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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis Gentry tugged at the top of her strapless bridesmaid gown as she paced across the dance floor toward her sister. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d needed a formal dress in her life, and Macey’s wedding made number three. After barely scrounging up enough money to pay for the two-hundred-dollar dress, the thought of only getting to wear it once had made her cringe.

      Macey had chosen a beautiful burgundy satin number, though, and if Alexis found herself needing to attend another formal pack gathering in the future, thankfully, this dress would do the trick. Not that she ever planned to attend another pack meeting. With her sister mated to the alpha, she was already closer to this pack than she’d intended to get.

      A pair of crystal chandeliers illuminated the hotel ballroom, and hundreds of people milled about the massive space, dancing and drinking to celebrate the alpha’s wedding. Had she ever been in the presence of this many werewolves at once? She shook her head. Macey’s human friends didn’t have a clue.

      Plush carpet squished beneath her shoes as she stepped off the wooden floor and approached her sister. Delicate beadwork accented the top and bottom edges of Macey’s simple, white gown, and a pair of satin stilettos added four inches to her petite height.

      “You’re the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen.” Alexis hugged her, and a strange pressure formed in the back of her eyes as her throat thickened. She released her hold and straightened the top of her dress again.

      Macey smiled as she brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. She’d piled her long, blonde locks on top of her head in elegant curls, and a few shiny spirals cascaded around her face, accenting her eyes. “Thank you. That gown looks gorgeous on you.”

      Gorgeous, but completely impractical. If she wasn’t careful, the damn thing might end up around her waist before the night ended.

      “I’ve got you to thank for that.” She returned the smile and scanned the room, hoping to catch another glimpse of Macey’s sexy detective partner, Bryce Samuels. She’d met him several months ago, when she and Macey had first reunited after a twenty-year separation, and her wolf had insisted she at least say hello to him every time she’d swung through town since.

      Her duties as maid of honor had kept her too busy to speak to him so far, but now that the formalities had ended, she could placate her wolf with a short conversation with the man. When she couldn’t find him, an odd mix of disappointment and relief spiraled through her chest and came out as a sigh.

      Macey touched her elbow. “Are you going to be in town when I get back from my honeymoon?”

      “Oh.” She bit her bottom lip. “No, I found a job a few towns over that will take me a while to complete. Room and board are included.” That last part was a lie. She wouldn’t room with the person offering if he tripled the payment. She’d learned her lesson with Eric two years ago, and she would never go back to that abusive bastard again. But she couldn’t resist the money he’d offered, and small-town motels were cheap enough. Or she’d sleep in her car; she was accustomed to both. Either way, she’d do the job, get the money, and get the hell out.

      Her sister’s brow pinched. “You could stay at my place while I’m gone, and then work for Luke when we get back. If you need money, I can⁠—”

      “I don’t need a handout.” The last thing she wanted was for her little sister to think she couldn’t take care of herself. “Anyway, I’ve already agreed to do this job. It’s not that far away; I’ll stop by and see you when I can.”

      “You know you’re always welcome⁠—”

      “So…” She couldn’t bear another second of their current conversation. Macey only thought she wanted her to stick around. “What’s it like working with Bryce? He seems a little cocky.” And too hot for his own good. Why did she always find herself attracted to men like that? “Does he get on your nerves?”

      Macey sighed. “He is a little sure of himself, but he’s got a big heart. I love him like a brother.”

      “He doesn’t wear a wedding ring. Does he have a girlfriend?” She clamped her mouth shut. Her voice had sounded way more hopeful than she’d intended.

      Her sister cut her a sideways glance. “Bryce hasn’t had a relationship that’s lasted past the third date as far as I know. We don’t share a lot about our personal lives.”

      “I remember.” Bryce didn’t even know Macey had a sister until a few months ago. Alexis gritted her teeth to quell her irritation, reminding herself she had been the one to run away. She couldn’t expect Macey to tell her partner about a sister she hadn’t seen since she was ten. “You spend all day with the guy. What do you talk about?”

      “Work. Shallow stuff. We joke around a lot.” She shrugged. “Bryce has lost most of his family. He’s not the most emotionally open person, but I can’t imagine working with anyone else.”

      A man with baggage, emotional scars, who didn’t like to share himself. He sounded exactly like her type, but she was done with men. Especially men who needed saving. She’d spent her entire adult life trying to heal people’s wounded souls, thinking that maybe if she fixed someone else, she could fix herself in the process.

      Her enhanced healing powers only worked on physical wounds, though, not emotional ones, and she should have learned that lesson by now. She was attracted to damaged men because she was damaged beyond repair herself.

      But she couldn’t ignore the flutter in her stomach as she caught Bryce’s eye through the balcony window. Her lips curved into an involuntary smile, so she pressed them together and lowered her gaze to the floor. “Good thing he’s your partner, then. You don’t have to work with anyone else.”

      “He won’t be for long.”

      She glanced at Macey. “Is he moving?”

      “He’s up for a promotion to sergeant, and he’s applied for a position as a negotiator. He’s been studying for it, so I know he’ll get it.” Her shoulders drooped. “I’m going to miss him. Everything in my life seems to be changing.”

      “Change is the only constant in my life.” The one thing she could depend on.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way.”

      “Hell of a party, ladies.” James sidled next to them and tossed back the contents of his glass. “Can I buy you a drink?” He winked before raising his dark brows.

      Alexis laughed. “At the open bar? Sure. Why not?” She smiled at Macey. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Taking a deep breath of relief, she followed James toward the bar. “Thanks for that.”

      He paused and turned to her. “You looked like you needed a little help. Family squabble?”

      She cast her gaze to her sister as Luke swept her into a spin on the dance floor. The band belted out a slow version of Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,” and she chuckled at the appropriateness of the song. “Not a squabble. She expects me to drop everything in my life and settle down in New Orleans to be with her. I can’t do that.”

      James shuffled toward the line at the bar. “I hear ya. You’ve got a life to live too.”

      “Exactly. I’m a rogue. Always have been. She can’t expect that to change. People don’t change.”

      He rubbed at the scruff on his chin. “That’s where you’re wrong. People can change if they want to.”

      “Situations change. People don’t.” She’d learned that the hard way. Several times.

      He arched an eyebrow as he stepped toward the bar. “If you say so. What are you drinking?”

      “Whiskey, neat.”

      James turned to the bartender, and Alexis gazed toward the window where she’d seen Bryce, but he was gone.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, would you care to dance?” Bryce’s deep, rumbly voice came from right behind her, and she jumped.

      Her heart fluttered, and she pressed a hand to her chest as she spun to face him, discreetly running a finger over the top of her dress to be sure nothing had popped out when she’d startled. A quick glance down assured everything was in place. “Do you always sneak up on women like that? Trying to shock me into saying yes?”

      Shrugging one shoulder, he grinned and held out a hand. “Whatever works.”

      His dark suit accentuated his broad shoulders, and he wore a gray shirt with a charcoal tie. Alexis pressed her lips together and glanced at his outstretched arm before looking into his eyes. That was her first mistake. The little brown flecks in his hazel irises seemed to sparkle with his smile, drawing her in and holding her. Mistake number two happened when she placed her hand in his and let him lead her to the dance floor.

      She hadn’t thought about it. Her arm acted of its own free will, extending toward his until their palms touched and his fingers closed around hers. By the time she realized what she’d done, Bryce’s right hand rested on her hip, and his left hand held a firm grip on hers.

      James caught her gaze as he sauntered toward the dance floor with two glasses of whiskey in his hands. He grinned and tossed back one of the shots before taking a sip of the other and winking. What had she gotten herself into?

      “It was a nice wedding.”

      Bryce’s voice drew her attention, and she glanced at his lips before looking into his eyes. Mistake number three. No lips should look that inviting. She swallowed the dryness from her mouth. “Yeah. It was.”

      He chuckled. “I never thought I’d see the day Macey got married.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “She never was one to share much about her emotions. I’m glad to see she finally let someone in.” He tugged her closer as he eased into a spin.

      With her face this close to his neck, she couldn’t help but take a sniff. He had a masculine, woodsy scent with a hint of citrus that made her mouth water. Damn it, why did he have to smell so good? She cleared her throat. “Funny. She said the same thing about you.”

      “She knows me better than anyone.” As the spin slowed, he loosened his grip, putting some much-needed space between them. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

      “You’ve seen me every time I’ve been in town.”

      “You should be in town more often then.” He looked into her eyes, and a familiar sensation stirred in her soul.

      A sense of longing tightened her chest—a feeling that seemed to grow stronger every time she was near this man. The same words coming from her sister would have irritated her, but for some reason, when Bryce suggested she should be around more often, something deep inside her wanted to agree.

      Snap out of it. She needed to put an end to these stirrings right now. She was done with emotionally unavailable men. Why did she keep having to remind herself of that? “I’m a busy woman. I stop by when I have time.”

      He nodded. “I respect that.”

      Sure, he did.

      “Do you want to have dinner with me tomorrow night?” So much for respecting her busy life.

      No, she definitely did not need to have dinner with him. “I’m leaving town tomorrow. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      “How about tonight then?”

      “We already ate.”

      He pursed his lips as if he were thinking. “How about this? After this shindig is over, we’ll go to Café du Monde for a café au lait and maybe split an order of beignets. Will that work?”

      The man was persistent; she’d give him that. “I prefer my coffee black.”

      He grinned. “Got it. Café without the lait. No problem; we can do that too.”

      Why was she having such a hard time telling him no? Half of her wanted to say to hell with the job she had lined up and stay in New Orleans so she could have that dinner date with Bryce. The other half—the logical half—wanted to turn tail and run out the door right now. She didn’t need yet another man’s emotional baggage weighing her down, trying to drown her. She’d been there, done that too many times already.

      Maybe spending some alone time with Bryce would wake her up to the fact that he was no different than any other man she’d tried to save. He was damaged goods, like all the guys she’d fallen for, and that would never change, no matter how hard she tried to fix him. Then she could squelch that nagging message her wolf had been trying to wriggle into her brain since the moment she met him.

      “I do love beignets, but it will be awfully late.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t mind if you don’t. I work nights, so I’m used to it.”

      “Not for long, I hear. Macey said you might be getting a promotion.”

      He eased her into another spin, and his masculine scent danced in her senses again. Having coffee with him would also satisfy the half of her that wanted to get to know him better. Well, that half wouldn’t be completely satisfied until she’d gotten to know what was beneath his tailored suit, but that would never happen. Not if she could help it.

      Sliding his arm around her waist, he tugged her closer so their hips touched, and against her better judgment, she didn’t pull away.

      He grinned triumphantly, as if he thought he’d broken down one of her walls, but he had no idea who he was dealing with. Her walls were fortified with titanium.

      “Did Macey use the word might? Surely she thinks more highly of me than that.”

      She fought her eye roll. If he kept up the cocky attitude, she’d have no problem telling him goodbye after coffee tonight. “I didn’t mean to bruise your ego. What were her exact words?” She gazed at the ceiling, feigning deep thought.

      He let out an irritated hmph. “It takes a lot more than that to hurt my pride.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. Something told her he wasn’t as tough as he pretended to be. “She said you were up for a promotion and wouldn’t be her partner much longer.”

      His grin returned. “That’s more like it. I knew she had faith in me. I’m going to be promoted to sergeant.” He straightened his spine, inclining his chin like he had no doubt the job was his. “A spot as negotiator opened up, so I applied for that too. I want to get into community policing—be present at the area schools, get to know the kids. Hopefully I can save a few lives so no one will have to investigate their deaths later.”

      “That’s noble of you.” And a little bit hot.

      He shrugged. “Being a homicide detective is noble too, but this is what I’ve always wanted to do. My life’s purpose.”

      The song ended, and as she stepped away, Bryce tightened his grip on her hand. The band played a cover of Billy Joel’s “Just the Way You Are,” and he tugged her to his body.

      “One more dance? I love this song.”

      “Sure.” And there she was telling him yes again, when she should have said no. His muscles were firm beneath his suit, and as he slid his arm tighter around her waist, she leaned into him, allowing herself…at least for the moment…to enjoy the feel of his strong arms wrapped around her.

      She’d never dated a human before. Maybe Bryce would be different since he wasn’t a werewolf. Maybe without an animal side, he… No, no, no. She’d made a promise to herself, and she intended to keep it. No more relationships.

      The song ended, and she stepped away before he could pull her into another inviting embrace. “I need to use the restroom.”

      He walked with her to the edge of the dance floor. “No problem. I’ll find you again before the party ends.”

      She flashed a weak smile, turned on her heel, and strode out of the ballroom. And hopefully out of Bryce’s life forever.
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        * * *

      

      Bryce shoved his hands in his pockets and watched as Alexis strutted away. Her maroon dress hugged her curves in all the right places, and her hips swayed in time with the music as she drifted through the door. What a woman.

      He couldn’t fight his smile. He’d jokingly asked her out a few times…well, every time he’d seen her since they first met, but she’d never taken him seriously, especially since Macey was always around when he did it. After a pep talk from Chase’s wife, Rain, on the balcony, Bryce had gathered up the courage to ask her out for real this time, and his pulse was sprinting from her answer.

      Wait…she hadn’t exactly said yes, had she?

      She hadn’t said no either, though.

      Alexis was mysterious, and he liked that about her. Most of the women he’d dated wanted to spill all their secrets and load him down with their problems before they’d gotten to second base. Not Alexis. She was a woman who knew how to handle herself.

      He’d had to fight the urge to slide his fingers into her silky, blonde hair while they were dancing. She smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, and she’d fit in his arms perfectly. He could get used to holding a woman like that.

      “You’re smiling.” Rain grinned as she and Chase moved closer to him from the dance floor. Her long, dark curls swished across her back as her husband spun her under his arm before pausing in front of Bryce. “I guess it went well?”

      He tried to flatten his mouth into a neutral expression. “We’re having coffee tonight.”

      “Good for you.” Rain waved as Chase led her into another turn.

      His own smile returned as soon as she looked away, so he sauntered to the bar and ordered a Jameson. Sipping his whiskey, he kept an eye on the door, watching for Alexis to return.

      He couldn’t explain the way he felt about the woman. There was something about her that made him want to dive into her mystery and swim through her soul. Independent and strong, she didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought of her. She was who she was, and she made no apologies. He could learn a lot from a woman like Alexis.

      The band played three more songs, and Bryce ordered another drink. After another three numbers, she still hadn’t returned, and a sinking feeling formed in his stomach.

      Grabbing his third drink from the bar, he found Macey sitting at a table near the wall. He strolled toward her and settled into a chair. “Congratulations, again.”

      She smiled. “Thanks. Thirty more minutes, and we can get the hell out of here. I’ve dealt with enough people for one day.”

      He chuckled. “I bet.”

      “I saw you dancing with Alexis.” Her brow puckered, her eyes holding way too much concern.

      His stomach sank a little further. “I’m supposed to take her out for coffee after this is over, but I haven’t seen her in a while.” He set his drink down and drummed his fingers on the cloth.

      Macey reached across the table and stilled his hand. “She left.”

      He blinked. “She went to the restroom. She’s coming back.”

      “She left fifteen minutes ago. Said she wanted to make the drive to her new job tonight so she’d be fresh in the morning.”

      “She…” He let out a heavy sigh. “She didn’t tell me that.”

      Macey squeezed his hand before leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms. “Her excuse was a load of bull if that makes you feel any better. Between me trying to get her to stay at my house while I’m gone and you asking her out, we probably scared her away. What else did you talk about?”

      “Nothing really. I was my usual charming self. Don’t think I’ve ever scared a woman away before.” He tossed back the whiskey and focused on the burn it caused on its way down to his stomach. At least that was a welcome burn.

      “She’s skittish. It may not feel like it now, but it’s better this way.”

      He arched an eyebrow.

      “She ran away when she was thirteen. I didn’t see her for twenty years, and now she’s been in and out of my life so many times in the past year that I’ve lost count. I love her, but…Alexis always leaves. It’s the only dependable thing about her.”

      There had to be more to it than that, but if the woman didn’t want to go out with him, he wouldn’t push it anymore. Despite what he led people to believe, he was no stranger to rejection. It had been a while since it had happened, but he’d get over it. He always did.

      Plastering on his most confident grin, he straightened his spine. “She’s still pretty, though.”

      Macey rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      (Three Months Later)

      A feeling of dread twisted in Alexis’s core as she stopped outside a one-story brick house in Pearl River, Louisiana. Three massive pine trees towered over the squat structure, creating an intricate pattern of needle-sharp shadows jutting across the front lawn, and a tricked-out black Ford Mustang took up most of the short driveway. She let out her breath in a hiss. Eric’s ego was probably parked right alongside it.

      Sinking in her seat, she gripped the steering wheel in her sweaty hands and stared at the front door. Bile crept up the back of her throat. This was a bad idea. She hadn’t spoken to Eric in two months. Not since she’d finished the job. He’d declined to pay her for the work when she’d refused to stay and be his mate. What made her think he’d pay her now?

      Prying her hands from the steering wheel, she rested her fingers on the door latch, but she couldn’t make herself open it.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her forehead. Coming here hadn’t been an option two years ago; it had been survival. When a Biloxi pack member’s drug deal with the area rogues went awry and three of them wound up dead, Alexis—the only other rogue in town—had been blamed for the murders. Mississippi wasn’t known for having the most civilized packs in the nation, so when the second-in-command had offered her a way out, she’d jumped at the chance to move to Pearl River and keep an eye on his son in exchange for her life.

      Though she’d been paid to watch Eric and report his actions to the pack, she’d also tried to save him. To heal the wounds that made him into an abusive, cocksure, wannabe alpha male. She couldn’t help it; healing—fixing people—was in her nature. But she couldn’t fix someone’s personality, and he’d given her plenty of bruises to prove it.

      Eric wasn’t mate material. Hell, there was only one person her wolf would allow her to take as a mate, and she’d been steering clear of him since her sister’s wedding.

      A rogue couldn’t be tied down, and no matter how much she wanted to belong somewhere, she never would.

      “What am I doing?” She eased her foot onto the gas pedal and continued down the street. She’d traded in her Honda Civic for a small stack of cash and this beat-up Ford when she’d finished the job. Eric wouldn’t recognize it, and something in her gut told her she should keep it that way.

      She drove to a strip center a half mile from the neighborhood and parked in front of a doughnut shop. A pair of police officers sat inside the small store, chatting up the waitress behind the counter. How cliché. A diner anchored one end of the center, while a small grocery store occupied the other. People wandered in and out of the shops and restaurants all day. Leaving her car here wouldn’t raise suspicion.

      With her phone and wallet locked in the glove box, she slipped the car key into her pocket and trekked up the street to Eric’s house. Winter wind bit at her cheeks, whistling through the trees and whipping her hair into a mess. She crossed her arms over her chest to ward off the cold and marched up the driveway.

      Alexis hovered her finger over the doorbell. Go in, convince him to give me the money, and leave. That’s all I have to do. Then she’d never have to see the abusive bastard again. He owed it to her anyway. Soundproofing a room wasn’t easy. Or cheap. Twenty-seven years old, and he wanted to start a metal band. Meathead.

      When he’d called her three months ago, asking her to do the job, instinct had told her to say hell no. But even werewolves couldn’t survive on hunting alone. Her human side needed to eat too, and the last twenty dollars she had to her name sat locked in the glove box of her car.

      She rang the doorbell and waited. Silence answered. Her knuckles wrapped on the wood as she knocked. Nothing. “Eric, I know you’re home. Answer the door.”

      He was probably in his music room, fumbling with the new guitar his daddy bought him. She twisted the knob. Cold metal bit into her palm as the latch disengaged, and she pushed open the door. Small town folk trusted their neighbors way more than they should have.

      Alexis peeked her head inside. “Eric?” She stepped into the foyer.

      Stifling heat blasted through a vent in the ceiling, and she slipped out of her jacket and dropped it on a ratty, overstuffed sofa in the living room. A football game played on an eighty-inch television. Surround-sound speakers hung from each corner of the room, but thankfully they were muted. A pizza box lay open on the kitchen counter, grease congealing on the surface of the leftover slices, and dirty dishes filled the sink.

      She covered her nose. With a sense of smell ten times better than a human’s, how could any werewolf live like this?

      Eerie silence filled the home, and a sinking feeling twisted her gut tighter. Something was off. Her instinct to run battled with her curiosity to figure out what was going on. Curiosity won.

      “This is a bad idea,” she whispered as she crept down the hall, the beige carpet masking her footsteps—not that anyone inside a soundproof room would have heard her approaching. Her arm hairs stood on end as she rested her hand on the knob and twisted it. Figured. Eric felt the need to lock this door, but not the front one. Detaching the bobby pin from her keyring, she jiggled it in the lock to disengage it and flung open the door.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      Eric crouched, in wolf form, his gray fur standing in a ridge down the center of his back. Saliva dripped from his bared teeth as he snarled over a trembling woman. Blood soaked through the thigh of her khaki pants. Eric’s head snapped toward Alexis, his gaze locking with hers for a split second before she reacted.

      “Eric, no!” She called on her wolf, her body tingling with magic as her form shifted. Plowing into his side, she knocked Eric off his feet, and the woman scrambled into a corner. Eric lunged at Alexis, clamping his jaws on her front leg. His teeth tore into her flesh, cracking her bone, and she yelped and jerked from his grasp. She threw herself toward him, and they tumbled over each other, fighting for dominance. Alexis didn’t stand a chance against a wolf as powerful as Eric, but she couldn’t let him tear a defenseless human to shreds.

      The woman screamed. Alexis glanced her way to find the victim sitting beside a mangled, bloody body. Eric barreled into Alexis’s side, knocking the breath from her lungs as she crashed to the floor. The woman stumbled to her feet before falling onto her side.

      Why wasn’t she running? The door was wide open.

      The woman clutched her leg and peered at the torn flesh, gritting her teeth as her complexion paled. Alexis glanced at Eric. What was this sick bastard doing?

      She bared her teeth, growling a warning for Eric to stay away as she backed toward her. The woman’s chest heaved as she tried to scramble away. Eric crouched low, preparing to lunge. She had seconds at most.

      Alexis placed her front paw on the victim’s leg. A high-pitched squeal escaped the woman’s throat, a mixture of garbled fear and pain. Magic pulsed from Alexis’s core, and she focused it into her paw. She felt the woman’s torn muscles stitch back together as the wound closed.

      She clutched her leg. “How?”

      Alexis’s head spun, but she nudged her with her nose. She wanted to scream, “Get out,” but her wolf mouth couldn’t form words. Another nudge, and the woman shot to her feet and raced to the door.

      Eric lunged for his victim. Alexis caught his back leg between her teeth and yanked him to the floor. The sharp tang of were blood oozed into her mouth as she tightened her grip on his leg. The woman took one last look at the body before sprinting away.

      With his victim gone, Eric relaxed beneath her grasp. He shifted to human form, the sensation of matted fur turning to skin and denim on her tongue. She growled a warning, refusing to release her hold.

      “C’mon, Alex. Let me go.”

      Her nostrils flared as she blew out a hard breath and tightened her jaw. Nausea churned in her stomach, her power waning from the energy she’d expended to heal the human. She’d need rest to regain her strength, but she couldn’t let Eric see her weakness.

      He winced. “I wasn’t trying to kill her.”

      Yeah, right. She flicked her gaze toward the crumpled corpse in the corner.

      “That was an accident.” He shrugged. “Let me go, and I’ll explain.” His eyes didn’t hold a single hint of remorse, but that shouldn’t have surprised her. He’d tried to convince her she deserved the beating he’d given her, right before she’d run away.

      She released her grip on his leg and backed up. Ribbons of blood flowed down his skin, splattering on the tile floor. She hesitated to shift. Eric was stronger than her no matter what form he took. As a man, he stood six-four with two hundred pounds of pure muscle. In her weakened state, at least as a wolf, she’d have a fighting chance if he tried to pull something.

      He rubbed at the gash in his leg, wiping the thickening blood from the wound. The flow was already subsiding. “I haven’t seen you in two months, sweetheart. Show me your pretty face.”

      Asshole. Alexis blew out a hard breath and shifted to human form. The gash on her arm had already healed, and the bone had mended where it cracked.

      Eric rose to his feet and dusted off his shirt, flexing his pecs so the garment strained across his chest and grinning like they’d had a friendly wrestling match rather than a full-blown fight. His charming smile added an innocent look to his sharp, handsome features. But a coldness hovered behind his eyes, turning the light blue irises to ice. “That’s better. Now we can talk like civilized people.”

      “Civilized?” She looked at the heap of flesh in the corner and shuddered. “Nothing about this setup is civilized.”

      “No? I soundproofed the room so it wouldn’t disturb the neighbors. Well, you soundproofed it actually. Great job, by the way. You’ve always been good with your hands.” His gaze raked up and down her body as he took a step toward her.

      Her heart rate kicked up, but she held her ground and stared him hard in the eyes. “What’s going on here?”

      He walked his fingers up her arm, and chills crept down her spine. “Why don’t you come to the bedroom, and I’ll tell you all about it?”

      “Not a chance.” She slapped his hand away, but he caught her by the wrist.

      “I knew you’d come back to me.”

      “I came back for the money you owe me.” She jerked from his grasp. “If you weren’t trying to kill her, what were you doing to that woman?”

      Sighing, he stepped toward the man in the corner. “I was really hoping he’d pull through.” He nudged the body with his boot. “Of course, if I’d have known about your little gift of healing, I would have waited until you got here. How long have you known you could do that? I’m hurt that you kept it from me after everything else we’ve shared.”

      She clenched her jaw. “We never shared anything. I gave. You took. Now, you’ve got thirty seconds to tell me what the hell is going on or⁠—”

      “Or what? What will you do? Run to your sister’s pack in New Orleans? They won’t help you. This isn’t their territory.” A wicked grin turned up the corner of his mouth. “And you’re just a rogue.”

      That sinking feeling she’d felt earlier slammed her stomach into her knees. Just a rogue. That was all she’d ever be. Even with her blood-ties to the pack, the law forbade them from interfering outside their territory.

      She was on her own.

      He rolled the corpse onto its back and rotated the head from side to side. “Damn. Definitely dead. I’ll have to find another one.”

      “Another one?” She gaped.

      “Well, you turned my next patient loose, didn’t you? I’m not a murderer. I’m trying to help these people.” He crossed his thick arms over his chest, purposely flexing his biceps.

      She mirrored his posture, though she left the flexing to the meathead. “By tearing them to pieces?”

      “I want a pack of my own. I deserve to be alpha, no matter what my old man thinks. I need at least twenty members before the national congress will even consider giving me pack status, but there aren’t enough weres out here that are willing to follow. Right now, I have three: Trevor, Justin, and you.”

      She scoffed. “You don’t have me. And what does that have to do with killing humans?”

      “Like I said, I’m not trying to kill them. I’m trying to turn them. Make them into werewolves.”

      Her eyes widened. “That’s illegal.” And impossible. Even a rogue knew that.

      He lifted one shoulder in a dismissive shrug. “Since when do you care about laws?”

      Was he completely insane? “You can’t turn someone into a werewolf by attacking him.”

      He gave the body another kick. “No? You’ve never been part of a pack, but the first and most important law weres learn is never to attack a human while in wolf form…unless it’s a fight to the death.”

      She clenched her fists. “I’m aware of the laws.” Alexis had been on her own since she started shifting at thirteen years old, and the first rogue werewolf she’d met had taught her the rules. She shuddered at the memory of the other things he’d taught her.

      “So? Why do you think that law was created?”

      “Because attacking humans is wrong.” Werewolves were supposed to be peacekeepers, not monsters.

      He chuckled and shook his head, giving her that condescending look he always used when he wanted to make her feel stupid. “Because if you leave them alive, they’ll turn into werewolves themselves. My dad is second of the Biloxi pack; he has access to ancient records. I’ve read about humans being turned. That’s why the congress outlawed attacking humans without killing them. To keep people from trying this.” He opened his arms, gesturing to the dead man in the corner.

      She swallowed the sour taste from the back of her throat. “This is barbaric.”

      “I won’t argue with that. But once I master the process, it’ll be much more efficient. Finding the right balance of blood loss and venom is proving impossible, but you can help. If I attack them, you can heal them right before they die. Then if the change doesn’t take, we can try again and again. We’ll be a team. What do you say?” His charming smile returned as if he’d asked her to go to an amusement park rather than become an accessory to murder.

      “You’re sick.” And deranged. Werewolf venom? There was no way in hell she’d take part in this. She backed toward the door.

      He wiped his hands on his pants and stepped toward her. “We could be more than a team, babe. If I’m going to be alpha, I’ll need a mate. We already know we’re compatible in the sack.” He reached for her hand.

      Her wolf revolted, the thought of going to bed with him making her skin crawl. She crossed her arms and took another step toward the door. “No way. I want the money you owe me, and I’m leaving.”

      He winked. “I’ll give you the money if you stay.”

      “Keep dreaming.” She stumbled through the threshold into the hallway. Sure, she was broke, but no amount of cash made any of this okay. She’d find another job somewhere. Sell what few belongings she had left. Hell, she’d cut out her own kidney and sell it on the black market before she’d take part in Eric’s macabre plan. “Does your dad know you’re doing this?”

      “That dick wad doesn’t know shit. I’m not the fuck-up he thinks I am.” He prowled toward her. “C’mon, Alex. Don’t make this difficult. You know I care about you, and you care about me too.”

      Her lip curled. “No, I don’t.”

      “You used to.”

      She clutched the doorframe, every muscle in her body tensing to bolt. “That was before I got to know you.” When she’d had her blinders on. Before she’d figured out she couldn’t fix a broken soul. Eric wasn’t the fuck-up his father thought he was…he was worse.

      He sighed. “You know I can’t let you leave. I’ve told you too much. Stay with me. Be my mate, and I’ll take care of you. You’ll never have to worry about money again. My old man’s cash flow will cover everything.”

      She backed down the hall toward the front door, never tearing her gaze away from the deranged man who pursued her. He didn’t know it, but his dad’s money had been the reason she went to Pearl River in the first place. He was the one who’d financed her undercover mission, and now it seemed she’d have to do some pro bono work for her old boss. “You can’t make your own pack out of innocent humans. I won’t let you do this.”

      “How are you going to stop me?” He lunged, wrapping his arms around her waist and dragging her to the floor. Her head hit the fireplace hearth with a crack, and splitting pain shot through her temple. Darkness tunneled her vision. She blinked away the stars that swam in her eyes as she struggled beneath him, but she may as well have been wedged beneath a concrete block. He had the strength of an alpha, but no pack would ever accept Eric as leader.

      He pinned her shoulders to the ground. “Please don’t make me kill you. I’d much rather make love to you.”

      As her vision cleared, she spotted a canister of fireplace tools to her left. If she could get her hands on the poker… Her breathing slowed in spite of her racing heart. She tried to relax. To play the part of the lesser wolf giving in to the alpha’s advances. She curved her lips into a seductive smile and sighed. “You’re right, Eric.”

      “I am?” He loosened his grip on her shoulders.

      “Of course. It’s a genius plan. Making your own pack from scratch, they’ll do whatever you tell them to. You can train them.” She licked her lips. “Think of the power.”

      He released her and rose to his feet. “Exactly, baby. And with your healing powers, no one else has to die. Think of all the lives you’ll be saving.” He didn’t offer her a hand up. Typical.

      The room spun as she stood, but she held her seductive expression, running her fingers along the mantel and stepping toward him. “I’d be a fool not to stay with you, wouldn’t I?”

      “I knew you’d come around.” He grinned and adjusted his crotch. “Let’s go back to the bedroom and make things official.”

      She rested her hand on the handle of the poker. “There’s one problem with that.” She tightened her grip.

      He crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows. “Oh, there is?”

      “I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole.” Gripping the poker, she swung it at his head. The pointed end sliced through his cheek, the shock of impact knocking him to the ground.

      “Three foot, maybe. But not ten.” Her weapon clattered on the floor as she turned and sprinted out the door.

      “Damn it, Alex! I didn’t want to kill you.” Eric barreled after her, gripping his bloody cheek in his hand.

      Alexis tore through the front yard and darted across the country road into a field. She didn’t dare look back. She could feel him getting closer as she ventured farther and farther into the grassy pasture. As she hurdled a barbed wire fence, her pant leg caught on a spike. The fabric ripped, and she crashed to the ground, taking in a mouthful of bitter grass and dirt. Spitting out the mess, she scrambled to her feet as Eric leapt the fence and caught her by the arm. He hauled her to his body, gripping her from behind.

      His breath was hot against her ear. “Maybe I’ll kill your sister too. That’s a fair trade, huh? Stay with me and Macey lives.”

      He lifted her from the ground, and she planted her boot square in his knee. His scream muffled the loud pop of the joint dislocating. She wiggled free and sprinted through the field. The gash on his face had already healed; his knee wouldn’t take long. She’d bought herself seconds at most.

      She could shift and fight him as a wolf. At least the fight would lean toward fair. But to shift in public, in daylight, and expose herself to humans, would earn her one of the harshest punishments the werewolf congress handed out. Rogue or not, some rules simply could not be broken. She could never beat him anyway. The guy was a machine. Her best option was to run, but to where?

      She poured on the speed, but not enough. Even with the injured leg, he gained on her. He caught the hem of her shirt and yanked. She stumbled. His arms wrapped around her waist, and he tackled her to the ground. She scrambled away, kicking him in the face, and jumped to her feet again. An electrical transmission tower stood ten feet away, and she darted toward it.

      Gripping the cold steel beams, she hauled herself up. Hand over hand she climbed the structure towering one hundred feet into the air. She didn’t have a clue what she’d do once she reached the top, but it didn’t matter. Eric wouldn’t follow her ascent.

      She climbed until her palms bled and her arms shook with exhaustion. Eric grabbed the tower and pulled himself onto the first crossbar. Alexis froze. Was he actually going to climb it? Cursing, he jumped to the ground and spat at the steel.

      “Damn it, bitch, you know I’m afraid of heights.” His body shook with rage. “You can’t stay up there forever. As soon as you come down, you’re dead.” He fought the urge to shift; his eyes strained with the pain and concentration it took to hold back his wolf. The intensity of the situation called on her own beast as well, but even Eric knew better than to shift in public.

      The wind picked up, whipping through her hair and cutting through her clothes like knives. She gripped the cold steel tighter, wrapping an arm around the bar and hooking it with her elbow, using all her energy to hang on. Her muscles trembled, fatigue threatening to make her fall.

      What the hell was she supposed to do now? Like most times in her life, she’d acted rashly, climbing the tower without considering the consequences. Now she was screwed—like a kitten stuck in a tree, but no fireman would come along and rescue her. Unless…

      Eric stood on the ground below, smiling as she struggled. “You might as well come down. What else are you gonna do?”

      “What’s going on out here?” A heavy-set woman wearing a bathrobe and rubber boots stomped toward Eric. “What’s all this racket about?”

      This was her chance. She couldn’t out run him. She couldn’t beat him in a fight. But she could always outsmart him. “I’m going to jump,” she called to the surly neighbor below. “It’s all his fault.”

      The woman’s head snapped up, her eyes widening as she realized Alexis hung at the top of the tower. “What did you do to her?” She smacked Eric on the shoulder, and he flinched, ducking his head. A wannabe alpha…scared of an old woman. Alexis chuckled.

      “Me? I…I didn’t do anything. I don’t even know her. I saw her out here climbing the tower, and I came to see what she was up to.” He glared at Alexis, and a vein throbbed on the side of his forehead.

      For her plan to work, she needed a bigger crowd. More witnesses. “I’ll do it.” She pretended to slip on a beam and let out an emphatic scream.

      “You stay put, young lady. I’m calling for help right now.” The old woman pulled a phone out of her bathrobe pocket and pressed it to her ear.

      “Help me! I can’t hold on!” She smirked at Eric, and his vein throbbed harder.

      More neighbors appeared from their houses and rushed into the field. Eric held up his hands, swearing he had no idea who she was. The police were on their way. If she came down now, with all these witnesses, she’d be able to get away.

      But she knew Eric too well. He wouldn’t stop until she was by his side or dead, and she wouldn’t give him the pleasure of achieving either.

      He’d threatened her sister’s life, though. There was only one thing she could do to keep Macey safe. He had to think she was dead.

      She swallowed hard and leaned away from the tower. A square of concrete surrounded the structure—not a soft landing pad. If she jumped out far enough, she might be able to make it to the grass. Either way, the fall would be fatal for a human. Even a normal werewolf wouldn’t survive, but she was banking on being not normal, hoping her enhanced healing powers would keep her alive.

      If she didn’t survive, at least Macey would be safe. Eric would have no reason to go after her if Alexis were dead. Her sister’s life was worth more than a miserable rogue’s.

      Closing her eyes, she said a prayer to whatever gods might be listening and let go. The collective gasp from the crowd rang in her ears as she plummeted to the ground. The impact shattered her bones. Searing pain rolled through her body like a wildfire, consuming her in its torrid hell. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She lay there an eternity before blissful darkness swallowed her whole.
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        * * *

      

      “No! Oh, God no.” Eric Anderson watched in horror as Alexis fell from the tower. She hit the ground with a jarring thud, and silence engulfed him. He rushed to her side and pressed his fingers to her neck. No pulse. A pool of blood spread on the concrete beneath her head, and her legs jutted out at unnatural angles.

      Broken. Everything was broken.

      Old Mrs. Livingston waddled over to him. “Ambulance is on its way, but it looks like we’re too late for that.”

      His mind reeled. She couldn’t really be dead. Any second now, she’d start breathing again. She was a werewolf; she had to survive. She was supposed to be his mate. She was the answer to all his problems. Shit! What had he done?

      A siren sounded in the distance. He dropped to his knees to compress her chest. Maybe he could get her heart beating again. As soon as he pressed on her breastbone, a rib snapped. He jerked his hands away. “She can’t be dead.”

      The paramedics arrived and ushered everyone away. Eric peered over their shoulders as they examined her. An EMT checked her pulse in her neck. Another one tried her wrist. He covered her mouth and nose with a mask and squeezed a plastic bubble, forcing air into her lungs, and a sickening, gurgling sound resonated from her throat. They started chest compressions, but they didn’t try hard enough. Within a few minutes, they gave up.

      “What are you doing? Get your ass back over there and use a defibrillator or something. She’s not breathing!” He needed her powers, damn it. They couldn’t let her die.

      A dark haired EMT shook her head. “I’m afraid there’s nothing else we can do. She’s gone.”

      The words slammed into his head like a baseball bat shattering his skull. “No.” She couldn’t be.

      A police officer tapped him on the shoulder. “I need to ask you a few questions, Mr.—?”

      “Anderson.” The police? What the hell was he supposed to do now? His father would shit a brick if he got into trouble with the fuzz again. He might even cut him off. Technically, Eric belonged to the Biloxi pack. He had to obey their laws.

      “How did you know the victim?”

      “Victim?” His hands trembled. Alexis wasn’t a victim. He hadn’t done anything wrong. “She killed herself.”

      “Right.” The pig pushed his glasses up his greasy nose. “And how did you know her? Girlfriend? Relative?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t know her at all. I looked out my window and saw her climbing, so I came out here.”

      “Why didn’t you call for help?”

      “I…Mrs. Livingston called. I was trying to talk her down.” If he acted innocent, like he had nothing to do with it, they’d have to let him go. He’d lost his potential mate, but at least she wouldn’t be able to screw up his plans.

      The pig asked him a few more questions and seemed satisfied with his answers. As soon as he left him alone, he stepped away from the crowd and pulled out his phone.

      “Trevor, it’s Eric. We’ve got a problem. That Jane Doe you picked up for me this morning?”

      “She met your requirements.” Panic raised Trevor’s voice an octave. He was about as useless as a werewolf could be, but at least he followed orders. “I did exactly what you asked.”

      “I know, but she got away. I need you to go find her. Now.”

      He paused. “Umm…I would, boss. But I’m at work, and if I miss any more shifts, they’ll fire me. Can I go find her this evening?”

      “I don’t give a damn if you’re in the middle of open heart surgery, you’ll go find that woman now or I will make your life a living hell. Do you understand me?” He had to get that Jane back before she went around spreading stories about werewolves. The last thing he needed was to have the congress on his back about exposing their kind. And if they ever found out he was trying to turn humans, he’d be a dead man.

      Trevor cleared his voice. “Yes, sir. I’ll get right on that.”

      “Good.”

      He shoved his phone into his pocket and strolled toward the scene. The paramedics loaded Alexis’s body onto a stretcher and covered her head with a sheet. If she hadn’t started breathing by now, there was no way she’d recover.

      A pang of regret flashed through his chest, and he winced. He’d miss the blonde bombshell, that was for sure, but he’d miss her healing powers more. That shit would have come in handy. He’d master the art of making a werewolf soon enough, though.

      He ran his hand along the small dent in the back of his skull where his dad had hit him with a baseball bat when he was a teen. He’d spent his entire life trying to make that man happy and avoiding the beatings that ensued when he failed. Then the dick wad had banished him to this God-forsaken town to “keep him out of trouble.” He’d show the old man trouble. Once he ran a pack of his own, his dad would have to respect him.
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