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  Chapter One
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The mountain whispered today. 
Not the kind of whisper that made tourists gasp and reach for their phones, but the real kind, the sharp rustle of unseen paws in the undergrowth, the groan of wind through the gnarled pines, the low, distant rumble of something shifting under the packed snow. That kind of whisper. And Jordan Sinclair heard it all and understood every word. Wintry Bluff didn’t speak to just anyone. But it had always spoken to him.
He pulled his truck into the gravel lot outside Silver Paws Tours, shut off the engine, and rolled his shoulder with a soft grunt.
November in Maine had turned the landscape into a moody masterpiece. The fiery reds and oranges of peak foliage had mostly surrendered to bare branches and faded gold, but stubborn patches of maple and birch still clung to their last leaves, fluttering like dying embers in the wind. Frost etched the edges of pine needles, and the ground crunched beneath boot soles with the brittle snap of ice-kissed earth. Overhead, gray clouds moved like low-hanging smoke across the sky, promising snow before sunset. The scent of distant wood-smoke drifted on the breeze, mingling with the sharp tang of cedar and cold stone. It was the kind of morning that reminded a person that winter was watching, waiting, almost here, but not quite. The morning air was brisk and clean, the kind that bit your cheeks and tasted like cold steel and pine sap. He exhaled into it and smiled. No emails. No meetings. Just trees, rocks, snow, and the occasional city slicker trying to pet a bear.
Beside him, the passenger-side duffel bag rustled, and a tiny, masked face popped out. Hitch, the raccoon who had long since promoted himself from stowaway to unofficial tour mascot, gave a warbling chirp and sneezed twice.
Jordan reached over and ruffled its fur. “Yeah, buddy. Snow’s coming. You ready to be charming and only slightly criminal today?”
Hitch squeaked and crawled up onto Jordan’s shoulder, wrapping his little paws around the strap of the beat-up leather backpack resting behind the seat. 
Jordan chuckled. “Don’t you dare steal another granola bar. Last time I had to bribe a Texan with jerky to keep from getting a one-star review.”
Humming King of the Road, he climbed out of the truck, boots crunching on the frozen gravel, and surveyed the trailhead. Morning mist curled through the trees like lazy fingers, and high above, the peaks of Wintry Bluff cut sharp lines against the sky. This land was his blood and breath. He’d grown up racing his brothers through these woods, learning every twist of its trails, every mood of its weather. Now he made a living guiding people through it, rescuing the dumb, humbling the overconfident, and occasionally witnessing the kind of quiet transformation only the wild could offer.
Today’s group was due in thirty minutes. Just enough time to double-check gear and talk to Cass about the last report of a damaged trail marker.
Inside the outpost, the warmth of the stove greeted him like a loyal dog. Hitch leaped down and immediately began his morning patrol, checking mugs for leftover coffee, pawing through the first-aid kit, and inspecting the coat rack. It was the entire reason they kept the trash to a minimum. Jordan let him go, mainly because the raccoon would scream if he found anything worth stealing.
He hung his jacket, stretched again, then walked to the back counter where Cass had left a note.
“Trail 7 marker needs replacing. Looks… wrong. Not weather-wear. Claw marks? Check it before the next tour.”
Reading the note once more, a frown pulled at his lips. Claw marks? Out there that could mean cougar, bear, or something else. Something not normal to the rest of the world, but extremely real to Crescent Cove.
Wolves. And not the normal kind.
He grabbed a fresh coil of rope, checked his flare gun, and added a small blade to his belt. Not that he expected trouble, but instinct told him today might offer more than just scenic overlooks and dramatic selfies.
Logan walked in through the side door, hauling a crate of water bottles and wearing a trucker hat that read “Official Squirrel Wrangler” perched atop his blond head. “Morning, boss. You see the forecast?”
Jordan nodded. “Snow by tonight. Storm front’s moving in fast, which means we might have to cut the hike short.”
“Or sleep under the stars with some very confused tourists,” Logan said with a salacious grin.
Jordan arched a brow. “Um, I’d rather not. Last time, one tourist climbed into my tent looking for some uninvited warmth, and if that happens again, you’re on skunk patrol for a week.”
“Just send her my way.” Logan winked at him, still chuckling. He then shook his head as he set the water down. “I don’t get you sometimes, boss. Isn’t the whole point of being a confirmed bachelor that you get to play the field? Bring new conquests to the, um, tent?”
Jordan shook his head. “No. It means I get to be left the hell alone. I like my life quiet. And conquests sometimes like to push toward commitment. I want none of that bullshit.”
Cass joined them a minute later, her dark brown braid swishing across her back, clipboard in hand. She was of average height, but wiry, strong, like crazy strong. He had watched her carry a heavy male back to the truck after the man broke his leg. “Guests arriving in twenty. A small group of hikers. Should be easy enough. Tomorrow is the big day. A group from a hotel package.” Then her brow cocked over her sharp brown eyes, a smirk twisting her lips as she glanced up at him. “A bachelorette party.”
Jordan sighed. “Hotel package groups are never good news. And bachelorettes? Really? These women want to spend a night in the cold woods rather than grinding against male strippers?” He shook his head. “What’s the world coming to?”
“I don’t know,” Logan said as he handed Hitch a snack, which the raccoon accepted with suspicious delight. “Frosty nights. Tents. Scary forest noises.” He looked up at Jordan, a devilish grin twisting his lips. “They might need some comforting, you know? Maybe someone to keep them warm throughout the night. Protect them against their imaginations.”
Jordan rolled his eyes as he turned to Cass. “Any word on the marker?”
She nodded, eyes serious now. “It wasn’t wind damage. Something ripped it. Something big. Deep gouges, parallel. Too clean for natural wear.” She gave him a pointed look. “It looked like…”
She didn’t say the rest. There was no need. She thought the same thing he did—that a shifter had done it, but why? His wolf stirred, not alarmed, but alert. There had been enough damage by other packs in their area, especially over the past few months. He had hoped it had all settled down, but really? Who ever knew?
He clipped on his radio, slung his pack over one shoulder, and gave Hitch a warning look. “Stay out of guest bags. Especially anything that jingles.”
Hitch ignored him completely and climbed into the wooden cubby that served as his personal lookout perch. From there, he could judge tourists and plan petty theft with alarming efficiency.
Jordan stepped outside, the mountain air slicing pleasantly through the top of his shirt, the only part that wasn’t covered with layers of warmer clothing. He breathed deeply, let it fill his lungs, and listened with his eyes closed.
The mountain whispered again.
And then the loud thump of music interrupted it as two cars pulled into the gravel parking lot. His next tour.
He sighed. Oh, well. It pays the bills at least.
With a shake of his head, he called for Logan, forced a smile onto his face, and headed to meet the next batch of tourists.
The morning had started well, but the descent was always the test. The tour group—a mix of well-meaning weekend warriors and one guy who insisted he was “basically Bear Grylls”—had made it up the trail with only a few scraped knees and one minor emotional breakdown from a woman named Cindy after a chipmunk ran across her boot.
Jordan led them back down the switchbacks, every step calculated. He was bone-tired, the kind of tired that settled deep in his back and behind his eyes, but he kept up the confident pace. Hitch rode tucked into the pouch of his jacket now, having worn himself out halfway through the descent after stealing a protein bar from a very startled man from Rhode Island.
The group spread out into the parking lot, taking selfies, laughing, and vowing to leave five-star reviews unless they woke up sore in the morning, in which case they promised revenge.
Jordan gave them a short wave, muttered something about hydration and proper footwear next time, and escaped to his truck.
Hitch gave a grumbling chirp and pawed at the seat.
“I know, I know. We’re both done. Let’s get you home.”
He dropped Hitch off at his cabin, a simple pinewood A-frame tucked behind the key outpost. He left a bowl of blueberries and kibble, double-checked the locks on the snack cabinet, and kissed the top of the raccoon’s head. Hitch responded by farting dramatically and flopping onto his hammock like a drunk uncle at a barbecue.
By the time Jordan pulled into town, his body ached and his stomach was making accusations. There was only one place he wanted to be right now: The Blue Moon Pub.
Set across the street from Mirror Lake at the edge of downtown, Blue Moon was the kind of place that had antlers over the bar, Christmas lights up year-round, and a jukebox that refused to play anything recorded after 1999. The outside was a clapboard box painted navy, with a faded wooden sign swaying above the door and the faint scent of friendly food and fireplace smoke drifting through the cracked front window.
Inside, it was warm and golden, all knotty pine walls, battered leather stools, and the low murmur of conversation. Pool tables clacked in the back, and a group of regulars in snow-flecked flannels huddled near the bar. The air carried the rich smell of beer, grease, and maple glazed wings.
Jordan slid into his usual booth near the back corner, the one where he could see the door but avoid too much small talk.
“Well, well, well,” came a voice like sunshine dipped in mischief. “Look what the wolf dragged in.”
He cracked a grin as he glanced up to see Lana, one of the waitresses, sidle up to his table with a hip cocked and a notepad she never really used in one hand. She wore tight black jeans, a Rolling Stones tee, and a knowing smirk that could fry circuits.
“Long hike or did you finally wrestle a moose for dominance.”
He chuckled as he shook his head. “Try a guy from Jersey trying to hike in boat shoes. I almost left him for the bears.”
“Mmmm, sexy. Want the usual?”
He gave a curt nod. “Double burger, sweet potato fries, and a pint of whatever’s coldest.”
“You got it, mountain man. Try not to brood too hard while I’m gone.”
He leaned back as she walked away, letting his eyes close for just a second.
Being alone didn’t bother him. He liked his own company, liked the silence. Enjoyed knowing that no one expected anything from him except what he was good at: getting people into the wild and back out in one piece.
Still, there was something about nights like this—the cold waiting outside, the distant echo of laughter—that made the emptiness surrounding him more noticeable.
He shook the thought off as Dave, the bartender and owner of the pub, as well as the unofficial town gossip, walked over with a beer.
“Heard you had a tourist pee on the trail.”
Jordan sighed. “You hear that from the trees?”
A snort of laughter ripped from the other man. “Logan texted me. Said the guy claimed it was a dominance display.”
Jordan took a long drink. “He was trying to assert himself over a bush. The bush won.”
Dave howled with laughter and wandered back to the bar.
Lana returned with his plate, slid it in front of him with flair, then leaned against the edge of the booth so that her breasts pushed up to her low cut neckline. “So, got any fun groups coming tomorrow?”
Jordan shrugged, smiling at her obvious display. “Another hotel package. A bachelorette party, which will probably end in tears or frostbite.”
A sly grin slid across her face. “Maybe you’ll find your mate in that batch.”
He gave her a flat look.
“I’m just saying,” she teased. “It could happen. One slip, one tumble, and boom—wolf’s senses go haywire.”
“Why would you wish that on me? I’m perfectly happy without a soulmate who needs me to explain how to use a compass.”
“That’s because you haven’t met the right compass-hater yet.”
Jordan chuckled, tore into his burger, and let the warmth of the food, fire, and friendly chaos soak into his bones as Lana winked at him and walked off to take care of another customer.
Tomorrow, the mountain would whisper once more.
But tonight, he was content to listen to laughter, sip his beer, and pretend the world expected nothing more from him than being exactly who he was.
And maybe—just maybe—that was enough.






  
  Chapter Two
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Rene Richardson pressed her forehead to the cool window of the rental car as her best friend Marcy steered them into the lot of the Black Pines Lodge, one of the few hotels nestled against the edge of Wintry Bluff. She groaned as she stared out at their surroundings. “This sucks,” she muttered, pulling her jacket tighter around her shoulders. “Who in their right mind chooses to go hiking for a bachelorette party? And in November?” She sat up and stared over at her friend. “What the hell was Brielle thinking? It’s cold as hell out here.” 
Marcy laughed as she slid into a parking space with the flair of a woman who lived for chaos. “You said the same thing ten miles ago. And again at the gas station. And also when I was trying to pee in peace. I think we all remember that the bride wanted to do something ‘memorable.’”
Rene let her head thunk lightly against the glass. “Yeah, well, ‘memorable’ and ‘cardio-intensive’ should never go in the same sentence unless you’re being chased by a bear, which could very well happen on that damn mountain.”
Marcy laughed as she opened her door and stepped out into the crisp Maine air. “Buck it up, buttercup. We’ll just have to make the best of it.” She reached into the backseat, grabbing her suitcase as she tried to keep her jacket pulled tight against her. “I say we check in, drop off the luggage, and then hit the bar, ignoring the fact that tomorrow, we’ll be stuck in nature for a few hours when all we really want to do is hit the hot tub.” She closed the door as Rene grabbed her own suitcase from the other side. “Who knows? Maybe there’ll be some hunky mountain men with flannel shirts, broad muscles, and commitment issues.”
Pulling out her suitcase and closing the door, Rene gave her friend a sidelong look. “The commitment issues are basically a requirement, aren’t they?”
“Oh, without a doubt,” Marcy said as she headed for the front entrance. “We only need them for a few hours. Then they can scurry away.”
“Exactly,” Rene said as she paused long enough to stare at the front of the lodge. “Why couldn’t Brielle have picked somewhere warmer?”
Marcy laughed. “Brielle didn’t pick it and you know it. Lacey did.”
Rene snarled. “That woman hates me.”
“Come on, grumpy.”
They trudged into the lobby, dragging their suitcases behind them. The place was nicer than Rene had expected, displaying a rustic elegance with a polished edge. Tall windows overlooked the evergreens, and a massive stone fireplace dominated one wall, crackling with a cheerful fire. Warm lighting glowed from wrought-iron chandeliers, casting golden shadows over dark wood beams and hunting-lodge style decor that somehow didn’t feel tacky.
The concierge, a fresh-faced twenty-something with a nametag that read “Noah,” checked them in with a chipper smile that made Rene question whether he’d ever experienced genuine despair. “Your room is ready, ladies! You’re in 306. And yes, we do have a hot tub.”
“Finally, some good news,” Rene mumbled as she took her key card. “And there’s a bar as well, right?”
Noah chuckled as he pointed behind her. “Right through those doors. Happy hour is from three to six. Enjoy your stay.”
They each dumped their things in their room, taking a moment to take it all in and freshen up. It was a cozy space with plaid bedding, mountain photography on the walls, and an annoyingly delightful scent of cedar and mint.
“Not bad,” she said as Rene followed her gaze around the room “But I say we unpack later and hit the bar.”
“Yes, to the bar.” She grabbed her purse and headed for the door.
The hotel bar, a small rustic place called The Howler, was dimly lit and charming in a craft-beer-meets-cabin kind of way. Exposed brick, antler light fixtures, and leather chairs gave it an upscale wilderness vibe. A bluesy guitar track played from overhead speakers as a fire crackled beside the bar.
Rene slid onto a barstool and ordered a bourbon neat while Marcy went for a dirty martini.
“Lighten up.” Marcy turned on her stool to face her better. “You look like someone just told you yoga class is mandatory.” 
“That would be better than this. At least yoga doesn’t involve potential frostbite.” She shook her head. “Why did I ever agree to come to this thing?”
“Oh, come on. It’s just one day. And not even a full day at that. One hike, and then we’ll go dancing. I hear that this town has some fun clubs. Besides, you’ll be wearing real boots, and I brought your favorite trail mix. You’ll be fine.”
“I’ll be cranky as hell, that’s what I’ll be. There’s a difference.” She hated the outdoors, and Marcy knew it. She preferred air conditioning. Or in this case, heat. “Trees and I don’t get along.”
The server had barely delivered their drinks when the door opened and the rest of the bachelorette party rolled in like a wave of high-pitched laughter and wheeled luggage. Brielle, a fitness instructor with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever in spin class, spotted them immediately.
“Marcy! Rene! Aren’t you two the best for getting here early? Isn’t this place so rustic-chic?” Brielle, blond and way too bubbly, hurried over to where they sat, propping her luggage against the bar before turning to bear hug each of them.
Right behind Brielle strolled the maid of honor, Lacey Caldwell, a petite, hyper-organized whirlwind in a blush-pink sweater set and coordinating scrunchie. Lacey had the energy of a woman who color-coded her entire life and probably had matching monogrammed luggage. Her heels clicked across the hardwood floor like she was storming a boardroom instead of sliding into a bar, and Rene was sick of the woman’s constant texts and emails about Brielle’s upcoming nuptials. She was getting married; Rene got it. Move on.
Rene pried herself from the woman’s arms, hiding her grimace with a sip of her drink. “It’s definitely rustic.” She glanced down at the suitcase. “You didn’t go to your room first?”
Brielle swatted at her arm. “With happy hour going on? There’s time to get rid of the luggage later. That flight requires a drink.”
“Oh, wait,” one of the other women squealed. “A flight. That’s what we should order. A flight to honor the flight.” And then she burst into an explosion of giggles.
Rene simply looked at her, thinking it would be a long weekend.
The rest of the party joined them, quickly ordering cocktails and gushing about tomorrow’s adventure with all the seriousness of teenagers planning a prank, and just like that the quiet bar filled with too much estrogen and giggles. Apparently, one woman had brought matching sweatshirts that said Bride Tribe Takes a Hike, which made Rene want to walk directly into the forest and let nature claim her.
Once drinks were in hand and everyone had squeezed into a corner cluster of tables, Lacey stood, tapped her glass with a spoon, and cleared her throat like she was about to deliver the State of the Union.
Rene glanced at Marcy and rolled her eyes.
“Okay, ladies, listen up!” Lacey called over the constant chatter. “As maid of honor, I just want to say how thrilled I am that we’re all here to celebrate Brielle’s last days as a single woman.” She beamed as she reached out to touch Brielle’s arm, her face all syrupy sweet and disgusting. “We’ve got a fantastic weekend ahead of us. Tomorrow morning after breakfast, we’ll be hitting the trails for a group hike with an actual guide, so make sure your boots are ready and you hydrate tonight. After that, we’ll come back here, clean up, and go out for dinner and dancing at a place called the Blue Elk Lounge downtown. Saturday’s more relaxed, with a spa block in the morning and a wine tasting in the afternoon at Thorn & Timber Vineyard, then one last big dinner here at the lodge. That leaves Sunday morning, which will be our farewell breakfast buffet before checkout.” She smiled at each of them as if she had just ended world hunger. “Now, doesn’t that sound like a great time?”
Polite applause followed as Rene stared into her bourbon like it held the power to erase time. Or perhaps teleport her somewhere her teeth didn’t chatter.
Hiking. Dancing. Drinking. Mingling. No escape until Sunday.
She groaned inwardly.
She supposed it wasn’t all bad, but still… hiking? In the snow? Really?
Lacey’s eyes narrowed slightly as if she could detect that Rene’s soul was actively trying to climb out the window. “I know it’s a lot, but it’s all about making memories. And showing Brielle the best weekend of her life.”
Rene smiled thinly. “Oh, I won’t forget it. Not even if I try.”
Marcy kicked her under the table. Rene kicked back, scrunching her face as she glared at her friend.
The drinks kept flowing, but for Rene, every toast to friendship and fabulous weekends ahead felt more like another inch added to a very fashionable coffin.
And Lacey? Lacey was just getting started. 
After a few more drinks, everyone excused themselves to get ready for dinner, and Rene was thankful for the quiet. Seven women were a lot in a clump, especially when they had been drinking and were hopped up on wedding energy because they were unsupervised for three whole days. The sad part, though, was that there wasn’t enough quiet time between the bar and meeting for dinner.
Dinner was at the hotel restaurant, The Pine Needle, a space just off the lobby with forest-green booths and flickering candlelight. The menu was upscale comfort food, such as elk meatloaf, cider-brined pork chops, and wild mushroom risotto. Rene’s first thought was that she would starve that weekend.
She decided the safest bet was the pork chops, while Marcy chose a mac and cheese that came with a bacon breadcrumb topping and the kind of sigh usually reserved for love letters.
Wine flowed freely, and by the end of the second bottle, Brielle was planning tomorrow’s group selfie spots, another bridesmaid was trying to flirt with their waiter (who was maybe nineteen), and Marcy had somehow convinced the table to start a game of “Never Have I Ever” that quickly devolved into giggling and scandalous confessions.
When they finally made it back to their room, Rene kicked off her boots, flopped onto the bed, and groaned into a pillow. “Oh my god, that was the noisiest dinner I’ve ever had to endure.” She stared out the window as snow began to fall once more. “And the longest. You know I wanted to stay home, right? You remember that, right? You forced me to come out here. That’s what it’ll say in the police report.”
She could hear the laughter from the bathroom where Marcy was brushing out her hair. “You got to admit, when Lacey climbed up onto the table and started singing The Power of Love, I thought I was going to pee my pants right then and there.”
Rene laughed, closing her eyes. There was no way she would survive this weekend.
“If I die on that mountain tomorrow, you can have my vintage record player,” she said to the open bathroom door..
“Deal,” Marcy said as she slipped into the room. She had already peeled her jeans off and was running a makeup wipe down her face. “And if I die, delete my browser history.”
Rene cocked a brow. “And just what are you looking up that you wouldn’t want your mommy to find?”
“Please, my mother sent me the links. It’s my father I want to keep in the dark.” She glanced over at Rene, a smirk twisting her lips. “He thinks I’m an angel after all.”
“He doesn’t know the real you, then?” Rene scoffed. “Done, though. After I save the best links, of course.”
“I would expect nothing less. Just don’t think bad about me when you get to the links about glow in the dark sex toys.”
“Oh, please. I started thinking badly about you years ago. That’s why we’re best friends.”
Outside, the wind howled gently across the bluffs, while inside, the two city girls burrowed into a duvet, bracing for the impending horror of a sunrise hike, mountain air, and—worst of all—optimistic strangers with walking sticks.
Tomorrow would come, even though they prayed it wouldn’t.
But tonight, they had wine, sleep, and friendship.
And maybe, if the universe had a sense of humor, the faint scent of flannel-clad destiny waiting just over the ridge.






  
  Chapter Three
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A slow groan rumbled out of Jordan as he woke to the soft, rhythmic thumping of a raccoon pawing at his kitchen cabinet. 
“You know, some people wake up to birdsong or gentle sunlight,” he muttered, swinging his legs over the side of the bed and rubbing a hand over his face. “I get a trash panda performing a heist on my cereal. How is that fair? I could’ve left you in that trap, you know.”
Hitch chirped defiantly from the counter, his little black paws already prying open a box of granola. One of the cabinet doors hung open behind him like a crime scene in progress.
Jordan shoved himself off the bed and padded into the kitchen, barefoot and wearing boxers and a worn T-shirt clinging to his sleep-warmed skin. The cabin was quiet save for the ticking of the wall clock and the hiss of his ancient coffeemaker sputtering to life. And his roommate, of course. Morning light filtered through the windows, soft and gray, casting golden lines over the pinewood walls. A fire from the night before had dwindled to embers in the stone hearth.
He crossed the room to where Hitch wrestled with his granola and scratched behind the raccoon’s ears, earning a satisfied chitter.
“Fine. You win. Breakfast before business.” He chuckled as he gave the animal another hard scratch before stepping away. 
While Hitch munched smugly on his pilfered prize, Jordan poured himself a mug of coffee, black and strong enough to dissolve lesser men. He leaned against the kitchen counter, savoring the quiet. Outside, Wintry Bluff was still waking up, the trees swaying in the wind, and a dusting of snow covering the ground like powdered sugar.
It would definitely be a cold one.
It was the type of weather that if he didn’t have a tour that morning, he’d allow his wolf to run free on the mountain. He could feel the snow in his fur, the wind tugging at his ears, as his wolf darted after small animals and frolicked in the snow.
Taking his coffee with him, he headed back to his bedroom to get ready for the day. He dressed in layers—thermal shirt, flannel, weatherproof jacket—and pulled on his well-worn hiking boots before refilling his coffee into a steel travel mug. Slinging his pack over one shoulder, he gave Hitch a questioning look. 
“So, you staying here or riding in?”
Granola forgotten, Hitch promptly leaped into his duffel bag near the door and curled up inside.
Jordan chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Probably safer for my grocery list as well.”
Silver Paws Tours sat on the edge of town, tucked against the base of the mountain like it had grown there. The building had a wraparound porch, rough-hewn timbers, and a trail map out front Logan had recently updated with a dry-erase marker and a doodle of a Sasquatch.
Jordan arrived to find Logan already there, boots up on the front desk, scrolling through his phone. He wore a grin that said he was already planning his snark for the day and simply needed the first victim. 
“Mornin’, boss. Ready for hungover bachelorette hell?”
“Is anybody ever ready for something like that?” Jordan asked, sipping from his travel mug.
“I think the way you’re gripping that coffee mug says it all.”
Jordan scoffed. “The contents of this mug may be the only thing that keeps some people alive today, if you catch my drift.”
Logan snorted as he swung his legs off the desk. Built like a snowboarder with a permanently sun-kissed face, the man was their gear expert and adrenaline junkie, more likely to suggest zip-lining across a ravine than taking the marked trail. He’d been with Silver Paws for four years and was reliable and completely unhinged simultaneously. He also had a way with the ladies that made Jordan keep a close eye on him when out on a trail.
Cass appeared from the gear room, her long braid tucked under a gray beanie, clipboard in hand and two thermoses under her arm. She dumped a bundle of walking poles onto the counter with a clatter.
She glanced over at Jordan and then down to his travel mug. “Please tell me someone made coffee that isn’t jet fuel.”
Jordan lifted his mug into the air without hesitation. “Fuel or nothing.”
Cass took it, sniffed it, and then made a face. Shaking her head, she waved off his offer. “I’m not looking to combust before we reach the first overlook. I’ll make some of my own before we head out.”
Leaving the clipboard on the table with the poles, she disappeared into the kitchen to brew her usual calming herbal concoction. 
Jordan chuckled as he watched her leave, Hitch leaping out of his pack before he could slip it off his shoulder. Cass was their logistics queen and low-key field medic, the one who packed extra gloves, bandages, snacks, and probably a spare soul in case someone lost theirs in the woods. If Jordan was the mountain’s voice, Cass was its common sense.
Logan leaned on the counter, glancing at the clipboard Cass had dropped. “So, what are we wrangling today?”
“Group of seven,” Cass called from the back. “All women. No guys. Hotel package bachelorette party. They’re supposed to be here in ten. And Logan, leave them alone.”
Logan laughed. “I’m always on my best behavior. Can I help it if the ladies think I look like the mountain man of their dreams?”
“Mountain man? When did you become a man?”
Jordan groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Let me guess. Designer boots, yoga pants, and someone will try to feed Hitch trail mix with chocolate in it. Remember how that went last time?”
Logan nodded. “And they’ll whine about there being no cell service, and two will demand we turn around halfway through, complaining about their feet or back or how the cold is ruining their hair.”
Cass stepped out of the back, stirring her drink, glaring at Logan. “You know how sexist that sounds? Not all women hate the outdoors.”
Logan rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Last group didn’t make it past the meadow before someone twisted an ankle pretending to reenact a TikTok dance. You got left behind trying to patch her up, remember?”
Cass bobbed her head. “I remember. Trust me, I remember.”
Logan chuckled some more as he pointed to the raccoon wandering around the room. “On the plus side, someone always ends up falling in love with Hitch. He’s the real moneymaker.”
Jordan sighed. “Yeah, well, Hitch doesn’t have to explain how to use a latrine log traumatizing no one.”
Cass rolled her eyes. “Play nice. We get them up and down in one piece, and you can go brood in the woods the rest of the week.”
Jordan shook his head. “I’m not the brooder. That’s my brother Gabriel.” He looked at the poles on the table. “All right. Let’s put the finishing touches on this so we can get going when they arrive.”
They got to work, falling into the familiar rhythm of pre-tour prep. He checked emergency radios, tightened straps on the guest packs, and made sure the satellite beacon was charged, while Cass restocked the medical pouches and laid out the matching trail packs prepped for the group, each one labeled and color-coded, because of course they were. It was Cass after all. And while they did that, Logan double-checked traction cleats and made a show of taping a label to the back of his jacket that read “Wilderness Therapist.”
“Think they’ll need trekking poles or shoulder rides?” Logan asked, looking dead serious.
Cass scoffed. “Depends on how bad the hangovers are. They’re on a bachelorette party weekend after all.”
He nodded. “I’ll pack aspirin with the protein bars.”
Jordan looked at the neatly arranged gear, then towards the window where flurries were dusting the trees. The mountain looked peaceful, still even—a blank canvas of white brushing over the branches and trailheads. But his gut had that familiar low hum of unease. He didn’t know if it was the weather or the strange restlessness clawing inside his chest.
Maybe it was both.
He exhaled slowly, watching the flurries gather, then closed his eyes for a moment as his thoughts drifted in a different direction.
His brothers had all found their mates. One after another, like some cosmic assembly line of fate and chaos. Mostly chaos, as it so happened. Tobias was the first, of course. Always had to be the golden one, the protector. Of course, he was forty-two before fate brought him someone half his age. Still, they made a great couple.
Then Adrian, who hadn’t even been looking, so lost in setting up his own restaurant downtown. Of course, that one had almost seen his mate dead, killed by his best friend, who thought the two of them would be together forever, even if forever ended right then.
Caleb was the third to fall, as Jordan liked to call it, and on a field trip no less. What had started as a business venture turned into a merging of packs as he found his mate at the Agostini Speedway. And while he wasn’t the first to find his mate, he was the first to give their mother a grandchild. That would earn him extra points come Christmas next month.
Even the brooding Gabriel had found his mate after giving up all hope of it ever happening. And boy did that dig up some dirt from the past from both families, and even the Lokken Pack, who liked to remain hidden further up the mountain.
It had all been wild. Beautiful. And a major headache.
Jordan didn’t envy them. Not one bit. He didn’t want what they had. Not really.
Their mates had brought joy, sure—and a whole lot of trouble. Pack politics. Rogue attacks. Virus Scares. Kidnappings. Family Feuds. Endless stress. The list was long.
Jordan had watched it all unfold like he was standing behind a glass wall. Unshaken and untouched. He preferred it that way. While the others battled fate and fatherhood, he stayed where he belonged—on the mountain, with his feet on the earth and his head clear of entanglements.
No mate. No drama. No risk of falling for someone who’d end up dragging him into destiny’s next disaster. Besides, regardless of what Cass had said, most women he knew did not enjoy being tied down to someone who preferred the mountains to city life. He knew because he had tried, even among his own pack, where he thought for sure someone would want what Wintry Bluff offered.
It was just Karli and him, the single ones out of the family, and he wasn’t even sure what she was up to these days. Last time he’d seen his baby sister, she’d been laughing too hard to answer a single serious question. Maybe she was dating. Maybe she wasn’t. She kept her secrets close, and honestly, he didn’t blame her. With their family, it was safer that way.
Jordan took another sip of coffee, savoring the bitterness.
He wasn’t missing anything, he knew. He had Hitch, the mountain, a business that kept him out of the pack spotlight, and just enough solitude to keep his sanity.
He needed nothing else.
He sure as hell didn’t need a mate.
And yet, that restless itch under his skin, the one he couldn’t name or shake, just kept growing stronger. And with a growl, he pushed it away as always. It was one itch he had no intention of scratching.
“They’re here,” Logan called out, just as Jordan heard tires on gravel. Glancing out the window, he saw the first of the hotel vans pull into the parking lot, a white shuttle with a cheerful Black Pines Lodge logo on the side. The doors slid open.
Then he saw her.
She stepped out of the van like she didn’t want to be there. Arms crossed, expression skeptical, wrapped in a puffy jacket that made her look even smaller than she was. Her hazel-green eyes scanned the outpost like it had personally offended her, her lips curled in a disgusted sneer.
And then he scented her. Warm cinnamon. Sharp citrus. A whisper of the wild.
He turned his head, eyes narrowing instinctively. The group was laughing, chattering, some of them visibly hungover. Jordan braced himself for another morning of fake smiles and herding city folk through snow.
And Jordan’s wolf lunged inside his chest.
Not figuratively. Not gently.
It snapped full force, as if it had been sleeping for years and suddenly remembered how to feel.
His breath caught.
His heart stuttered.
This was the last thing he expected today. The last thing he wanted.
Logan said something beside him, but Jordan didn’t hear it. Didn’t see the rest of the group. Didn’t notice Cass already moving to greet them or Hitch waddling behind her.
All he saw was her.
And everything in him—wolf, man, instinct, soul—roared one word:
Mine!
God damn you, Lana!






  
  Chapter Four
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Rene woke up to the cruel, screeching betrayal of her phone alarm and immediately regretted every life choice that had brought her to this point, namely agreeing to come on this asinine bachelorette weekend. If she would have known what Lacey had planned for the party, she never would have agreed to be a bridesmaid. She was actually rethinking her friendship to the bride at that very moment. 
She groaned into her pillow and rolled over, clutching the warm duvet like it owed her rent. Her head throbbed, and her mouth tasted like bad wine and regret. The window flowed with early morning light, all pale and frozen and smug about how cold it was outside, like it was smirking at her. God, she hated nature.
“This is stupid,” she muttered. “Who hikes for fun? They have treadmills for this sort of thing in temperature-controlled rooms. I mean, seriously, who wakes up before sunrise to go tromp around on some frozen Maine death trail when you could be in a warm bed with coffee and zero expectations?”
If she thought she would get sympathy from her friend, she should have brought a different friend. Marcy, already annoyingly chipper in leggings and a hoodie that read Fueled by Caffeine and Bad Ideas, pulled open the curtain, a cup of coffee already in hand, like she had been awake for hours.
“Rise and shine, nature-hater,” Marcy sang. “You don’t want to be late for breakfast. Lacey will send a search party
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