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Dedication 
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To my husband, this is why I’ve been typing away on the computer for hours. 

This is the dream. 

Thank you. 



Note

Mabel is a settled woman in her thirties who runs her own bookstore and is content with her books, cat, and storybook cottage. 

Rett is a growly shifter, nearly 10 years younger. 

What happens as they navigate a mate bond as strangers, with a reverse age gap and a touch of Beauty and the Beast vibes? 

This is a slow-burning, moderate-spice, cozy paranormal romance for people who love reading, love and friendship. 

Welcome back to Moonglen. ​
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​Mabel
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It felt like tempting fate to say, but as I pushed open the door and heard the tinkle signalling the start of the day, contentment tickled my soul.

Walking into my bookstore with the buttery sunlight of a crisp Moonglen morning trailing behind me, I smiled.

Gus meowed sleepily from his perch on the counter and stretched a long, devilishly sharp-clawed paw in front of him.

"Good morning, kind sir." I greeted him as I placed my coffee cup beside the cash register and the EFTPOS machine. The former was more for nostalgia; the latter did most of the work.

Gus was a regal cat who'd wandered in one day with a thorn in his paw, so to speak. I don't know precisely what hurt it, but I took him to the vet, and he kind of became the store's cat. At first, he was standoffish and haughty. Now he was greedy for snuggles and just as haughty.

I gave him the usual morning snuggles, he rubbed his head against my neck, and purred so loudly it sounded like he was part lion.

I sipped my latte and wandered through the bookstore, opening curtains and windows, gearing up for the day. There was a cool hush over the books since they were shut up on Saturday afternoon. I loved that hush. The books always felt a little restless after a long closure — impatient, almost — and I had long since stopped trying to explain that feeling to anyone. It was just one of those things I knew, the way I knew a lot of things I couldn't properly account for.

At the front was the modern bookstore that everyone expected these days, more like Barnes and Noble than a quaint small-town shop. But the real treasures were in the back. I had a meeting room filled with classics of all kinds, and what used to be an old-school living room, with towering bookshelves and a chimney better left untouched, serving more as decoration. I longed for the kind of ladder you'd see in the Beast's library in Beauty and the Beast, but unfortunately, ladders for tall shelves were a hazard in a public bookstore. The top shelves held precious books that I would never sell.

I booted up the computer and sipped my coffee, gazing out at the streets that were starting to come alive. Across the road, I could see the police station, which had always made me feel safer operating a business almost entirely by myself. Some practical businesses, like the mechanic across the road, run by brothers who both liked to read and regularly bought books. The diner a few doors down was where much of the foot traffic went.

Opening the sales orders, I smiled to find three had come in.

I made a pile of the titles, ready to package. With Gus supervising, I grabbed the last bookmarks and stickers I'd made as gifts with purchases to make people feel special when their packages arrived. I folded the books and gifts into the bubble wrap, tied up the ribbon, and sealed the bags.

The door tinkled, and I looked up. Mrs Williams entered, stooped and slow, but on her own steam.

"Good morning, Mrs Williams. How are you today?"

"Oh, good dear, grateful for the sunshine. How are you and the wee lad?" Her glassy eyes looked for Gus, who was walking back from breakfast in the kitchen. He jumped up on the counter and gave the old lady access for a good pat.

"I've got a new one for you today," I said, and even before I reached for the book, I felt the familiar little warmth in my chest — that quiet, certain pull that told me this was the right one. I'd had it my whole life, that instinct for matching a person to a story, though instinct was perhaps too ordinary a word for it. It was more like the book itself leaned towards her, and I was just the one holding it.

I pulled up a brand new romance from the last shipment.

"Oh, what have we got?" She rubbed her arthritic hands together. Mrs Williams liked her books steamy and her heroes brawny. I loved that about her.

"It's got a sturdy Scotsman and a film star lady. It's set in a whiskey distillery in the Scottish countryside."

"Oh, sign me up." Mrs Williams cackled devilishly, and I smiled. "You're magic with your recommendations. I swear you always know just what I need."

"I don't know about that." I turned away to pretend to fluff with something under the counter. If only she knew how literally she meant that.

"I'll read it too, and we can compare notes next week."

She settled into the comfy chair beside the counter and read her obligatory first chapter before scuffling off to meet "the girls" at the diner.

The afternoon settled into its usual comfortable rhythm. I thought briefly of my mother — she'd been nudging me about dinner next week, and about eligible bachelors before that, in the way of women her age who'd decided that grandchildren were an appropriate conversational priority. I smiled to myself and straightened a shelf.

I was getting ready to close for the day when the bell tinkled again. The door slammed against the frame with a thunk.

I looked up, and everything went strange and still.

A man filled the doorway. He was wearing a charcoal Henley that was just tight enough to reveal his solid muscle underneath — like Jamie Fraser from Outlander, so young yet so certain of himself. But it wasn't his looks that stopped me. It was the feeling that crashed over me like a wave the moment he crossed the threshold. Not the gentle warmth I felt for Mrs Williams and her Scotsman. This was something rawer, older, pulled up from somewhere deep in my chest like a tide answering the moon.

And beneath it, unmistakable — the sense of what he needed. I could feel it the way I felt all of them, that knowing, that lean. Only this wasn't a book. Or at least, not only a book.

I touched my amethyst bracelet without thinking, the way I always did when my nerves needed quieting.

Gus sat up straight and stared, his tail a rigid question mark.

"Time to look for a few books?" the man asked. His voice was so deep it seemed to rumble through the floorboards.

"Sure." My powers of speech all but vanished as he wandered straight to the thriller section behind me. His scent followed him like a slow tide — spicy, warm, and a little wild. Something ancient and alive.

I pressed my hand flat against the counter and told myself to breathe.

Whatever this was, it was nothing like my usual gift. Nothing like it at all.
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I tried to keep myself busy, but my eyes kept drifting back to him.

He moved through my small, crowded space like something that had never quite learned to be contained by walls. Too big, too certain, too there. I watched him from beneath my lashes as he worked his way along the thriller section, and I noticed what I hadn't from behind the counter — that he moved carefully. Deliberately. The way very large things sometimes did when they were aware of their own power and chose, moment to moment, not to use it.

He already had a pile of fast-paced reads, but he kept looking. Searching for something he hadn't found yet.

I knew that feeling intimately. I also knew, with the certainty that lived in my chest rather than my head, exactly what he was looking for. My fingers were already restless at my sides.

Steeling myself, I went over.

Up close, he was even more overwhelming. Well over six feet, built like someone had taken the concept of a man and decided to be generous about it. Broad shoulders, solid chest, hands that looked like they could palm a basketball without trying. There was something just slightly wild about him, too, underneath the charcoal Henley and the calm grey eyes — something that made the air around him feel charged, like the moment before a storm breaks. My gift recognised it before my brain did.

Shifter.

I kept my expression carefully neutral.

"Do you need any help?" I asked, approximately at chest level.

"I have a theme," he said, showing me the spines. The latest Jack Reacher, a Dan Brown. "Do you know any others I'd like?"

I cleared my throat. He was a reader — a real one, not a twice-a-year one. That was a green flag.

My fingers tingled and moved of their own accord towards the shelf. "You might like Harlan Coben," I said, pulling out Fool Me Once. "Several of his books became TV series. I liked this one a lot."

"You don't strike me as the thriller reader," he said, but he took the book. Our fingers brushed, just slightly, and the current that passed between us was not subtle. Not the gentle warmth I felt when I matched Mrs Williams to her Scotsman. This was something that went straight to my sternum and stayed there.

I pressed on. "No, I tend to prefer romance. But I read widely, so I can make good recommendations."

"This is your store, then." It wasn't quite a question. His eyes moved over me slowly, taking inventory, and I had the extremely inconvenient sensation of being seen very clearly by someone I had only just met.

"Yes. I'm Mabel." My voice came out a little too high.

He took my outstretched hand, his much larger one swallowing it entirely. Rough, calloused, warm — the hand of someone who used their body for real things. "Mabel," he said, as if he were trying it out and deciding he liked how it felt in his mouth. My name had never sounded like that before. Like something worth keeping.

"I'm Rett."

"Rett?" I echoed.

A soft sound in his throat. Not quite a growl, but close enough that I was aware, very suddenly, of exactly what he was and that we were alone and it was closing time.

"Garrett. Everyone calls me Rett." His eyes hadn't left mine. "I'm your new business mentor."

I blinked. Whatever I'd been expecting him to say, it wasn't that.

"I'm sorry?"

"The council programme. Small business development." He said it matter-of-factly, as if he hadn't just upended the next several months of my quiet, orderly life. "You're on my list."

I looked at him. At the broad shoulders and the storm-grey eyes and the sheer, unreasonable amount of him.

"You're basically a child," I said. It came out a bit breathless, which rather undermined the effect.

Something shifted in his expression. Not offence — amusement, low and warm, and something else underneath it. Something more deliberate.

"Do I look like a child?" He took one step forward. Just one. He didn't need more than that. The distance between us was suddenly and acutely apparent.

"You're very young," I amended, swallowing.

"I've been running my own business since I graduated." His voice was unhurried. "And I help the town with its interests."

"Including business mentorships for little bookstores?"

"I don't usually." His eyes moved over my face with the same slow, careful attention he'd given the shelves. "But I thought this one would be interesting."

He said it the way you'd say I've already decided, and some traitorous part of me went very warm indeed.

"It's very Outlander," I murmured, mostly to myself.

"What's that?"

"The show? The books?" He shook his head, one corner of his mouth lifting. Of course, he didn't know it. He was approximately twelve. "Jamie is a very large, very — " I stopped. "He's a Scottish man. Claire goes back in time, and they fall in love, but she's older than him by several years."

A beat of silence.

"You think I'm very large and very—" He left it open, watching me.

My face was on fire. I turned blindly towards the romance section and pulled out a copy with rather more purpose than the situation called for. Proof, apparently, that the book existed.

"I'll take that one too," he said.

"You don't have to."

"I will."

I followed him to the counter on legs that were performing adequately but not brilliantly. The question of whether I should charge my business mentor for the books flickered through my mind, then was immediately swept aside as he tapped his card on the reader without blinking.

Then he picked up his bag, and instead of leaving — as any reasonable person would — he reached across the counter and took my hand. Gently. As if he had every right to it and had simply been waiting for the right moment to claim it.

He turned it over and pressed his lips to my knuckles.

The warmth of his mouth against my skin went everywhere at once. I was deeply, profoundly grateful for the counter between us, because it was doing structural work my knees had entirely abdicated.

"I'll be seeing you soon, Mabel." His breath moved across my hand as he spoke. A promise, not a pleasantry.

He left. The bell tinkled. The door shut.

I stood very still and stared at the space he'd been in for what was probably an embarrassingly long time.

Shifter, said some calm, observational part of my brain. Your business mentor is a shifter who just kissed your hand and looked at you like you were the most interesting thing he'd encountered in years. Good. Great. Perfectly normal Tuesday.

I pinched myself.

Gus jumped up onto the counter, flopped down with magnificent indifference, and began licking his butt.

Still here, then. Still in my bookstore. Still completely, bewilderingly awake.
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Rett’s World

Rett

I walked out of the bookstore in a daze.

I'd gone in confident. I had a list of small businesses flagged for the mentorship programme, and hers was on it — a solo operator struggling with revenue, needing some guidance on getting the numbers right. Straightforward. I'd have her sorted in a few sessions.

Instead, I met Mabel.

Chestnut hair in a low bun, soft wisps framing her face. That long forest green cardigan doing nothing to hide the kind of figure that makes rational thought difficult. Hazel eyes that were sharper than they looked, and a mouth that said careful, measured things while her face said something else entirely.

I'd expected unremarkable. I'd been wrong, and I was rarely wrong.

I told myself it was just attraction. That happened. I was a man; she was a beautiful woman; the logic was simple. But then she'd reached for that book without looking, fingers moving like they already knew where it was — and I'd felt something shift. Something that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with what I was.

My wolf had gone very, very still.

That hadn't happened before. Not once, in twenty-five years.

I shoved the thought aside and kept walking.

The air outside was cool; evening had fallen. Only a few steps between the bookstore and my building. My apartment sat above the florist — fully renovated, modern, shiny silver appliances, large windows looking out over the residential stretch of Moonglen and, to the right, the treeline. I'd lived here since I finished university. It was one of several holdings, here and in Willowdale, and a few near the old pack lands I'd rather not think about.

I'd inherited it all after the old pack elder lost his mate and lost his mind with it. What followed wasn't pretty. Territorial alphas clawing for dominance, fights that spiralled and couldn't be stopped. My parents died in one of those fights. I was seventeen, furious, and didn't know what to do with any of it.

Maddie and Aaron took me in. Moonglen's pack elders — steady, patient people who gave me space when I needed it and a table when I needed that more. I'd lived under their roof for four years. Their daughter, Sarah, still called me her adopted brother, even though I was a terrible candidate for the role. She called me growly. She wasn't wrong.

They expected me at Sunday dinner. I didn't mind it.

I set my books on the counter and stood at the window, watching the street.

I told myself I was thinking about the mentorship, her stock management, and her marketing strategy. I was not thinking about the fact that she was alone and it was getting dark, and Main Street would be quiet in another twenty minutes.

Except that I was. My wolf was restless in a way I hadn't felt in years, pacing somewhere behind my sternum, and I'd learned a long time ago that ignoring that feeling made it
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