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Dedication


For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.

Every day is a good day.
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Introduction


He refused to fall in love… 

Maia is excited to score a rugby contract to play for a women’s team, and when it places her in the same small country town as her childhood crush, she isn’t sure what reaction to expect. But it certainly isn’t his grumpy rejection and watching Henry’s back as he flees her presence.

Wolf shifter Henry lost his mate when a madman murdered her, and he isn’t about to risk his heart again despite the attraction simmering between him and the younger, sunshiny-bright Maia. The age gap is too large. He’s best to continue his solitary life rather than gamble with love.

In a shocking twist, someone attacks Maia, and Henry finds he can’t ignore this beautiful woman who brings out his protective instincts. He can’t walk away, even though history seems to be repeating itself. She needs him, and he’s falling in love. And that’s where his problems begin…
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Prologue


Henry enjoyed the local Middlemarch school visits to his kennels. The students loved the dogs he trained for security work. The dogs’ presence was also an excuse for shifters to explain sightings should a human see a leopard or wolf running through the countryside. 
But this classroom interaction had him edgy as hell.
It was the girl.
She hadn’t taken her gaze off him since she’d spotted him on her arrival. The kid said little to her classmates, didn’t laugh or giggle with them. She wasn’t the child asking countless questions.
No.
Instead, she gawked at him, her forehead furrowed in concentration.
Henry’s best friend, Gerard, hadn’t noticed, but the girl gave Henry the willies. He was positive he hadn’t seen her before. Maybe she was the niece old Mrs. Ramsey had taken in after the kid’s parents had died in a car crash. Yeah, that’d make sense. 
She’d crept closer while he’d been busy thinking, and he started.
A kid. Get it together, man.
She was twelve years old and harmless. For God’s sake, he’d been in the military and was a big man who shifted to a wolf. Capable of looking after himself. So why was this kid scraping his nerves the wrong way?
He dragged in a lungful of air and froze.
No!
No. No. No.
That couldn’t be right.
The girl was twelve and as flat as an ironing board. She was a child. A child.
She couldn’t be his mate.
Hell, his wolf was playing nasty tricks on him. His mate had died almost three years ago. Jenny had been Henry’s mate, and her ex had murdered her, sending him into a tailspin.
He breathed again, taking care to keep the inhalation shallow.
“Mister, could I buy a dog from you one day? They’re beautiful.”
Henry cleared his throat, prepared to respond. Nothing but an unintelligible croak emerged, and he scanned for the teacher. Where the hell was she when he needed her?
“Gerard?” He raised his voice so his friend would hear him over the excited kids and equally animated dogs.
“Yeah, mate.”
“Could you answer this kid’s question? I need to leave. Now!”
He was a dirty old man. That’s what he was. A dirty old man.
Gerard sent him a glance, and what he saw must’ve alarmed him. He hurried to Henry. “I’ve got you.”
“Outside.” Even as he gasped the explanation, he pushed past the girl, holding his breath to avoid more of her scent.
Unbelievable. Nature playing a nasty trick on him.
He brushed off a parent and a teacher. Henry was sure they considered him rude and taciturn. He knew people gossiped about him, but his loyal friends were all that mattered.
Henry hit the door and pushed outside.
“Hey, mister,” the childish voice carried after him. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“Speak to your parents about a dog,” he snapped, wincing at his harshness, but this was self-preservation. “Go back inside. The teachers want you within sight.”
Gods, why was fate such a cruel bitch? He broke into a run, barely clinging to his control. His bloody wolf wanted to rub against the kid and inhale her scent.
That would never happen.
Henry ran faster, ghostly images of Jenny chasing him. By the time he reached the native bush surrounding their property, he was sprinting. He could no longer see or hear the child, but she was in his mind’s eye.
Dammit, fate was diabolical.
He burst into the trees, an uncontrolled shift brutally reshaping his bones, the rent of fabric jarring and echoing his mental state. Henry fell to his hands and knees and prayed no one had witnessed this fall from grace. He bore impressive control, but not today.
Henry lay on the forest floor, exhausted and shocked, the damp earth and dead leaf litter pressing against his belly. Long minutes later, he rose on trembling legs and untangled pieces of clothing from his legs and arms, tossing them aside.
His wolf wanted to return to the child.
No way.
Since this was the last school visit of the year, the girl wouldn’t cross his path again.
Henry forced his wolf to travel deeper into the bush, upping his pace and racing into the dark, shadowed areas beneath the trees. Almost three hours had elapsed before he headed home. This time, his pace was slower, his thoughts less frantic.
He had a plan. He’d avoid town and stay away from gatherings because he couldn’t run into the child again—not if he wanted to preserve his sanity.
When Henry arrived home, the school kids had left, and the parking area in front of their security business was empty. London, Gerard’s wife, had gone to a Feline Council meeting, and Henry’s stepfather and stepmother were away for a long weekend break in Queenstown. Only Gerard was around to ask probing questions.
After grabbing clothing, Henry headed out to his dogs because time with the animals relaxed him. He used to have a Jack Russell, but Geoffrey had died at the ripe age of sixteen. That dog had been his savior after Jenny’s death, and his passing had left a yawning hole.
When he entered the kennels, the dogs grew alert. A pup whimpered. Henry attempted to settle his angst because it wasn’t their fault his mind was fucked.
He scratched a dog behind an ear and petted one of the braver pups from the latest litter. The young female dog would be huge when fully grown, but now she was a playful, handful of chubby puppy. He crooned to her and, at that moment, made an unusual decision. He’d keep this one since she displayed bravery. His wolf hadn’t bothered her, but then she’d taken her cues from her mother and the other adult dogs. They had to overcome their instinctive fear of shifters as part of their training. He always researched the families, and they could only adopt the dogs on the understanding that they would treat them with kindness. Every owner of his dogs understood that ill-treatment would earn a visit from Henry, and it wouldn’t go well for them.
“Henry, is that you?” Gerard called from the doorway.
“Yeah.” Henry braced for an interrogation. “Thanks for taking over. I had to get out. It felt as if someone was smothering me.”
“A panic attack?”
“I shifted. That helped.”
“You ran off on that kid. Did she say something? She was an intense wee thing. I could feel her sorrow. The teacher told me she is an orphan, and her aunt isn’t a demonstrative woman. She took her niece in out of moral obligation. Can you imagine what it must be like for a young kid losing her parents?”
Henry could but didn’t want to feel sympathy. He had no desire to feel anything.
“Maia is staying with the aunt until she can take her place at a boarding school in Auckland. At least her parents organized her education because Mrs. Ramsey is a strange duck. She told the teacher that attending a private school was a waste of good money. The teacher believes Maia will thrive at the boarding school and make friends.
Her name was Maia.
Henry’s entire body stalled, his mind lingering on her expressive face and big blue eyes.
“Henry?”
Gerard’s sharp tone jerked him back. He flinched and shook himself, a chill running down his spine, before intense heat took over and made him sweat. Henry slid his hand over his clammy forehead.
“Thanks for covering for me. Appreciate it.” Nonchalantly, he smoothed his fingers over the pup’s head and smiled on receiving a sloppy lick. Unlike his life, animals were uncomplicated.
At least the kid was leaving Middlemarch, and he wouldn’t have to sneak around town to avoid running into her. That was great news.
Gerard joined him beside the pen. “The kid wants a dog, but I can’t see her aunt getting her one. It’s a shame since she’d benefit from having a pet.”
Given what Gerard had told him, he agreed. But it was none of his business. He glanced at his watch. He’d let the older dogs out before dinner. Maybe he’d shift and play with them, exhausting himself so he slept tonight.
“I’d better give the dogs a run before I cook the evening meal. Does Matthew still require a quote?”
Gerard nodded, his entire face brightening when he spotted a car coming down the driveway. “London’s home early. Meet you after dinner to work on the quote.”
Henry nodded, but Gerard had already loped off to meet his mate.
A kid.
No way. Not gonna happen.
He’d pulled himself together after Jenny’s death. He was an ex-soldier and mentally strong. Yeah, he’d get through this, and no one needed to know how much that orphan girl disturbed him on every level.
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Chapter 1

Nine years later


Maia Jacobs parked in front of the farmhouse her aunt used to own, which now belonged to her. She climbed from her car and inhaled the fresh country air. Notes of pine and dry tussock grasses filled her lungs, along with a hint of animal manure from the nearby paddock. 
She spun in a slow circle, trying to take in everything about the buildings and surroundings. True, the house required work, and the lawn needed mowing, but after years of standing still, she was on the path to achieving everything she wanted.
Maia seized her overnight bag and, by city-girl habit, locked her vehicle and skipped to the door.
Long grass edged the footpath, the riot of greens brightened by the weeds bearing sunshine-yellow flowers. Everywhere was long and overgrown. The trustee had warned her, but Maia had no qualms about her purchase. She wasn’t afraid of hard work and had two weeks before she needed to report for rugby training. A grin surfaced at the thought, and she bounced in delight.
She’d scored a contract with the Dunedin women’s rugby team. An actual contract when her aunt had accused her of being an unnatural tomboy. Yep, they were paying her to play sports—not a huge salary because she was still unknown, but her writing income made up the difference.
Middlemarch was an hour’s drive from Dunedin, and the airport was handy if she needed to travel for personal reasons. Her grin widened, and she pinched her inner wrist.
Yep, pain.
Yep, wide awake.
She had a contract!
Apart from the once cherished lawn and gardens, now overgrown, Maia noted the sun-bleached net curtains screening the windows bore rips. These were things she could fix. All she needed was a bed, a workable bathroom and kitchen, and a place to sit her laptop so she could continue with her other passion: writing urban fantasy.
A boo hiss on the accountancy degree her aunt had forced her to acquire. She’d used her trustee powers to ensure Maia behaved. Maia had learned young to placate her aunt and stage her protests in other unseen ways.
It gave her great satisfaction to know her aunt would spin in her grave because Maia had purchased her former home, and she’d done it with writing proceeds. She’d never used her accounting degree; it would be a fiery day in hell when she succumbed to the dark side of ledgers and numbers.
No more spreadsheets or budgets for her.
“Not unless they’re my own,” she muttered, and even then, she might hire the chore out to a local accountant.
Maia fished the keys out of her pocket and found the right one for the front door. It turned stiffly as if the house bore her aunt’s anti-Maia tendencies.
A grunt slipped free at that. Wow! Over dramatic, much? That was her writing self, allowing her imagination free rein. Once the lock yielded, she had to use her shoulder to shove the door open.
A musty, damp smell greeted her, but Maia refused to let the property’s deficiencies get to her. She could fix the cosmetic stuff, and that was all it was, according to the building inspector who’d reported on the house before she signed the deal.
Her aunt hadn’t left the property to Maia, even though Maia was her last living relative. She’d never approved of Maia’s father and, heck, had the elderly woman clasped her resentment tight to her bosom. Aunt Beatrice had left her home to charity, even though she’d known Maia had wanted it.
Yeah, her aunt had held a mean grudge, which had lasted until death. Maia grimaced, memories of tetchy orders and demands for Maia to do as she was told and obey her betters.
An old wound. Best to lance the lingering sore and let the past go.
Her aunt was gone, and her current trustee had handed over control of her parents’ estate when she turned twenty-one. Not that Maia needed the money. She was doing nicely with her writing and now her rugby contract. Yep, no financial problems. Self-sufficient, that was her.
She loved her life.
Maia set her bag at the entrance and stalked along the creaky hall to explore and run a mental list of the essential tasks to slot into her coming week. The kitchen was as she recalled—the old yellow lino on the floor faded and cracked. She twisted a tap, and water spilled into the sink. As she went back out, she flicked on the light switch. Yes, she had power.
“Groceries.” She noted the time. Huh! She’d need to hustle if she wanted to grab food and go for a run. 
Maia speed-walked along the passage to the end bedroom—the one that used to be her aunt’s. The photos on the website had shown it empty, and she hoped that was still the case. Her furniture wouldn’t arrive for a few days, but she had a roll mat and her sleeping bag. It would do.
The bedroom was empty but also dusty, with an impressive display of spider webs. At least she’d brought a broom and basic cleaning materials with her.
She completed her tour with the bathroom. Basic but serviceable.
Maia grabbed her bag and placed it in the bedroom. She unloaded her cleaning supplies,  sleeping bag, and roll mat but left her laptop and box of research books in the trunk.
Ten minutes later, she pulled up near Middlemarch’s supermarket and hurried inside to grab a few basics. If the selection was limited, she could stock up on groceries when she reported to the rugby administration in Dunedin.
The supermarket shelves were well stocked, and the prices weren’t too bad. Maia filled a basket with milk, wholemeal bread, a bag of apples, two cans of baked beans, a dozen eggs, sliced ham, and a small packet of cheese. She lined up behind a stooped gray-haired woman and a freckled teenage male, waiting patiently for her turn at the checkout.
“Good afternoon.” The attractive woman behind the counter had long black hair drawn into a ponytail and was of Indian descent. Her accent was pure Kiwi. “Are you doing the Middlemarch Rail Trail?”
Maia shook her head. “No, I purchased Beatrice Ramsey’s property.”
“Wow! Welcome. We’d lost hope of anyone buying that old house. It didn’t come with sizeable land, which put off prospective buyers. I’m Ambar.” She held out her hand, her smile as bubbly as her explosion of words.
“Maia Jacobs.” Maia didn’t intend to explain her relationship to her aunt. It was enough for her to grapple with without nosy questions from outsiders. “Do you live in Middlemarch?”
“Yes,” Ambar said. “My brother and I moved here from Auckland several years ago.”
“I don’t suppose there is a gym?”
“No, most locals are farmers and don’t need get-fit equipment.” Ambar paused and brightened. “Isabella runs a regular boot camp. If you’re interested, the details are on our community noticeboard near the door.”
“Thanks. Can you recommend places to run where I won’t be in danger of speeding cars?”
Ambar’s nostrils flared, and she sucked in a deep breath before replying. Strangely, her shoulders slumped a fraction, but her smile never dimmed. “The main road is out, but some side roads are less traveled. You could run from your place, do laps around the rugby field, and return home. Isabella does most of her boot camp at the school fields.”
“Thanks,” Maia said. “That will suffice until I familiarize myself with the area.”
“Are you a fitness freak?” Ambar asked.
“I’m a rugby player. Our season starts in April.”
Ambar’s eyebrows lifted. “A professional rugby player?”
“Yeah, I’ve signed a contract to play for the Dunedin team.”
The door opened, the tinkling bell signaling a new arrival. A woman with long, straight brown hair and a freckled face pushed through the door.
“London,” Ambar said, and genuine pleasure shimmered in her voice. “This is Maia Jacobs. She’s new to the area. Beatrice Ramsey’s place.”
The slightly plump woman turned blue eyes on Maia and extended her hand. “Welcome. I’m so pleased someone has purchased the Ramsey property. Maia, I hope you’ll be happy there.”
“Maia is a rugby player,” Ambar said.
London’s mouth opened a fraction, and her freckled nose wrinkled as she gestured at her curvy body. “Rather you than me. I’m not built for sport.”
Maia laughed, charmed by the honest reaction. “Me neither until a university friend dragged me to rugby practice. They were short of players and drafted me before I knew what hit me. I enjoyed it, and the physical exercise balanced out keyboard time for my degree.”
“What sort of degree did you do?” Ambar asked.
“Accountancy.”
“That’s more my scene,” London said with a laugh. “I do administration work plus design stuff for several online clients.”
“No offense, but I find working with numbers boring. I finished my degree because of family pressure, but rugby is my passion.” She didn’t mention her writing because that was private. She wrote under a pen name because she hadn’t wanted her cantankerous aunt to discover her moneymaking hobby. A moot point now.
“Are you in a hurry?” London asked. “I’m heading to Storm in a Teacup for coffee. I can introduce you to a few other locals.”
“Is Isabella there today?” Ambar asked. “I was telling Maia about Isabella’s boot camp.
“She was when I popped in to see Saber,” London said.
“Sure.” Maia blinked. She hadn’t meant to agree, but it would be fantastic to meet locals.
Maybe she’d see him.
A frisson darted through her body, and with the ease of practice, she shoved it away. She’d been a kid, and him an adult. The man was probably married with six children. “I have perishables.”
“I popped in to get milk and won’t stay long,” London promised.
“Sounds great.” Maia waited while London purchased six three-liter bottles of milk. “Wow, big family?”
London chuckled. “No, we have three families sharing a residence. We have private apartments within the house but have communal meals. It sounds complicated, but it works for us.”
Maia nodded, understanding because at least two girls she’d played rugby with in Auckland were solo mothers, and they’d shared with other single mums. It was a cost-effective way of housing a family and paying bills. “I’ll meet you outside.” She picked up her bag of groceries. “Nice to meet you, Ambar.”
“Are you single?” Ambar asked.
“Yes, but I’m too busy for a man.” Maia glanced at the boot camp flyer. Huh. Worth checking out, since she enjoyed varying her training.
“Try two,” Ambar muttered.
That’s what Maia thought she heard before the door closed. She’d parked in the shade and placed her shopping in the passenger side footwell, frowning as she did so. She hoped Ambar and the other local women didn’t decide to fix her up with men. Not interested. Maia had done the dating thing, and it never worked for her. The men never measured up to…
And there she went again. She refused to dwell on the grumpy man who’d ruined her for others when they hadn’t exchanged more than a few words.
Yeah. How whacked was that?
Once again, she pushed the pesky man from her thoughts.
“I’m ready,” London said.
“You have an English accent,” Maia said.
London winked. “Noticed that, did you? Came here on holiday, met Gerard, and fell in love. Middlemarch people are lovely. You’ll see. They welcomed me when I first arrived.”
“I’ll be commuting to Dunedin for rugby and traveling for games, so I won’t spend much time here during the season. I have two weeks before training starts.”
“Why Middlemarch?”
“It’s handy to Dunedin—an hour by vehicle—and living in the country appealed. Real estate is cheaper here than in the city. After living on campus, I craved a less frantic life.” Free of nosy people who wanted to know why she was spending so much time using her computer.
London nodded and gestured at a store. “That’s Caroline’s shop. She designs and sells gorgeous clothes. She also has fantastic knitwear a local girl makes. I buy tons of my clothes from her. If she doesn’t have what you want, she’ll make garments to order.”
“Evening wear?”
“We’re casual around here, but she’s talented and capable of producing formal gowns.”
Maia considered that. Maybe… “We have a formal prize giving, and finding something decent to wear is always a drag.”
London scanned Maia. “You’re tall, and that’s an advantage with clothes.”
London walked through an open gateway and onto a footpath leading to an old house someone had converted into a cafe. Rose bushes edged the path, and the heady scent perfumed the air. Several hanging baskets of purple and white blooms hung from hooks on the verandah. London opened the door, and the hum of masculine voices floated to them.
“Gerard must’ve finished his job early.” London burst through the doorway and hightailed toward a table with two men.
Maia scanned them and the cafe. It was bright and colorful and full of a decadent cinnamon scent that made her tummy sit up and take notice. A blonde woman operated the till, and Maia caught glimpses of another working in the kitchen.
“Maia.” London gestured for her to join them.
Without warning, Maia’s skin prickled. The man facing her had shaggy black hair and pale eyes. Green, she noted when she forced her body into motion. He smiled.
“My husband, Gerard Drummond. This is Maia Jacobs. She purchased Beatrice Ramsey’s place. I ran into her at the supermarket and invited her for a coffee.”
The other man turned, slanting his body while London made introductions.
Maia froze, her mouth turning dry as shock pummeled her. The first day. Why did it have to be her very first day in Middlemarch?
London introduced the other man. Henry Anderson. She’d already known his name and where he lived but stupidly hadn’t connected the dots. She heard the introduction through an echo chamber and stood like a ninny, with her mouth wide enough to entice intrepid bugs.
Even as shock pummeled her, she cataloged his appearance. He was still big and muscular—solid—but he’d seemed a giant when she was a kid. Now, his dark blond hair was long enough to pull into a ponytail and expose his face’s hard angles. His chocolate-brown eyes flared with the same shock that struck her like a fist.
He paled and shoved away from the table. Without a word, he strode from the cafe and disappeared, leaving her gaping. That answered one question: He wanted nothing to do with her, and she’d made a colossal mistake in purchasing a Middlemarch property.
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Chapter 2


No! No, this was not happening. 
Once Henry’s brain had added two and two, he’d had a few moments to take in the face that haunted his dreams. The mature version was attractive, with glossy chocolate brown hair and the same bright blue eyes that pierced his soul. She’d grown into a tall woman with big bones, but not overweight. Her body appeared toned and muscled, reminiscent of a soldier.
What was she doing in Middlemarch? Wait, London had said she’d brought Beatrice Ramsey’s place. Beatrice had been her aunt.
Outside, Henry broke into a run, his heart pounding, his body trembling. Where was his—crap! He’d driven to town with Gerard. His shoulders slumped as he slowed his steps and his brain came online again. Why the hell had he run? Now Gerard and London would ask nosy questions. Why hadn’t he done the polite thing, smiled, and pretended he was meeting her for the first time?
Henry snorted. Yeah. Because that was too easy, and he liked to do things the hard way. London would tease him, and she’d tell his stepdad and stepmum. He reached Gerard’s truck and leaned against the passenger door.
“Crap.” He swept his hands across his face.
He’d panicked like this when he’d first met Maia. She’d been an intense kid, and she’d wanted a dog. The same dog he’d retained even when he’d had several people interested in purchasing her. He’d almost sold the dog, and at the last moment, he’d told the prospective buyer he’d decided to keep Juno.
“Henry.” Gerard’s voice had his head jerking.
He said nothing, remaining silent. Hell, what could he say when he’d acted so rudely? She’d think he was a nutcase. He was a nutcase.
“You haven’t had a panic attack for years.” Gerard’s gaze was watchful. “What triggered it? We have to work out what starts these so we can help you.”
Henry swallowed hard. Oh, he knew the cause of his panic, and it was more outright fear. Back then, during the school visit, his reaction had made sense because Maia—her name was Maia—had been a kid. Twelve years old, which made her… He did the mental math and came up with twenty-ish. Still too young for him to act on his instincts.
“No idea,” Henry said, lying through his teeth. “The walls were closing in on me, and I had to get outside.”
His wolf released a mournful howl that ripped through his mind and had him swallowing again. They were both fucked. He shuddered, still smelling her honey scent.
Gerard’s gaze was shrewd and assessing, and Henry hoped his friend hadn’t put the clues together. It was the girl—the impossible woman who was way too young for him.
“I’ll go for a walk. That should calm my wolf.” Liar, liar. It had nothing to do with his wolf. It was him as a whole.
“I’ll call you when I’m ready to leave.” Gerard returned to the cafe.
Henry stared after his friend and grimaced when his belly released a protesting grumble. He’d intended to grab a sandwich or pie. Looked like he was heading home—once Gerard finished—and from memory, there wasn’t much in the fridge. There’d be time to shop at the supermarket. Focusing on that might shift his thoughts from the woman.
The store was empty of customers, and Ambar was stacking goods in the far aisle. He grabbed a basket and filled it with bread and sandwich makings. After pondering the pantry contents, he added a packet of pasta, a pack of bacon, and a bottle of cream. A sandwich would satisfy his immediate hunger, and he’d cook pasta later. He’d learned to cook during his teen years and found the activity relaxing. Yeah, he’d offer to cook dinner for Gerard and London. That might get him out of prying questions.
He didn’t want to talk about this. Couldn’t talk about it.
Middlemarch was a small town, and he’d run into her. Maia. A shudder jolted him, and every muscle tensed. Every muscle. He panted, trying to control his wayward body.
Ambar popped her head around the corner, a box of cornflakes in hand.
“Something wrong?” she asked.
“No. Work problem,” he amended when she appeared doubtful. Henry focused on putting one foot in front of the other and his grip on his shopping basket at a reasonable tension. His gaze lighted on beer cans, and he scooped up a six-pack as he walked past. A little alcohol would relax him. Or not.
Henry stopped at the checkout counter and stacked his items on top. “I’ll grab a bottle of wine.” He snatched a bottle of sauvignon blanc from a display and returned.
Ambar scanned the items, and Henry packed them into a box—one of the many Ambar and her brother Rohan kept for their customers’ use.
“Did you meet Maia?” Ambar asked.
Henry flinched.
“Did she tell you she’s a rugby player? A professional rugby player. She’s signed with the Dunedin women’s team.”
“No, we didn’t chat. I left after introductions to get groceries for dinner.”
“Pasta, tonight?” Ambar asked.
“I like pasta.”
“Me, too. Anyway, I liked Maia. It’s nice to have someone new around.”
Henry paid for the groceries and retreated as fast as he could. Ambar wasn’t a gossip, but she did like to talk. Rohan said it was because their parents had drilled the art of small chat into them to grow their business. It had worked for their parents, and Rohan and Ambar had continued the habit.
Henry’s phone beeped, and he pulled it out to see a text from Gerard. He tapped a reply to say he was on his way.
“Thanks, Ambar. Gotta go. Gerard is waiting for me.” And with a quick wave, he left before she quizzed him about the new arrival.
Gerard was leaning against the driver’s door when Henry approached the vehicle.
“Are you all right?” he asked, his gaze probing.
“Yes. No. I don’t know!”
Gerard’s eyes widened a fraction before a grin curled across his face. “Which is it?”
“I’m fine.” Henry stomped to the passenger side. He placed the groceries in the rear and climbed into the front.
“Where did you go?”
Henry knew what his friend was asking but played dumb. “I purchased groceries since the fridge is bare with Dad and Megan away.”
Gerard nodded. “What did you decide we’d have for dinner?”
“Pasta. Garlic bread. Wine. Beer. Depends on what is in the pantry, maybe a dessert. Megan made lemon ice cream before she left.”
“Sounds good,” Gerard said as he started the vehicle and pulled out onto the main street. “I’ll help.”
Henry whipped around to focus on his friend. “Why?”
“No reason.”
“You’re gonna interrogate me.”
“Maybe.” There was a teasing note in Gerard’s voice.
“No matchmaking.” Henry made his statement firm and decisive, so there wasn’t a shred of wriggle room for Gerard to slide away from future responsibility. “Tell your delightful minx of a wife that if she tries to maneuver me, I will move out.”
That made Gerard jerk his attention from the road. “You wouldn’t.”
“I mean it, Gerard. My mate died, and I’ve lived with the dull pain ever since. It feels like a blunt knife shoved into your guts.” Henry recalled the instant of happiness he and Jenny had experienced before her ex had snatched her away. “I hope you never go through the same ordeal.”
“We want you happy.” Gerard had lost his teasing edge, his green gaze drilling into Henry with compassion.
Henry didn’t want people to feel sorry for his loss. He was fine. He had family and friends, and if he wanted feminine companionship, he could travel to Queenstown. He hadn’t yet because it was a temporary fix even if the bars and eateries bulged with single tourists, happy to share their time and bodies.
“London misses Jenny,” Gerard said.
Henry didn’t reply. What could he say? He hated to stress his friend. “Tell London I’m fine.”
“Your Dad and Megan worry about you.”
“I’m an adult. The four of you need to stop treating me like an invalid. I. Am. Fine.”
Gerard drove for a few minutes longer in silence.
Henry shot him a suspicious glance because he knew Gerard. Along with Sam, their friend who lived in Christchurch, they’d gone through a war together. They were tight and would do anything for each other. It was that part that made Henry pause. “What have you done?”
Gerard stopped in front of their house. Henry opened the door, and his barking dogs welcomed him home.
“Gerard?”
Gerard sighed, the sound harsh and weighty. “It wasn’t me. It was London. Know she does it from a place of love.”
“What did your mate do?” Henry didn’t hide the chill or the anger in his voice. He was tired of people thinking they knew better than him.
“London invited Maia for dinner.”
Henry cursed under his breath, the muscles of his shoulders tensing. “Why?”
“Maia doesn’t know anyone, and London wanted to welcome her.” Gerard paused and shot a glance at Henry. “And I’m sorry. I think a little matchmaking was going on when she invited Maia.”
Henry groaned.
“Sorry,” Gerard said. “I’ll tell London not to do it again without asking you first. She was extending a welcome because she liked Maia.”
Henry’s gut tangled in knots. He’d have to face this head-on. He couldn’t run from this dinner because London and Gerard would question his reasons. Yeah, his wolf wanted the younger woman, but no way Henry would let his animal half lead him by the nuts. She was too young, and while she mightn’t be a virgin, his experience was worlds ahead of hers. Yeah, he’d cook this stupid dinner and act polite.
“One dinner. That’s all. You will help me make it. One sign of blatant matchmaking, and I’ll leave. Tell London. I’m serious because I don’t need help. I have my love life handled.”
“You’re not seeing anyone.”
“London doesn’t know that.”
“I can’t lie to my mate.”
“You will if you don’t want me to leave. I don’t want London, Megan, or other well-meaning females interfering in my life.”
“Yeah, I get it. I wouldn’t like anyone managing me.”
“Thank you,” Henry said.
He climbed out of the vehicle, collected the box of groceries he’d purchased, and stalked into the house. He left the groceries in the kitchen before seeking refuge in his bedroom. Henry sank onto his bed and rested his head in his hands. What the hell was he going to do? He doubted his ability to sit through a dinner with the woman. He took his trembling hands away from his face. “Hell,” he muttered.
He stood abruptly and decided to spend half an hour with his dogs. He’d shift and play. That always calmed his wolf. Then he’d shower and start dinner.
He could do this. He would do this, and once this day was over, he’d take off a few days and drive to Queenstown because his control was at an all-time low. The last thing he wanted was to make a mistake that he couldn’t take back.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 3


As Maia parked in front of the sprawling house, she recalled the school visit to the kennels. She’d been a traumatized kid, living with an aunt who was full of rules and resentment. The dogs impacted her that day. Seeing Henry had made her heart race. His obvious caring for the animals had meant something to her, and a tiny part of her had looked forward to seeing him again. 
Okay. Big fat lie.
He’d made a significant impression on her—this big, burly man with the gruff expression. From a child’s perspective, he’d seemed a giant. Heck, he was still big. Not overweight, but solid. He still didn’t smile, but something intangible about the man drew her.
She grinned, recalling his hasty departure. London and Gerard had gaped after their friend, dark-haired Gerard shaking his head when Henry had muttered something about dogs and fled. He’d run away when she was a kid. Looking back, she could see that now.
A sigh escaped. Accepting their dinner invitation hadn’t been a sensible idea when Henry lived in the same residence. She might be savoring a sandwich and a glass of wine at home, pondering her urban fantasy idea. Maia still wasn’t sure why she’d agreed after initially saying no thanks.
She pulled a bottle of wine from her shopping bag. She’d intended to drink it over several nights as a treat for words written, but she couldn’t arrive empty-handed.
On the plus side, she’d spoken to Isabella, who had agreed to help her train with sessions twice weekly. With Isabella, she’d learn the area’s geography and the best places to run.
Maia straightened, locked her car, and marched to the front door. The door flew open to a beaming London. A delicious scent of herbs and bacon wafted in the air.
“Come in,” London said. “Dinner is almost ready. I hope you’re hungry.”
“Starving. Something smells delicious and much better than sandwiches.”
“Henry is a superb cook.” London started to say something, frowned, and stopped speaking. “This way,” she said, her smile a little overdone.
Maia’s stomach did a swift somersault before settling in an uneasy quiver. Yeah, this was a bad idea. Henry had run from her, yet she’d still accepted London’s invitation. She hesitated a beat longer before sighing and following her new friend.
London led the way from the tiled entranceway, with its ornate umbrella stand and lacy green plant on a pedestal table, along a short passage. Maia noted paintings on the walls but didn’t linger to study the sea landscapes. A door to the right opened into a massive kitchen. A table, already set with cutlery, glasses, and plates, sat near several glass doors. It looked as if they opened onto a terrace, which would be pleasant on a sunny day. A long freestanding counter acted as a breakfast bar, while the workspace was immense. The fridge was a monster, and the massive gas cooker intimidated her.
Maia could cook and attempted to prepare healthy meals, but these appliances were too large for her needs. She smothered a quick laugh because she doubted her kitchen floor would stand the weight. Her gaze drifted to Henry, who stood at the stovetop, his back to them as he stirred a sauce.
“Maia has arrived.”
The broad shoulders stiffened.
Maia frowned. What was wrong with the man? More importantly, why did he always flee from her?
“Henry.” London’s sharp voice held a warning.
He turned, fleeting anger crossing his handsome face before his expression blanked. “Hello, Maia,” he said and returned to his sauce.
London huffed while Maia hesitated on the kitchen threshold.
She handed the bottle of white wine to London. “My contribution.”
“Thanks.” London’s smile was stiff. “Gerard had a last-minute phone call. He won’t be long. Would you like a glass of wine?”
“Sounds lovely.” Maia experienced an urge to rile Henry, but manners won.
“Take a seat at the breakfast bar. You can chat with Henry while I grab beers for the guys.” London glared at Henry’s broad shoulders as she left.
He heard but only thumped a wooden spoon against the pot in silent reply. Maia flinched and wished she’d stayed with her initial—albeit polite—rejection of the dinner invitation. But her curiosity about Henry had overruled her common sense, and yes, she should’ve known better. Hindsight and all that.
Men didn’t fit with her world. Not with the constant training and travel to play other teams. Samuel, her boyfriend of six months, had accused her of seeing another man. He’d been so pissed he’d punched the wall. A man with difficulty controlling his temper wasn’t the one for her, and they’d parted not long after that when he’d aimed his temper and fists at her. Not a circumstance she wanted to dwell on.
Her gaze went to Henry, and she decided to clear the air while they were alone.
“Henry?”
He tensed but turned to face her, his expression grim. Oh heck. What had she done to ruffle him? Yeah, she felt this weird draw, but she’d met him twice, and they’d barely spoken.
“Have I upset you?”
His intense gaze drilled right through her. It made her edgy. A touch neurotic.
“No.”
She waited for him to add information, but no more words were forthcoming. They stared at each other.
“Then why are you behaving as if I’m the enemy?”
“It’s not you,” he said, his husky voice stirring nerves and increasing her uneasiness.
“Then what is it? I’m sorry I accepted London’s invitation. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Look, tell London something came up, and I had to leave.”
“Tell London what?” London asked.
Henry’s features tightened before blanking into an enigmatic mask.
“I’ve received a text message and can’t stay for long. It’s an internet call with an overseas company for a sponsorship deal.” It was all true. Maia had a scheduled online meeting at ten but had ample time.
“But you can stay for dinner?” London asked, her brow furrowed.
“Yes, thank you. I could assist with the dishes,” she said, smiling. “Although I bet you have a dishwasher somewhere in this mammoth kitchen.”
“The dishwasher is called Gerard tonight,” Gerard said, appearing in the doorway. “The cook doesn’t clean up after dinner. London will help, although Henry isn’t a messy cook—not like someone else I could mention.” He glanced knowingly at his wife.
She giggled. “Yep, guilty as charged. I start out with tidy intentions, but things never go to plan.”
“I’ll serve dinner.” Henry glanced at Maia. His brown eyes flickered, and she blinked, his gaze so fleeting she wasn’t sure if she’d imagined the golden light flaring in his irises.
“Your wine is excellent,” London said. “I haven’t tried this sav, but it’s lovely and crisp. Did you get it at the supermarket?”
“I did.” Maia accepted the glass and took a fortifying sip. “You’re right. We’ll have to buy out their stock.”
Gerard laughed while Henry didn’t react. His was a resting grumpy face, but on the plus side, he was a decent cook, judging by the delicious scent filling the kitchen.
Henry placed a plate of spaghetti carbonara in front of her and set another down for London. Maia leaned forward to savor the creamy bacon and cheesy scent and breathed an appreciative sigh as she straightened.
Henry returned with plates for himself and Gerard and sat beside Gerard. London gave him a funny look but didn’t comment.
“Henry, did you hear Maia plays rugby professionally?” London asked.
His head jerked up, and no, it wasn’t her imagination. His eyes had flashed golden before he glanced away.
“What got you started playing rugby?” Gerard asked.
“A friend dragged me along one night because I had nothing better to do. They didn’t have enough players, and she pleaded with me to participate to prevent their disqualification. She promised I was playing on the wing and wouldn’t need to tackle. All I had to do was run and pretend I was part of the team.”
London gave a delighted laugh. “Did it not go to plan?”
“It did not. I had a working knowledge of the game and must’ve absorbed some rules. One thing I have going for me is my speed, and,”—Maia gestured at herself—“I’m bigger than most girls. After ten minutes of acute boredom, I inserted myself into the game. The team won for the first time, and I couldn’t escape after that. My friend nagged me to join, and I’ve played ever since.”
“You must be skilled to play for a professional team,” Gerard said.
Maia shrugged. “I love the game. The camaraderie with teammates. The Women’s World Cup is next year, and I aim to make the team.”
“Wow,” London said.
Maia twirled spaghetti on her fork. She closed her lips around the creamy mouthful and hummed approval as tastes and textures hit her senses. Yum. She forked up more, only hesitating when she felt the weight of a stare. Her gaze lifted to collide with Henry’s. Once again, it was golden and gorgeous. Spellbinding until he blinked. A brown screen came over his eyes, and he focused on his meal.
Maia shook herself. Why did this man attract her? He was grumpy and forbidding. But it was also clear he and Gerard were tight. This strong friendship showed Henry wasn’t an arsehole.
“What training do you do?” Gerard asked.
“You mentioned running. Did you speak to Isabella?” London asked.
“Isabella is going for a run with me tomorrow. She’ll assess me, and we’ll go from there.”
“Isabella is a brilliant teacher,” Gerard said. “Henry and I attend her boot camp when we can. It helps us keep fit for our security jobs.”
Maia nodded, pleased to hear her judgment was sound. Isabella’s manner and confidence had impressed her. Maia applied herself to eating while fighting an urge to peek at Henry. The man intrigued her despite his surliness. Perhaps her busy schedule was a blessing. She could avoid this infuriating, grumpy man.
She glanced at her watch when she finished her meal and decided it was time to leave. “Apologies for rushing, but I can help with the dishes.”
“No, I’ll help Gerard,” Henry said. “You go.”
Her mouth dropped a fraction before she collected herself.
“Henry,” London said in a stern reprimand.
Okay, it hadn’t been her imagination. Maia pushed back her chair and stood. “I’m sorry I’m rushing away, but this meeting is important.” All true. “Thanks for dinner. It was delicious and much more enjoyable than the sandwich I’d intended to eat.”
“You’re welcome,” London said.
Gerard sent her a friendly smile.
“Henry will see you out,” London said.
Henry’s big body shifted as if he’d object. Maia caught the tail end of London’s glower and suppressed a smile.
“I’m fine. Henry, finish your dinner.” Maia aimed a casual glance in his direction. She even curved her lips while her pulse raced, the pace choppy. He had a mesmerizing effect, shoving her off balance. “Thanks again.”
To her consternation, Henry set down his cutlery with a clatter. She swallowed, increased her pace, and hoped she didn’t look like she was fleeing. She was, but appearances were important.
“It was lovely to make your acquaintance,” London said.
“Nice to meet you, too,” Maia said.
Finally, she reached the hall leading to the front door. She wondered if Henry might say something, but he remained silent, his strides long as he overtook her. He reached the door first and opened it, standing aside so there was no danger of casual contact.
Maia’s quick glance showed a granite-hard face with no evidence of softness or friendship. Confusion engulfed her, followed by a blast of anger.
“What crime have I committed to make you treat me like the enemy? We don’t know each other.”
Henry winced before even that emotional flash fled. “London is—never mind. Good night.”
Angry at the man, she strode into the evening air. She whirled to unleash her tongue and tell him it was rude to pre-judge someone, but he clicked the door in her face.
She raised her fist to pound on the door before good sense overcame her. Fuming, she stomped toward her car and made a silent promise to avoid the impossible man in the future.
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Chapter 4


Guilt assailed Henry as he waited until the rumble of her departing car ceased. He’d acted rude, and that wasn’t him. London’s fault. He might’ve held it together better if his friend’s wife hadn’t surprised him with her non-subtle matchmaking. His breath came in quick pants, each laden with the essence of Maia—her rich, honeyed scent that called to him. 
He banged his forehead against the door, not hard enough to make a noise—that would attract London and Gerard—but enough to break him from the Maia spell.
Finally, he opened the door and headed toward the kennels. His dogs didn’t judge or have unrealistic expectations of him. All they wanted was food, exercise, and companionship—a scratch or two behind the ears. Affection.
Jenny had died, and he didn’t think he had the strength to try again when life was so uncertain. No, it was better to remain alone. He had friends and his dogs. He didn’t need more than that.
Footsteps from behind had him stiffening. He cursed under his breath and prepared for the conversation he didn’t want to have.
“Henry?” Gerard’s voice didn’t hold anger, and that was something.
Luckily, Henry’s stepdad hadn’t witnessed his rudeness, sparing Henry from his wrath on Maia’s behalf.
His problem, as he saw it. If he gave into this insidious need, disaster would ensue. Maia was still so young. He did the calculations
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