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  Chapter One
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Brianna Steele dropped the final draft of a contract she had drawn up onto her desk, the paper covered with notes and marks, just as the knock came at her office door. Glancing at the clock on her wall, it surprised her that someone besides herself was even still in the law firm where she worked. It was well past office hours, and her secretary had even said goodnight and went home, leaving her there in the silent atmosphere of the office. Three firm knocks sounded again, suggesting someone stood on the other side who wasn’t used to waiting. Leaning back in her seat, her eyes narrowed, she told them to come in as she clasped her hands together. Her curiosity grew even more when her Uncle Parnell entered the room, looking every inch the polished businessman she had always known him to be, with his tailored gray suit complimenting his tall, slender frame and the salting edges of his dark hair.  
She stood to her feet, confusion filling her. “Uncle, everything all right?”
He smiled as he ran a hand through his hair. “Everything’s fine. I hope I’m not intruding.” He glanced around her office with his sharp eyes, almost as if he wanted to make sure they were alone. His smile grew, which made her believe her assessment even more.
She gestured to the chair in front of her desk. “Not at all. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water? Scotch?”
“No, no, I’m fine. Thanks. I have to get to a meeting as soon as I leave here, anyway.” He settled down into the chair with a graceful ease that belied his age. Crossing his legs, he interlocked his fingers, cupping his knee with his hands, and looked at her with measured intensity. “I promise not to take up too much of your time. I just need to ask a favor. A large favor, as a matter of fact.”
With a furrowed brow, she made a slow bob of her head. Her uncle had never been one to ask anything of her, always bringing her things instead. “Of course. What can I do for you?”
Her uncle hesitated for a moment, his gaze shifting to the framed diplomas on her wall as though gathering his thoughts. When he finally spoke, his tone was deliberate. “I need you to facilitate the purchase of a piece of land.”
“Land?” she repeated, even more confused. “You need help to get real estate? I’m not sure I understand. Why do you need my help? Wouldn’t you be better off going to a real estate agent?”
She watched as he took a slow breath, brushing at an imaginary wrinkle in his pants. “I need to keep my name out of it for as long as possible. And this particular piece of land is on Wintry Bluff back in Crescent Cove, so I’ll need you to travel there to make this happen. Thus the large favor part.”
Crescent Cove. Wintry Bluff. Those were names from the past that brought a nostalgic smile to her face. They were also names she hadn’t heard her uncle mention in years, always preferring to deflect from any mention of his childhood there. It had been her home for her early years, her grandparents having raised her mother, Parnell, and her aunt Thea there. Her parents moved away when she was extremely young, but she always returned to spend the summers with her grandparents until they passed away when she turned eighteen, and then life took over, leading her in different directions. She hadn’t thought about the small lake town in years, let alone been back to visit, which caused a guilty feeling to twist her stomach right then as she thought about her aunt. They talked on the phone occasionally, something she kept from her mother, not wanting to hear the old arguments and pain of things she didn’t understand. 
“Wintry Bluff?” she repeated, spinning slightly in her chair as she wondered what had caused her uncle’s sudden entrance in a place he hadn’t even talked about in decades. “Why do you want to buy land there? You haven’t even been back to visit since your parents died.”
He tried to look as if everything was no big deal, but he couldn’t stop his lips from tightening at her question. “It’s merely an investment opportunity. Trust me, I’ve been gone for over forty years, and really don’t wish to return. But this is something I think would benefit the family in the long run. I hear the area is growing, and this could turn into a lucrative venture in a few years.”
She studied him for a moment, not sure she actually believed him. He was nothing but pragmatic on a good day, but his words carried an edge that made her uneasy. “But why that particular piece of land? There are plenty of investment opportunities closer to home? And why keep your name out of it? Usually people only do that when they’re worried the price might go up if the person who owns it finds out who wants it, or if they’re wanting it for something… untoward.”
He met her gaze squarely, and she could see him arguing with himself behind his eyes. Finally, he shifted in his seat. “Let’s just say it’s a personal matter. I want this done discreetly, and I don’t want to be associated with it for the time being. It might make things… difficult.”
She leaned forward, her brows pinched as she rested her hands on the desk. “All right. I’m happy to help, but I need more information. Who owns the property now? Is there a zoning issue we need to worry about?”
“Well, I have a few answers for you,” he said with a smile as he leaned forward, pulling a piece of paper out of his coat pocket and sliding it across the desk. “I’ve done some preliminary research for you. Everything I have is right there about the specs of the land I want you to buy, a small glade up on the mountain, although you’ll need to dig into it some more once you’re there. I’m not really sure who owns it now. Seems they’ve done a good job of covering their tracks, but here’s some contact information for a realty company in Crescent Cove. If you reach out to them, they should be able to find out who owns it.” 
She reached out, taking the piece of paper and glancing over the contents. The property her uncle wanted was a modest parcel of land on the upper slopes of Wintry Bluff, but that was about all the paper said. “There’s no price listed.”
“No, there’s not.” He nodded. “You see, it’s not actually for sale. That’s why I need you. You’ll have to convince the owner to sell, and I’m not really concerned about the price. Just get me that land.”
She stared over at him. “You want to buy a piece of land you don’t even know is for sale?” Tossing the paper on her desk, she leaned back in her chair. “Uncle, why is this land so important to you? There’s something you’re not telling me.”
Parnell’s jaw tightened. “It’s not relevant.”
“Well, it’s relevant to me. If you want me to represent you in this, I need to know what I’m getting into.”
For a moment, he seemed to weigh his options, and she had to admit if he took this to someone else, it wouldn’t bother her in the least. Then he sighed, his shoulders sagging. “It’s just an investment. Nothing more. Can you do this for me or not?”
She stared at him a little longer, debating within herself whether or not she wanted to get involved in whatever her uncle seemed to be tangled up in. Finally, she gave a reluctant nod. “I’ll look into it. But I’m doing my due diligence, and if anything seems off, I’m pulling the plug. Agreed?”
“I see you developed your mother’s paranoia.” He rolled his eyes as he shot to his feet. “Nothing is off. Just see what you can find out. And thank you. I knew I could count on you.”
She stood and walked him to the door, her mind already racing with questions. As soon as she closed it behind him, she returned to her desk and opened her laptop. If Parnell would not give her answers, she’d have to find them herself. 
However, over an hour later, and she still had no idea who owned the land her uncle wanted. Hopefully, the real estate company he gave her would know, but somehow, none of this felt right to her. Something seemed off, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.
Pushing herself out of her desk chair, she moved to stare out the window at the dark Portland night; the moon hanging high overhead. Parnell’s request bugged her, raising more questions than answers. Why was he suddenly so interested in that patch of land near Crescent Cove after all these years? And why did he think someone would want to block the sale?
She shook her head as she crossed her arms over her chest. It had been a while since she visited her family back in Crescent Cove, leaving the secret of wolf packs and their world behind. She wondered if that was why her uncle wanted his purchase of the land kept a secret, worried that somehow the Sinclairs would want to stop it. Even if they did, however, Parnell was her uncle, and she felt obligated to at least look into it for him.
She stared down at the bustling streets below, cars carrying their passengers home or out to dinner. Portland still took her breath away sometimes. She loved this little coastal city with its colorful winding streets and ocean breezes.
But Crescent Cove would always be home. The tiny mountain town with its lake to the east and Wintry Bluff to the west had imprinted itself on her soul during the long childhood summers spent with her grandparents. She could still see the cozy saltbox house, smell the piney woods surrounding it, hear the wind whispering through the massive trees.
More importantly, the small town held memories that always brought a tear to her eye. Losing her grandparents when she was eighteen had devastated her, becoming the catalyst for her never returning to the small town. Maybe going back, even briefly, would help soothe the lingering ache.
Decision made, she texted her assistant to clear her schedule for the next few days when she came in tomorrow, then began packing up things she would need from her office. She then sat down in her chair and picked up the phone to see if she had a place to stay, or if she needed to reserve a room somewhere.
“Brianna! What a lovely surprise. What has you calling?” As soon as she heard her aunt’s voice, she smelled the wood-smoke scent that surrounded the woman like a cozy blanket, saw the low-ceilinged living room that hadn’t changed a bit since Brianna’s childhood with overstuffed sofas, walls lined with crowded bookshelves, and a fire crackling in the fireplace no matter what time of year it was.
She took a slow breath, reaching out and gripping the edge of her desk. “Hey, Aunt Thea, how are things there?”
“They’re good. Your uncle’s taken up crossword puzzles, so he’s constantly asking me about useless things. How are things with you? Get yourself a man yet?”
She scoffed. “No. No, man. Too busy for that. Actually, being busy is partly why I called. I have some business in Crescent Cove, and I was hoping I could stay with you, if it wouldn’t get you in the doghouse with Mom.”
“Like I haven’t been there before.” Her aunt laughed, and it brought a smile to Brianna’s face. “Of course you can stay here. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Might give your uncle someone else to ask about rivers in Australia.”
She giggled, tears brimming at the bottom of her eyes. It had been way too long since she saw her aunt and uncle. “I’ll make sure to brush up on my trivia before I get there.”
“And just what business is bringing you back this way, if I might ask?”
She sighed. Here it goes. “It’s actually a favor for Uncle Parnell. He wants me to look into some land up there for him.”
“Oh, now that’s interesting. Bet not let your mum catch wind of that now. She’s never appreciated your uncle’s fondness for this area. Says he left with some shroud of mystery about him.”
“Mystery? What mystery?”
“Pah! Your mum’s always making up things like that. Don’t mind her. Now, when can I be expecting you?”
They set a time, Brianna telling her she’d hit the road about six in the morning for the four-hour drive, and then said their goodbyes. Brianna had to admit, it felt good talking to her aunt. Thea was an old soul, even though she was the baby of her siblings, but a kind soul. She missed the older woman.
Grabbing her briefcase and purse, she headed for the door, flipping the lights off as she went. However, something made her pause at the door and turn around. 
Her breath caught in her throat as she stared out her window, and the moon seemed to smile at her, whispering promises that should be kept in the night.






  
  Chapter Two
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Gabriel Sinclair sat behind his polished mahogany desk, his fingers steepled as he listened to his brother Caleb recount the latest news from Mountain Ridge, where he now lived with his pregnant mate. Of course, Caleb  was also the in-house counsel for the Agostini Speedway, which was the official reason for him being back in Crescent Cove for a couple of days. He needed to give his brothers and partners an update. Unofficially, he needed a break. The Agostinis were obsessive about their racing.  
“Here.” Gabriel watched as his brother pulled out a folded piece of paper from his shirt pocket. He handed it to Tobias, who sat in the leather chair beside him. “Just don’t tell Mom you saw it first. I’ll never hear the end of it.”
Tobias unfolded the picture and then smiled as he bobbed his head. “Will you look at that? Boy or girl?” He handed the ultrasound picture to Gabriel.
Caleb shook his head. “No idea yet. And you can’t tell from that picture.” He shrugged as Gabriel handed him back the printout. “You know, I don’t really care, though. I just want a healthy baby. Hell, I’m still in shock that it’s even happening. I mean, at thirty-eight, I kind of thought children were out of my reach, you know?”
“Well, I don’t blame you for being excited,” Tobias said as he settled back in his chair. “And this better be the first thing out of your mouth at dinner tonight, or I’ll have to give the news.”
They all laughed as Caleb promised he would share the news first. No one wanted to face their mother’s wrath.
“So, now, what’s going on at the racetrack?” Tobias asked, moving the conversation back to business. “Anything we should know?”
As Caleb talked, giving his brothers an update on things at the racetrack, Gabriel couldn’t help but notice the change in his brothers. Caleb seemed to possess a deeper sense of purpose and contentment that, if Gabriel were honest, left him feeling unmoored. It wasn’t that Caleb didn’t posses those traits already, it’s just that they seemed more intense. His brother’s goals had shifted, now more to family than business. He couldn’t begrudge them their happiness, of course, each one settling down with their destined mate, starting the next chapter in their lives. It was just that he remained alone still, wondering if fate had somehow passed him by.
It was a thought he kept buried deep away from prying eyes and knowing looks. Still, as Caleb spoke of Victoria and their upcoming plans, that nagging sense of inadequacy took root in Gabriel’s chest, growing stronger with every passing moment. Not inadequate as far as his career as a partner at Sinclair & Associates. Not even as a member of the Crescent Cove Pack. No, he felt inadequate in matters of the heart.
He shifted in his seat, taking a slow breath as he tried to focus on what his brothers were saying, instead of the pity party he was throwing for himself. God, I sound like a sappy high schooler. No wonder they think I brood too much.
“Was there any backlash with the Blackthorns?” Tobias asked.
Gabriel perked up at the mention of the Blackthorns, a pack on the outskirts of Crescent Cove, who lived up on Wintry Bluff and had been a pain in his family’s side over the past few months, if not the past several years..
However, Caleb shook his head. “Haven’t heard a word from Jared Blackthorn since all that bullshit over a month ago. Probably still grieving for his son.”
“Or planning some type of revenge,” Gabriel said. “Jared doesn’t strike me as a man to let the death of his son go by quietly. Not with our family involved.”
Caleb shrugged. “All we can do is wait, then. If he plans on retaliating, I’m thinking it’ll take place here, rather than on Mountain Ridge.”
“Has Matteo turned up?” Tobias asked, leaning back in his chair. 
Caleb shook his head. “No one’s heard a peep since he surrendered being Alpha and took off into the woods. And trust me, Gus has had people looking.”
“Do you think his remorse was genuine?” Gabriel remembered what his brothers had told him about Matteo falling in with the Blackthorns, specifically with Micah, Jared’s eldest. Matteo’s situation forced Victoria’s uncle, Gus, to become Alpha, and Caleb had inherited a mess of legal issues to deal with right off the bat.
“Victoria seems to think so, and she would know best, having grown up with him.” Caleb swiped his dark hair out of his eyes. “I’ll hold judgment for a while before making my opinion.” 
“Anything else?” Tobias asked.
“Nope. That’s about it.” Caleb leaned back in his chair. “I’ll be in town for the week, but after that, I need to head back. There’s a lot going on at the racetrack, and Victoria’s doctor wants her to take it easy, which goes against her entire way of doing things.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “That woman has some grit; I’ll give her that.”
Tobias smirked, swinging slightly in his chair, hands clasped over his stomach. “You sound like a man completely under his mate’s thumb.”
Caleb scoffed, completely unbothered. “Are you telling me you’re not? Please. I’ve talked to our mother. I know how bad you have it. And just wait until Mazzie gets pregnant. Then you’re going to feel every bit of your forty-two years.” He glanced over at Gabriel, who was just sitting there smiling at the exchange. “And just wait until you finally find your mate. You’ll understand, too.”
Gabriel gave a noncommittal grunt. He wasn’t in the mood for the usual ‘your time will come’ speech. Granted, each of his brothers—his older brothers, that is—had been waiting a lot longer than he had, but that didn’t mean he felt the loss any less. Before his brother could continue the familiar lecture, Gabriel turned his attention to the paperwork in front of him, determined to steer the conversation elsewhere.
Before he could open his mouth, however, a soft knock came at his office door before it opened. Ivy Shoemaker, their personal assistant, stepped inside, a notepad and pen in her hands, which she held in front of her. A slender woman, barely five and a half feet tall if that, she wore her dark hair close to her neck, which gave her an even more austere appearance. She adjusted her glasses on her thin nose and glanced between the three of them, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Sorry to interrupt this reunion, but Gabriel, you have a call on line three. A Miss Penelope Perkins from Lakeside Realty. She claims it’s important.” She cocked a brow. “Are you planning on purchasing some land?”
He shook his head as he glanced at his brothers. “Nope. And I’ve never heard of Miss…”
“Penelope Perkins of Lakeside Realty,” Ivy finished for him when he hesitated.
“Yeah, I’ve never heard of her.” He glanced at his brothers, but they merely shrugged. “Real estate, huh? Not something I usually handle, but let’s see what Miss…”
“Penelope Perkins of Lakeside Realty,” his brothers filled in for him.
He rolled his eyes. “Let’s see what she wants.”
Caleb and Tobias exchanged looks, and Gabriel felt his smile slip into a frown as he reached for the phone. He pressed the button to connect the call and then pressed the receiver to his ear. “This is Gabriel Sinclair. How can I help you, Miss,” he quickly held up a hand, stopping what he knew was coming, “Penelope Perkins of Lakeside Realty?”
“Mr. Sinclair, sorry to bother you, but it seems I need your help. A lawyer from Portland reached out, interested in purchasing some land out on Wintry Bluff.”
He felt his brows furrow as he hit the speaker button and set the phone back in its cradle so his brothers could listen. “All right,” he drawled. “I’m not sure how I can help you with that. I don’t own land on the mountain.”
“No, no. Sorry. I know you don’t own the land in question. But from what I can gather, and it took quite a bit of digging mind you, you do represent the gentleman who does. We’ve tried to get in touch with him directly, but, well, we don’t really have a location on him or a phone number. I was hoping, as his lawyer, you might help me get in touch with him so we can make him an offer.”
He glanced up at his brothers, but both shook their heads, clearly as confused as him. Gabriel leaned back in his chair, gripping the arms. “I wasn’t aware of any active listings on the mountain. Are you sure they have the right area? And you say I represent the owner? Exactly who are you looking for?”
“A Mr. Thorin Lokken.”
Gabriel’s brows lifted, and he glanced over at Tobias, whose mate, Mazzie, was from the Lokken Pack, a pack no one even knew about until a few months ago. Thorin had made their law firm the pack’s legal counsel, now that everyone knew about them, hoping to ward off more intruders into their privacy. They didn’t want to deal with outsiders, and Gabriel was sure they hadn’t put the land up for sale. It seemed their secret had gotten out, but how? And why?
“And Thorin Lokken put this land up for sale?” he asked, still not sure what was going on.
“Actually, no. From what this lawyer told me, she’s representing someone who wishes to stay anonymous, and he’s just hoping Thorin Lokken will sell.”
“So this is a fishing expedition…” He wasn’t sure he wanted to get involved, but if someone brought Thorin an offer, then he had an obligation to take it to him. “And who did you say the interested buyer is?”
“I don’t know who the actual buyer is, but the lawyer they sent to purchase the land is Brianna Steele. She’s due in town today at some point, and she’s only here for a few days. Says she wants to meet Mr. Thorin and make an official offer. She seemed fairly adamant. This could be a good deal for your client from the sound of it.”
Gabriel shook his head, the name meaning nothing to him. This made little sense. Wintry Bluff was a beautiful area, mostly nature preserves and untamed spaces. So what would the person who wanted to purchase the land want to use it for? And why the anonymity?
“I assume you’ve already checked if the property is legally eligible for sale?” he asked.
“Yes, but as I said, I can’t find any contact information on the owner. If you’re representing Thorin Lokken, I thought it easier to go through you than keep digging and coming up empty.”
He glanced up at the clock. Almost quitting time. And even though it wasn’t family dinner night, he knew the whole family would be there because of Caleb. “All right. I’ll get in contact with Thorin and see how he feels about meeting this lawyer. I’ll swing by tomorrow, say, ten, and talk with Brianna Steele. Will that work?”
He glanced up at Ivy, who stood there scribbling down notes from the call. She gave him a curt nod, a sign he took to mean she got it all down.
“That works for me. Thank you. I look forward to meeting you.”
He told her once more that he’d see her tomorrow and then ended the call as he glanced up at his brothers. “Well, this is interesting. What do you guys think?”
Tobias rubbed his jaw. “Thorin’s going to love public records.” He shook his head. “At least they don’t have his number. You know how he likes his privacy. The entire pack does.”
“Have his number?” Caleb repeated. “Does he even possess a phone?”
Gabriel shook his head. “Do you think he’d want to sell?” he asked. “And why go through a lawyer? Seems suspicious to me.”
Caleb shuffled in his seat as he bounced his gaze back and forth between the others. “Do we know anything about this lawyer? Brianna Steele?”
Gabriel shook his head. “Name doesn’t ring a bell. And if a lawyer is here, instead of the person who wants to actually buy the land, you can bet this won’t be simple.” He glanced over at Tobias. “When’s the last time you’ve talked to Thorin?”
“Not since Mazzie went back up the mountain to learn more about that Sphere they hid inside her.” He shrugged. 
Gabriel sighed. “Great. I’ll have to go up there to talk to him. He really needs a phone. But I’m not doing that until I meet this lawyer first.” He thanked Ivy and told her he’d see her in the morning. He took the notes she handed him, putting them on his desk, and then turned to his brothers. “We should get ready for dinner. With Caleb’s news, it’s going to be a long night. First grandbaby. Mom’s going to flip out.”
Caleb chuckled. “She already knew we were having a baby, remember?”
Gabriel shrugged. “And now you have an ultrasound photo for her. I’m telling you she’s going to flip out.”
Caleb stood, stretching as he did. “I just wish Victoria could be here.”
“And share all those motherly hugs?” Tobias slapped his brother on the back as they headed for the door. “You’ll soon be obsolete. You better get them while you can. In about seven or eight months, they’re reserved for that baby your mate’s carrying.”
Gabriel laughed at his brothers as he paused for just a second before following them out of the office. He glanced down at the notes, still confused. Brianna Steele. “What kind of lawyer are you, Miss Steele?”






  
  Chapter Three

[image: image-placeholder]

Brianna hadn’t set foot in Crescent Cove in years, but the moment she crossed the town limits, the past came rushing back like the tide at dawn. The streets had changed in small but noticeable ways—new storefronts, fresh coats of paint on old buildings—but the town’s essence remained the same. The salty tang of the lake still clung to the air, and the ancient oak trees that lined the main road stood tall, their sprawling branches forming a canopy that cast shifting shadows on the pavement. Crescent Cove might have evolved, but it still held the whispers of her childhood, of summer days spent chasing the butterflies and crisp autumn nights wrapped in laughter and bonfires. 
She exhaled slowly as she pulled into the driveway of her Aunt Thea’s house. The two-story Victorian had always felt like a second home to her, its wraparound porch adorned with wind chimes that tinkled softly in the breeze. Before she could even climb the steps, the porch light flickered to life, and the front door swung open.
“Brianna, sweetheart!”
Thea’s voice carried the same warmth as ever, and the next thing Brianna knew, her aunt’s familiar embrace had enveloped her. Thea still smelled of vanilla and citrus, her hair streaked with more silver than Brianna remembered, but her eyes, her dark chocolate eyes, were sharp as ever.
“You look wonderful,” Thea said, holding her at arm’s length to inspect her. “Though I dare say you’ve been working too hard. And now you’re running errands for my no-good brother?” She shook her head. “Never good. However, it got you to visit me, so I’m at least grateful for that.”
Brianna chuckled as the rush of words flowed from her aunt’s lips. “Way too long since I’ve had a break, that’s for sure. And too long since I’ve visited, I know. Sorry for that.”
“Well, that’s what home is for. Taking a break. Come in, come in. Uncle Bernard’s in his chair, naturally.”
Brianna giggled. “Is he ever out of it?”
Inside, the scent of baked apples and cinnamon wrapped around Brianna like a familiar quilt, carrying her back in time to when she would visit her grandparents in that very house during the summer. The living room was just as she remembered, the walls lined with family photos and shelves filled with books Thea had collected over the decades. Uncle Bernard sat in his recliner, a crossword puzzle balanced on his lap. He peered at her over the rim of his glasses, a playful smirk tugging at his lips.
“Two-letter word for trouble?” he asked as soon as he saw her.
Brianna grinned. “Your niece?”
Her uncle chuckled, setting his puzzle aside. “Welcome home, kiddo.”
As the evening wore on, they fell into simple conversation. Over cups of steaming tea around the ancient wooden kitchen table, Brianna filled her aunt in on her visit, explaining Parnell’s unusual request and the land deal she was trying to make for him.
“I called the realty agent here in town yesterday, hoping she could put me in touch with the owner,” Brianna shared. “So far, no luck. Have you ever heard of her before? It’d help if I knew how good she was.”
Thea’s brow furrowed. “What’s her name?”
“Penelope Perkins.”
Lips pressed together, her aunt shook her head. “Nope, doesn’t ring a bell, but I haven’t actually been in the market for a house. Still, I know quite a few people in this town.” She turned to the living room where her husband still sat in his recliner. “Bernard, do you know a Penelope Perkins? She’s in realty.”
“Why? You thinking of selling the house?”
“Why would I be thinking of selling the house?”
“How do I know what you’re thinking? You might be ready to travel the world or something.”
“Travel the…” Her aunt shook her head. “Do you know her or not?”
“No, I don’t know her. Did you want me to call her and set up a meeting?”
“No, I don’t… Just go back to your crossword, dear.” She turned back to Brianna, smiling as she gave a weak shrug. “Seems like we don’t know her.”
Brianna just laughed, thinking her aunt and uncle hadn’t changed a bit.
After a sip of her tea, she turned to her aunt once more, curiosity still filling her. “So, any idea why Parnell would want land on Wintry Bluff after all these years?”
Thea shook her head. “Not a clue. I haven’t even heard him talk about Crescent Cove since he left, to be honest.”
“And why did he leave?”
“Well, he left for college, but I think it was more than that.” Her aunt settled back in her chair, staring at her tea. “There was a girl, but when isn’t there a girl? Seemed he was pretty hung up on her, too. I don’t remember the specifics. Hell, that was decades ago. But he took it pretty hard. Switched where he was going to college and then disappeared.”
“So why do you think he wants the property?”
Thea shook her head. “I honestly couldn’t even begin to guess. He didn’t give a reason?”
“Just that he wanted his name left out of it.” She blew out a breath. “All too weird for me, but he’s my uncle, so I’ll see what I can do.”
“And what did this Penelope Perkins lady tell you? Anything special about the land?”
“Not that I can figure out,” Brianna admitted.
Thea took a slow sip of her tea, holding the cup with both hands. “Always had some spooky reputation, from what I remember.” She nodded, as if just remembering something, and leaned forward in her chair. “Yeah, yeah. That’s right. A story started, although someone claimed it had always been around. Something about ghosts or dead men walking out there.” She laughed as she shook her head. “I don’t even remember who supposedly died up there or why the rumor even got started. Kids, more than likely.”
Brianna sighed. “Well, Parnell wants it for something, and none of it makes sense to me.”
“When did your uncle ever make sense?”
They both laughed as Brianna bobbed her head.
Then her uncle called out, “What’s a four-letter word for driving through a watery road?”
The ladies laughed even harder.
Later that night, Brianna lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. Memories of her grandparents and childhood summers drifted through her mind, tangled with the unease settling in her gut. She’d been so focused on work for years, letting Crescent Cove become a distant memory, and it tugged at her heart now. She had some great times here, playing on the mountain, swimming in the lake. Oh, she knew there were politics going on around her, but her family never got involved. She had made some friends, but never stayed in touch once she left. Now she was back, and something told her this visit would change more than just her schedule.
With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and settled down into her pillow. She had nostalgia causing her problems, and she wasn’t even sure of everything she was remembering, bits and flashes popping into her mind.
The next morning, her aunt had a big breakfast waiting for her and the strongest coffee that had ever passed Brianna’s lips. Her uncle was already gone to work, leaving the crossword puzzle sitting on the kitchen table next to his seat. Brianna just looked at it and smiled.
Once she finished eating, she took a quick shower, put the bare minimum amount of makeup on, and then dressed for the office. Snatching her briefcase off the dresser, she headed back downstairs, said goodbye to her aunt, and hopped in her car. Twenty minutes later, she stepped into the small realty office downtown. Penelope Perkins sat behind a polished desk, professional in her crisp blazer and with a poised demeanor that did little to mask the guarded look in her eyes. She had long blond hair that fell down the middle of her back, and the sharpest blue eyes that Brianna doubted missed anything.
“Ms. Steele,” Penelope greeted as she left her chair, her smile firmly in place. “It’s good to meet you finally. Gabriel Sinclair hasn’t arrived yet.” She gestured to a chair in front of her desk. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”
Brianna moved closer to the chair but didn’t sit down yet. “No, I’m fine. Were you able to find out who owned the land I called about?”
Penelope’s smile remained in place, but her gaze flickered with something unreadable. “The records are… well, complicated. The current owner, a Thorin Lokken, doesn’t live in Crescent Cove, and his information is not public. I did discover who represented the owner, however, and have asked him to meet us here.”
“And I take it that’s this Gabriel Sinclair you mentioned?”
“It is. He’s a lawyer at Sinclair & Associates. His family’s also one of the big names in Crescent Cove.”
Sinclair. She knew the name. Or, at least, remembered it. She also knew the reason they were a big name in the town. And Gabriel was about to walk through the front door of the realty company with the answers she needed. This should be interesting.
Before Brianna could press further, the door chimed as it opened behind her. A subtle shift in Penelope’s posture caught Brianna’s attention—her fingers tensed slightly, as her smile became just a fraction too fixed. Brianna turned to see who had entered.
She could only guess, but her guess would be Gabriel Sinclair.
Tall, broad-shouldered, and carrying an air of effortless confidence, he stepped inside as if he owned the space. His dark eyes flicked from Penelope to Brianna, something shifting in his expression for the briefest moment, his eyes flaring wide, a quick breath in, before he masked it with a polite smile. He wore a dark gray suit and shiny black shoes, and his hands looked like they did more than push paper in a lawyer’s office. He was a Sinclair, and she knew what that meant.
There was a wolf inside of him.
He glanced at Penelope
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