?”


“Wasn’t as convinced as Jeannie that we need all these renovations.” I shrug, eyeing the way her arms cross over her chest, her shoulders hunching up around her ears, making her look like a cat that’s three seconds from hissing. “You been doing this for very long? Kind of tiny for a contractor.”


That gets the rise out of her that I’m looking for. “Excuse me?”


“Didn’t mean anything by it,” I say, using that same disinterested monotone. “Just an observation.”


I watch her bristle, her fists clenching at her sides as she takes what I assume is meant to be a menacing step toward me moments before she thrusts a finger in my direction. “I’ve been doing this for ten years now,” she sputters. “My dad did it for eighteen years before that.” She gestures wildly around the room. “I could rip this dingy little place down board by board and put it back together twice as nice if I wanted to.”


I feel a pang of irritation at her assessment, a memory creeping forward of another time someone called it as much. “Dingy, huh?”


“Shit.” Her expression turns sheepish as she reaches to unwind the scarf from around her neck, suddenly looking flushed. “I shouldn’t have said that.” She narrows her eyes, pointing a finger at me again. “But you shouldn’t go around making snap observations. If you don’t want me here doing this job, just say the word, and I’ll turn right around and go back to the airport.”


I still don’t really want her here—that hasn’t changed—but honestly, now I’m almost intrigued to see what she has planned. I eye her cheeks, which are tinted pink with an ire that seems bigger than her stature, and I’m strangely curious about this woman who looks like she would have no qualms with, at the very least, attempting to kick my ass despite being half my size.


“By all means,” I tell her drolly. “But then again, you’re already here. I’m sure you’ll do a bang-up job, Miss Fixit.”


I’m rewarded with another gaping expression, her lips mouthing the moniker back at me in a daze. “Oh, sure,” she huffs, throwing up her hands. “Since I’m already here.”


“Exactly.” I lift my arms above my head in a stretch, and my black Henley strains across my chest. “Well . . . there’s no one staying here right now, so you can pretty much take whatever room you want. The suites are upstairs. They’re all available except the one to the left of the landing. That’s mine. There’s an attached bath in every room. Living area is just through there.” I nod my head toward the wide entry across the room. “Got a pool table if you play. Jeannie cooks breakfast, lunch, and dinner—gotta be down by eight in the morning if you want to catch breakfast though. Lunch is at twelve, give or take a few, and dinner is at six. Got it?”


She nods at me with visible confusion, and I round the counter, sticking out my hand. She glances at it with a brief frown, flicking her gaze back up to my face warily before sliding her palm against mine.


“Okay,” she says. “I think I’ve got it.”


“Good.” This close to her, I smell a blast of something heavy and sweet, and my nostrils flare of their own accord as I try to breathe in more of it, but it’s gone as quickly as it came. The fuck was that? “Well . . .” I say, clearing my throat and wrenching my hand from hers. “Welcome to the Bear Essentials Wilderness Lodge.”


I move to leave her there, because I suddenly feel strange, but I barely make it to the stairs before she’s calling out, “I just . . . pick my own room?”


“Seems the only way you’ll get the one you want,” I toss over my shoulder. And because I can’t help myself, I turn to give her a smirk. “Probably don’t want me to know where you’re staying anyway,” I say seriously. And when she gives me a puzzled look: “Since I might be an axe-wielding murderer.”


She flushes again, and I feel a tinge of satisfaction at her discomfort.


“Don’t you want to show me around and tell me some of your plans for the place?” she calls.


“Not really,” I answer, already starting up the stairs. “Jeannie is the one insisting on this little redecorating project.”


She makes an indignant sound. “I’m not a decorator.”


“Of course not, Miss Fixit.” I raise my hand above my head to offer her a little wave. “Breakfast is at eight,” I remind her. “Have a good night.”


She makes that same disgruntled squawk, and I hear her shoes slapping against the floor as if she’s following me. Even from several paces away, I’m hit with that strange scent, one that makes my steps heavier for the briefest of moments before it dissipates. I frown at my feet, turning again and narrowing my eyes at her as she skids to a halt. Jeannie definitely would have told me if—But it’s hitting me again, causing goose bumps to break out across my skin, and without even realizing I’m doing it, I’m stomping back down the stairs to loom over her.


She shrinks only for a moment before rising to her full height to stare me down. It might be amusing if my heart weren’t beating so fast.


“Are you an omega?”


She visibly blanches. “W-what?”


A pit forms in my stomach, because there’s no way Jeannie would have subjected me to this. Not after everything.


But I know this woman has no idea about my past, so I try my best to keep my tone from sounding as irritated as I feel.


“I’m only asking because,” I try again, going for less aggressive but fearing that I might be failing, “I’m not on suppressants.”


“Why would you even ask that in the first place?”


“Because . . .” I lean toward her, dragging in an inhale as if compelled. “You smell like an omega.”


Her mouth falls open. “That’s—that’s a really rude question, isn’t it?”


She asks it as if she isn’t entirely sure of the answer.


“Maybe,” I say truthfully, “but if you’re going to be staying here, it would probably be a good idea to take precautions. I wouldn’t want you to have an incident.”


“An incident?”


She acts like I’m being outrageous. Surely she can scent me? She has to know how bad an idea it is for us to cohabitate in this enclosed space for however long without any kind of barrier.


“I . . . Yes,” I say, genuinely confused by her confusion, but what’s more, I can’t fathom having to endure sharing my space with another omega. Not after what happened. I can hear the aggravation in my tone now. “Something like this would have been nice to know ahead of time. It’s honestly a bit rude not to disclose this sort of thing knowing you’d be sharing a space.”


She snorts. Actually snorts. “Wow. Day one, and already I’m dealing with this crap.”


“What?”


“I’m fine,” she says through gritted teeth. “I can do this job regardless of what I am, and I’m not going to let you sit there and discriminate just because I’m—because I’m a—”


“An omega?”


Her cheeks go bright pink. “Yes. That. You have another thing coming if you’re going to insinuate I can’t do my job because of some hormonal bullshit.”


Huh.


I have to admit her answer takes me by surprise; I’ve never met an omega who seemed almost offended by their own designation, but then again, I’ve only met one other (two if you count my cousin Noah’s mate), and she certainly wasn’t embarrassed by what she was. On the contrary, she reveled in it. Which is exactly why the idea of being forced to live under the same roof as another omega for so long makes my insides twist.


I suppose I could grab some suppressants from the pharmacy in town if she insists on being stubborn—maybe she has some sort of condition that makes her incapable of taking them?—but then again, this is my place. Why should I?


Because she smells fucking mouthwatering.


There’s something in an omega’s scent that calls to someone like me; it’s a tiny zing of unbridled want that creeps up my spine with even the smallest of inhales, one that I know all too well. It’s bone-deep in our DNA to feel these things in each other’s presence, and even if I’m currently the only one apparently feeling them, that doesn’t mean it’s not still a terrible idea to have her here.


I take a step back from her, sort of at a loss. She still looks offended. Worked up, even. And while I have no desire for her to be here, doing what she’s planning on doing, I wasn’t intending to be outright rude—regardless of how uneasy she makes me.


“Oh . . . kay,” I say slowly. “Well . . . all right then. Just thought I’d mention it, considering.”


“Considering,” she scoffs.


I wonder if Mackenzie was this hostile to Noah when they met.


Miss Fixit is still glaring at me as I slowly turn back toward the stairs, and I hold my breath while I take them two at a time, needing to put distance between me and the tiny, sweet-smelling contractor who might actually want to murder me.


I don’t slow down until my bedroom door is closed and locked behind me. I’d had a lot of expectations about meeting the contractor after Jeannie finally wore me down to hire one, but nearly being barreled over by her big brown eyes wasn’t even remotely within the realm of possibilities I’d dreamed up. I’d prepared myself to be cold to her, even downright unwelcoming if I had to be—anything to put up some sort of final protest against this entire debacle that Jeannie insists is necessary. And I tried. I really did.


But Little Miss Fixit wasn’t having any of it.


There’s a ghost of a smile on my mouth as I remember the way she tore into me; she’s such a tiny thing, and yet, when she let me know what’s what, she reared up like a brown bear protecting her cubs on the mountainside. And I shouldn’t find that cute. I also shouldn’t have found myself at a loss for words even for a moment while studying her soft waves the color of tree bark and her full mouth the same blushed shade of the hellebores that grow up the mountain.


And her scent.


I can still practically taste the richness of it—like baked apples and cinnamon with a touch of something headier, something that could make me dizzy if I let myself have too much of it.


Tess. I test her name in my head, liking the sound of it. Soft, like her. Except she isn’t. Not really. I can tell that Tess is nowhere near as soft as she looks. I can discern that after only a few minutes with her. Which means it’s going to be a hell of a lot harder than I anticipated to treat her like I originally planned. To make sure she’s all too aware of how I’m against the changes she’ll bring. I close my eyes, letting my head thunk against my bedroom door as I try to push out of my mind the way she pursed her mouth. No, I can keep my distance, I think. I can make sure she knows exactly how I feel about her being here, sweet scent or no. Because I can’t let someone like her rush into my life and turn it upside down. Not again.


The last time nearly broke me.









3


Tess


“HAVE YOU BEEN sleeping?” Ada asks. “You’re too young for eye bags.”


I pause from unpacking to glance over at the mirror above the dresser and press my fingertips to the obvious dark circles that have started to form under my eyes. I frown at the overall shittiness of my appearance—my bangs look stringy, and my complexion seems somehow paler than usual. It’s like I didn’t sleep at all last night. Which, fair.


“I look that bad, huh?”


“You look stunning.” My lips purse at her tone as she adds, “For an extra on The Walking Dead.”


“Hysterical,” I mutter.


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“Just a rough night,” I say, shoving another pair of jeans into a dresser drawer. “Didn’t get much sleep.”


Hardly any, thanks to my infuriating new employer. Even now I feel myself tensing at the memory of the bizarre exchange I had with Hunter last night—from the coarse initial greeting to the infuriating remarks over my new designation I’d barely had more than a few hours to come to terms with.


If you’re going to be staying here, it would probably be a good idea to take precautions. I wouldn’t want you to have an incident.


I snort. What an asshole. An incident. What, does he think, I’m going to start howling at him and begging for his dick or something? Fucking shifter men. Which I assume he must be, given that the pleasant scent of sunshine and rain lingered long after he shut himself in his bedroom, something I’m now gathering was most likely not cologne.


And not to mention his obvious disdain at my being here in the first place. I spent most of the night fuming over his snide Little Miss Fixit comments—having half a mind to spend the rest of the evening boarding that asshole up in his own bedroom just to show him I’m perfectly comfortable around a hammer.


He’s lucky my brothers are bringing all the tools.


I want to know how he could even tell what I was in the first place. It’s not like there’s some sort of sign stamped on my forehead now, is there? Will every shifter I meet know that I’m some sort of medical anomaly right away? That seems . . . inconvenient. Hopefully there’s more information in the pamphlets Dr. Carter gave me.


“Did you pack appropriate pajamas?” Ada asks. “Are your toes in danger of frostbite?”


I roll my eyes. “I brought plenty of wool socks. I have seen snow before, you know.”


I catch Ada’s shiver even on my tiny phone screen. “I could never.”


“You’ll have to leave Southern California sometime,” I laugh.


“Right. I could join you in Axe-Murderer Land and lose my toes. No thanks.”


“What happened with Perry’s school yesterday?”


I peek over to catch her teeth worrying at her lip. “He’s acting out in class again.”


“What does that mean?”


“He refused to participate.”


“He’s six,” I scoff.


“I know that,” she says. “I just worry about him socially. He doesn’t seem interested in making friends at all. I thought moving him to private school this year would help get him some more one-on-one attention, but he keeps saying he hates the place.”


“He’ll adjust,” I assure her. “I wouldn’t worry about it too much. He’s still so little.”


“I hope you’re right.” She sighs, then waves a hand in front of her face. “Now tell me why you’re not sleeping.”


“It’s not a big deal . . .”


I’m just apparently something entirely different than I thought I was for my entire life. Oh, and my new employer not only doesn’t want me here but might think I’m going to rampantly hump his leg at some point.


Ada narrows her bright green eyes, leaning in a little so that her auburn hair falls into her face. “Tess.”


“Fine,” I sigh. “Just . . . still feeling a little under the weather.”


An understatement, really. I tossed and turned the entire night—the meds the doctor gave me hardly even touched the cramps, the night sweats, and the strange itching sensation all over my skin. Between that and my irritation with Hunter, I’m positively exhausted.


“I thought you said it was clearing up?”


“I know.” I spin to plop down on the edge of the bed, frowning at my phone, which I propped up on the dresser so I can look at my friend properly. “And it . . . is. Technically. Sort of.”


“Oh my God,” she groans. “Tell me you aren’t dying.”


“I’m not dying,” I huff. “I’m just . . . not entirely well.”


“If you want to make sense anytime soon, that would be great.”


“Look, it’s not a big deal, okay? The doctor said it’s not unheard-of and that when I’m fully adjusted, everything will be as normal as—”


“Tess.”


“I’m not a beta.”


Her head cocks, her freckled nose scrunching. “Come again?”


“Or, I mean, I might be right now, but I won’t be soon? I don’t know. It’s all very confusing.”


“Still not making sense.”


“She called it a . . . late presentation.”


“So, what . . . you’re . . .” Her eyes widen. “Are you a shifter?”


“Among other things, apparently,” I grumble.


“Oh my God. Have you shifted? Jesus Christ. What’s that even like for the first time as an adult? I did it when I was thirteen, and I swear, Twilight didn’t get it entirely wrong. I mean—”


“I haven’t,” I tell her, cutting her off. “Not yet. But I guess I will. Soon.”


“Wow.” She shakes her head, looking as stunned as I still feel. “That’s insane, Tess. How are you holding up?”


“I’m . . . okay. I don’t think it’s entirely sunk in yet. Since my body is apparently still . . . changing.”


“Okay. Yeah. Good. I just . . . Fuck. Do you have any questions I can answer? I know I’m not a doctor, but it’s probably going to be easier to ask me about your biannual horny parade than it would be to ask a stranger.”


“Ah.” I shift on the bed, feeling uncomfortable. “About that. She thinks I might be having those . . . more frequently than others.”


“Why? I mean, I have them four or five times a year, but that usually only happens with . . .”


She blinks at me, understanding dawning on her features, and I nod back at her, the realization hanging between us.


“Holy fuck,” she whispers.


“Yep.” I end the p with an audible pop. “I guess we can join the Omega of the Month Club.”


“That’s not a thing,” she snorts.


“Whatever. I get to be nonsensical right now.”


Ada gapes at me, looking dazed. “Wow, Tess. That’s . . .” Her brows shoot up. “Do you think it’s because you’ve spent so much time with me? Like . . . maybe we synced up? Like periods?”


I shake my head. “Pretty sure it doesn’t work like that.”


“I just . . . Holy shit. Seriously, are you okay? Have you told your parents?” She grimaces. “Have you told your brothers?”


I make a face. “No and no. Just you for now.” I wince, realizing that there is actually one other person in the immediate vicinity who might know. “I’m having a hard enough time letting it marinate while at the jobsite.”


“Oh shit. I didn’t even think of that. Is that going to be weird? What about the woman you’re working for? Is she a shifter?”


“I . . . haven’t met her yet. She wasn’t here when I got in last night. I met the owner though—who apparently is not Jeannie—and he was . . . a character.”


“Shifter?”


“I . . .” I recall the soft scent of warm, sun-heated rain and frown. “I’m not sure.” Okay, I have a very strong inkling, but I don’t say that. “It’s very possible though.”


“Is he one of those old bearded guys who’s always got on some type of fur?”


“He’s not much older than me, actually,” I tell her with a scoff. “But he does have a beard. No fur so far, just a lot of plaid.”


“Oh?” Her voice takes on a much more interested tone. “Is he hot?”


I chew at the inside of my lip, a flash of Hunter’s dark eyes and full mouth cropping up unbidden even as I try to shrug it off. I will not be romanticizing the gruff asshole, not even in my head. “I mean, he’s not unattractive by any means.”


“Oh my God. He’s hot, isn’t he?”


“I guess,” I mumble. “Objectively.”


“How interesting,” she practically purrs.


I roll my eyes. “Well, given that—like you said—I look like a Walking Dead extra and I made an axe-murderer joke right after meeting him—your fault, by the way—he’s probably going to do his best to avoid me.”


I don’t mention that at this point, I’m hoping he does, given that our first meeting went as disastrously as possible.


“Shut up. A shower and some good sleep and you’ll get back to being the fresh-faced hottie I know and love.”


“Actually, I get the sense he doesn’t like that I’m here. Apparently this entire job was Jeannie’s venture. I don’t even know what their connection is yet. Hunter wasn’t very . . . forthcoming.”


On all sorts of things, I don’t say, trying not to think about the way he sniffed me.


Fucking sniffed me.


That’s going to take some getting used to.


“Hunter,” Ada snorts. “How appropriate.”


“I thought the same thing.”


“Seriously, though. Do you have any questions?”


“I don’t know . . . I still don’t know what to think of it. I don’t feel different yet, you know?” I consider everything for a moment. “What was it like when you found out?”


“I mean, I was thirteen, so it was sort of a nonissue. I didn’t have my first heat till I was nineteen, so until then, it was just this thing about myself that I knew was going to be a big deal one day.”


“Were you scared? Knowing you were different?”


“I don’t know. My entire family are shifters, so I knew that was likely in the cards for me, but I’m the first omega in a couple of generations, according to my mom. Have you thought about asking your mom about where this might have come from?”


I wince. “She has enough going on.”


“I’m sure she’d want to support you, babe.”


“I know that. I do. But she’s so tired all the time, being the only one working, and with everything going on with Dad . . .”


“You’re not a burden, Tess,” Ada stresses. “I know you think that anytime you have problems, you have to keep them to yourself, but people want to help you.”


Deep down I know she’s right, but it’s hard to shake off literal years of trying to make myself as little of a problem as possible to the people I love. They have enough to deal with.


“Maybe,” I mumble. I check the time on my phone. “I’d better go find my new boss, who might hate me.”


“Mm.” Her serious expression gives way to mischief. “Well. I’m sure you could make him come around.”


“You’re disgusting.”


“One of us should be getting some action.”


“You could get plenty if you stopped swiping left all the time.”


She rolls her eyes. “The last guy on that app who looked promising said in his bio that his anthem was a G-Eazy song. Didn’t exactly spark confidence. I think I’m going to delete it altogether. It’s not like I use it for anything more than entertainment purposes.”


“One of these days you’re going to have to give someone a chance.”


“I’ve done just fine without penis so far, thank you very much. Artificial works as well as the real thing.” Her expression falls then. “Besides, you know why I don’t date.”


That gives me pause, and I feel a surge of guilt course through me. I do know why she doesn’t date—and even if she’s never really gone into the full details, given that it happened before we met, I know enough to understand why she continues to swipe left.


“Yeah, I know.” I check the time. “I guess I should get downstairs and see if Jeannie ever made it in. It would be nice to discuss the project with someone who actually wants it to get done.”


“Mr. Hunter is probably looking for a place to lay his log.”


I push up from the bed, reaching for my phone on the dresser. “Okay, back to work for me. You can go back to mocking people’s Tinder bios.”


“It’s a hard job, but someone has to do it.”


“Whatever. Tell Catherine I said hi.”


“Tess says hi!” Ada shouts behind her.


I hear a faint Hi, Tess from somewhere out of sight, and I wince. “Has your mom been around for this entire conversation?”


“I think she left around the time I suggested you should make him come.”


“Good talk. Bye-bye, now.”


Ada makes a kissing face right before I hang up the FaceTime call, and I shake my head as I stow my phone in my pocket. I try to situate my bangs into a less nightmarish situation, but given the way I’m still sweating slightly even with the frigid temperature, I reason that this is as good as it’s going to get. It’s not as if I have anyone to impress anyway. I’m going to get a lot sweatier than this when we start getting into the real work.


And I don’t care in the slightest what anyone in this lodge thinks of my appearance.


Not at all.


THE LODGE LOOKS different in the morning sun—no less dusty or aged, but there’s something about the sunlight gleaming on the soft mounds of powdery white outside that makes the walls seem to shine a little brighter. Honestly, it makes the entire place feel more charming.


The heat isn’t quite as strong as I might like, a fact that became entirely apparent about eighteen minutes after I settled into bed last night in my usual bedtime attire of a T-shirt and panties. I was jumping back out of bed in no time at all to pull on pajama pants and the thickest pair of socks I own. Socks that I am currently still wearing inside the fuzzy snow boots I’ve shoved the ends of my sweatpants into. Socks that I’d wager I won’t be taking off for the entirety of my stay.


I’m not looking where I’m going as well as I should when I step off the last stair, nearly tripping over a black mass of . . . something that gives a yowl when my foot collides with it. It bounds off in a fluffy blur toward the other room, leaving me blinking at the spot where it just was and wondering what in the hell I nearly stepped on.


One day here, and not only does my host hate me and think I’m some sort of biological ticking time bomb, but I’m already upsetting the local wildlife. Great.


I follow my nose, tracking the smell of cooked meat and, beneath that, something sweet that I very much hope comes with syrup, stalking it like a hungry predator as it leads me down an adjoining hall attached to the room where the front desk resides. It spills out into a long dining room that houses a wide (surprise!) wooden dining room table, each leg made of an untreated log and the benches on either side of a similar material. An older woman who looks to be in her sixties with thick graying hair piled on top of her head works at the other end, setting out plates and trays of bacon, eggs, and—most importantly—pancakes. She looks up when she notices me entering, giving me a kind smile that makes her eyes crinkle. Almost like we’re old friends.


“Oh, hey,” she greets me. “You must be Esther.”


“Tess,” I correct gently. “Everyone calls me Tess.”


“Of course,” she says, still smiling. “It’s good to have you here. Why, you’re the first guest we’ve had since May. No one to look at most of the time but Hunter and Reginald, and they’re not great company even on their best days.”


I wrinkle my nose. I’d been under the impression that I was the only guest. “Reginald?”


“Sorry.” She nods her head down toward the floor, and I notice now that the same massive black something from the stairs is skulking in from the opposite door, which I assume leads to the kitchen. “He only acts like an asshole,” she assures me as the very fluffy, very large cat takes a seat near her feet. “He’s really kind of sweet once you get to know him.”


“His name is Reginald?”


“Yeah,” she laughs. “Named him after my late husband. Believe it or not, he sort of favors him a little.”


I look into the slightly squashed face of the massive feline, trying to picture it. “Well. It’s nice to meet you both.”


“Sleep well?”


“Like a baby,” I tell her. “Once my teeth stopped chattering.”


“Well, shit. I’ll put some extra blankets in your room after breakfast. These old ducts aren’t what they used to be. I’ll talk to Hunter and see if we have enough in the budget to do something about the furnace.” She nods her head toward a wide window that overlooks the snow. There are so many windows in this place. “Hunter actually mentioned chopping some more wood later for the big fireplace. Haven’t started it up in a few months—but it’s right toasty to sit around when it gets going.” She nods to herself as she gazes out the window, finally giving her head a little shake as if remembering herself. “Sorry, you’d think I’d never met anyone before.” She wipes her hands on her apron, then steps closer, extending one for me to shake. “Jeannie. It’s good to finally meet you in person.”


“You too,” I reply warmly. There’s a whiff of something sweet coming from her, something not too unlike the pancakes she’s just set down—and I have no way of knowing if it’s batter on her clothes or one of those scent things the doctor warned me about. I can’t decide if it’s rude to ask. “I’m really excited to get started.”


“I follow you on the TikTok,” she says. “You do some good work.”


I beam. “I appreciate that. It’s really cool doing what I love with my family.”


“Right. You have those brothers. They around?”


I shake my head. “They’re driving. Bringing all the tools. I wanted to come ahead and get a feel for the place.”


“Ah. Of course. Well, I’m thrilled you guys took the job. Took some convincing with that grumpy nephew of mine, but I know you’re gonna do wonders here.”


“Nephew?” I raise an eyebrow as I shake her hand. “Are you related to Hunter?”


“Aunt,” she clarifies. “By marriage. My Reg was Hunter’s uncle.”


I guess it would be a bad idea to tell her that her nephew is kind of an asshole.


“Oh. Yeah. I met him last night. He seems great.”


Jeannie laughs at that. “You don’t have to sugarcoat it with me, hon. I’m sure he was a big ol’ sourpuss. He isn’t as keen on renovating as I am.”


“I . . . gathered he has some reservations.”


“Just ignore him. He isn’t big on change when it comes to this old place.”


I’m not sure what else to say about that, seeing as her remark feels like a major understatement, if Hunter’s attitude last night was any indication. I give an appreciative look around the room in lieu of responding. “Well, it’s really a lovely place you’ve got here.”


“Oh, I know it’s not what it used to be, but if you keep an open mind, this place really can be quite . . .” She smiles a little to herself, looking at the snow outside the window again. “Magical, really.” She snorts out a laugh. “Listen to me, acting a fool.”


“No, no,” I tell her. “I get it. If Hunter is agreeable, we should probably all sit down to go over the budget and talk about the different projects I have planned for this place. A lot of the work my brothers and I can do by ourselves, but some of the larger jobs we’ll have to get people to drive in from Denver for.”


“I’ll make sure he gets his panties out of a bunch long enough to do that,” she assures me. “He can be reasonable when he wants to be.” She nods to herself. “Anyway, I imagine you’re hungry.”


“Starving,” I admit with slight surprise. The nausea is pretty much under control at the moment, and I’m realizing how long it’s been since I’ve eaten properly.


“Well, sit down, sit down. Better dig in before the food gets cold.”


I waste no time in obliging, lowering myself onto the carved bench at one side of the table, then grabbing one of the empty plates waiting there. I load up on eggs and two pancakes (my hips won’t thank me for it, but honestly, I sort of love my curves), then tear into a crispy strip of bacon with an actual moan as I close my eyes.


“That’s fantastic.”


Jeannie chuckles to herself as she settles into the only actual chair, which sits at the head of the table near where I’m perched. “Glad you like it. I don’t get to cook for many people anymore. Business has been so slow, you see.”


“Oh?” I shove a forkful of eggs into my mouth. “Why is that?”


Jeannie sighs. “Used to be full up all winter long,” she tells me. “Then a few years back, they built that new highway that bypasses the town . . . took all our travelers right around us and straight on to Denver. Business hasn’t been the same since.”


“That’s too bad.”


“We manage.” She gives a soft shrug as she reaches for a strip of bacon. “Still get the locals up here around Christmastime every year. Reckon it’s only to help us out, but it gets us through the rest of the year. Not to mention the few stragglers we get off the main road hankering for the scenic route.”


I keep my voice casual as I start to cut into my pancakes, which are now drowning in syrup. “And it’s only you and Hunter up here? No other staff?”


“We have a lady who comes in once a week to clean a bit,” she answers. “But other than that, it’s just us.”


I chew thoughtfully as I let my eyes move about the room, noticing similar signs of neglect that could easily be fixed with minimal effort. “You know, I actually don’t think it will take much to spruce the place up.” I’m looking at the thick curtains that have begun to gather dust and thinking about how easily they could be cleaned. “I already have a few ideas, just from a quick look around, that I can run by you. Also, the website could use a bit of an overhaul. It’s sort of hard to navigate.” I shrug idly. “I don’t know. Might help a little?”


Jeannie chews at her food, nodding her head quietly. “You’re probably right. I’d love to help get the place more up to scratch myself, but these old bones don’t get around like they used to. I’d throw out my damn back trying to climb some ladder to get all the cobwebs off these ceilings. Hunter does all the major upkeep we need, but like I said, he isn’t really keen on the idea of changing anything too much. Sort of set in his ways, that one.”


“He does seem a little . . .” I tilt my head side to side, thinking. “Rigid?”


God, maybe that was a poor choice of words.


Now I’m thinking about those shoulders again. I reason that it isn’t my fault I was confronted with a physique that nearly defies the laws of nature within five minutes of arriving. Honestly, I’m just pondering the idea that he has to order all his shirts in a custom size. The absurdity of that possibility is enough to distract me from the grumpy innkeeper.


Jeannie simply laughs, taking another bite of bacon before she holds the last little bit under the table for the cat. “He wasn’t always. The pup has had a rough go of it these last few years.” She snorts. “Last decade, really.”


“Pup?”


“Old habit,” she tells me. “He shifted so early that first time. Practically a puppy. I haven’t really been able to shake the nickname.”


“So he’s a shifter then,” I press.


“Sure is,” she says. “We both are.”


“Ah, I thought I smelled . . .”


“Reginald used to say I smelled just like cake batter,” she sighs wistfully. Her nostrils flare then. “You smell pretty lovely yourself.”


I feel my cheeks heat. “Yeah, I . . .” And what do I say to that? I can’t go and dump all my recent problems on this woman I barely know. Not when I don’t know how to feel about them myself. “Thank you.”


She leans in then, inhaling deeply. “You actually smell so familiar to me. It’s odd.”


“Oh, I . . . Your nephew seemed to have a bit of an issue with it, actually.”


Her brows raise. “Did he now?”


“I don’t think he likes me very much, truth be told.”


“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,” she argues.


I must be making a face, because Jeannie reaches over to give my forearm a pat. “He’s a lot like Reginald,” she tells me, nodding her head toward the giant cat, who is happily snacking on his bit of bacon. “He’s really kind of sweet once you get to know him.”


“Are we talking about me?”


I tense at the sound of Hunter’s voice and turn to find him standing in the doorway.


“There you are,” Jeannie says. “We were just saying we all needed to have a sit-down about the plans for this place.”


He cocks a brow. “Oh, do we?”


“Don’t be like that,” she scolds. “Tess is here, and she’s willing to help, so you need to be respectful.”


“I’m plenty respectful,” he mutters as he steps farther into the room.


His scent bombards me as he plops down on the other side of the table, folding his arms over the top and eyeing me warily. This scenting business is still so new, and I haven’t quite figured out how to get a handle on it. On the one hand, they both smell really good, but on the other . . . Jeannie’s scent doesn’t make me squirm in my seat.


“I was just telling your aunt that we should probably go over the budget and pin down what we absolutely can and can’t do.”


“Oh?” Hunter purses his lips. “Like what?”


“Well, for starters, Jeannie said the heat in this place isn’t what it used to be. Do we have room for a new furnace?”


Hunter scoffs. “I highly doubt it. We can barely afford the cosmetic stuff Jeannie mentioned.”


“We really need a new generator,” Jeannie points out.


Hunter makes a face. “And where are we supposed to get the money for that?”


“Okay,” I say, placating. “So we focus on cosmetics for now, and hopefully more business will come in to help offset the cost for some of the bigger projects.”


“What exactly do you plan to do here?” Hunter asks.


I push my plate aside, crossing my arms. “Well, Jeannie and I discussed new flooring, some renovations in the bathrooms—that will mean new showers and vanities. I want to redo the foyer if we can; the front desk needs to be sanded and restained, and for that matter, the stairs need to be redone as well. The wood is scuffed to hell. From what I can see, the fireplace is still great—we just need to refinish the mantel, maybe, but I like the rustic charm of the original stonework there. Based on your budget, I don’t think we have enough to rip out all the wood paneling, but we can most likely refinish it, at the very least. Plus, there is definitely some cosmetic work that needs to be done outside. I’d love to get the roof replaced with sheet metal if we can, but I’ll have to go over the numbers to see if I can contract it out.”
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