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        “Beauty always loves a beast.”

      

      

      

      Ivy believes every life must have balance, and during the past year, she’s found harmony living with the Weston pack. When an evil spirit from her past threatens her wolf, it sets off a chain reaction of events that alters the course of her destiny.

      Lorenzo Church is a powerful, wealthy Packmaster who rules his pack through intimidation and order. He has vowed to never love a woman because love can destroy an empire. But chaos is fast approaching in the form of a Shifter named Ivy—a Native American, like him, who has invaded his dreams since the moment they met. She is spirited, wise, and unattainable.

      In an unexpected turn of events, Ivy must choose whether or not to let go of the one person she has always loved. Lorenzo discovers the root of her courage but will never win her as his mate unless he learns to listen to his heart.
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      This book includes:

      
        
          	
        Shifter romance
      

      	
        Native American romance
      

      	
        Slow burn
      

      	
        Caretaker
      

      	
        Disability
      

      	
        Alpha hero
      

      	
        Emotional scars
      

      	
        Redemption
      

      

      

      
        
        SIGN UP to receive exclusive updates on upcoming releases!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY DANNIKA DARK:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE MAGERI SERIES

        Sterling

        Twist

        Impulse

        Gravity

        Shine

        The Gift

      

        

      
        MAGERI WORLD

        Risk

      

        

      
        NOVELLAS

        Closer

      

        

      
        THE SEVEN SERIES

        Seven Years

        Six Months

        Five Weeks

        Four Days

        Three Hours

        Two Minutes

        One Second

        Winter Moon

        Seven Series Companion: An Insider’s Guide

      

        

      
        SEVEN WORLD

        Charming

      

        

      
        THE CROSSBREED SERIES

        Keystone

        Ravenheart

        Deathtrap

        Gaslight

        Blackout

        Nevermore

        Moonstruck

        Spellbound

        Heartless

        Afterlife

        Quicksilver

        Evildoer

        Forevermore

        Crossbreed Series Companion: An Insider’s Guide

      

      

      
        
        THE BLACK ARROWHEAD SERIES

        The Vow

        The Alpha

        The Chosen

        The Thief

        The Sinner

        The Brave

        The Protector

      

      

      

      
        
        Most of these books are also available in hardcover, paperback, and audio formats. Readers are falling in love all over again with physical copies and building personal libraries. Add these beautiful print editions to your collection! Wish you could experience your favorite books for the first time? Audiobooks are a great way to sit back and enjoy these stories all over again. Visit the author’s website for more.

        www.dannikadark.net

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A free spirit is like the wind and can never be caught.

        But in four days, one man captured my heart.
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      When a blanket of stars stretched overhead and the luminous moon enveloped the brisk night, Lorenzo’s wolf trotted up the steps of a spacious mansion nestled deep in the woods.

      His home.

      Lorenzo Church led one of the largest wolf packs in Austin, Texas. His home accommodated roughly fifty Shifters, including women and children. Perhaps it was an ambitious size, but Lorenzo believed strength lay in numbers. Only a formidable leader could control a pack with that many wolves, and it required him to be demanding and merciless.

      The contemporary home had sleek lines, plenty of windows, and a boxy look on the outside. While it appeared cold and unwelcoming, it gave off the impression that Lorenzo was a man to admire. The interior contradicted its modern, outward appearance. Lorenzo had customized the inside to resemble a rustic cabin of epic proportions. The social rooms were warm and inviting, each with wood floors and Native American décor. Only the kitchen and game rooms were styled with a modern touch to provide the pack a diverse environment. Towering three stories high, the Church house was an impressive estate overlooking five hundred acres of property.

      He lifted his snout in the air, smelling the bitter scent of wild weeds. A small vine had tangled around one of his dirty paws, but Lorenzo ignored it and lurched up the steps. Most Shifters had no memory once their animal took over, but alphas had a powerful bond with their spirit wolf, one that made it possible for them to remember the shift and have a degree of control while they were in animal form.

      Late October usually meant agreeable weather with a few cold snaps. But over the last few weeks, Lorenzo’s wolf had sensed a hard winter approaching that would bring record temperatures. The wind had shifted that morning and had been gusting all day. His wolf glanced up at the moon; dark clouds raced across the sky.

      Lorenzo shifted into human form long enough to open the front door.

      He’d spared no expense in building this home, which was nestled high on a hill in the forest. As soon as the air-conditioning raised the hair on his arms, Lorenzo shifted back into his wolf. His ebony toenails clicked on the reddish wood floor, and an amber glow from the light fixtures illuminated the interior.

      Most of the men were at the Shifter bar, searching for the kind of gratification that only the company of an unmated woman could bring. There were sixteen bitches in his pack, all mated with the exception of five. Two of those five were teenage girls nearing the age of maturity. Lorenzo protected them, as did their fathers, since young women didn’t date until they went through their first change, which usually happened in their late teens or early twenties. It was considered a rite of passage for a young woman when her wolf emerged for the first time—symbolizing the loss of innocence, and only then did they begin to search for a mate. If they were unlucky finding a suitable Shifter, Lorenzo would relocate them to a pack of their choice, as was also the custom for young men. The remaining three unmated women were untouchable to the rest of the men because Lorenzo shared his bed with them, but only on his terms.

      “Hey, Enzo,” one of his men said in greeting. Friends called him Enzo, while business associates addressed him as Church.

      His wolf growled, tail high as he trotted past the man and scurried up the staircase. Lorenzo could have walked in the house in human form since Shifters didn’t have inhibitions when it came to nudity, but his men needed contact with his wolf on a regular basis. They were both in charge, and each deserved the same magnitude of respect. He polished his fangs with his tongue, the taste of blood still fresh on his palate from the hunt.

      Lorenzo resided in the largest room on the third floor, and he had the entire level to himself. When he reached his door, he shifted into human form again and went inside. The door closed behind him, and he touched one of the tall bedposts on his right. Each had intricate carvings of wolves and other Native American symbols.

      The room had a unique and sizeable layout. The bed and fireplace were to his right, and on the left was a dark wall with a low chest of drawers. Various heirlooms passed down from his ancestors decorated the shelf and walls. But midway through the room, the wall stopped and became a long row of floor-to-ceiling windows that extended all the way to his luxurious bathroom. His room branched farther off the left side of the house than the others to give him the scenic view. Because they were on a hill, it placed his room high above the treetops. The view in the morning was exquisite, with soft gold and copper hues spreading across the land like a brilliant tapestry of light.

      He poured himself a glass of Scotch and stood in front of the window, his naked body bathed in moonlight. Tomorrow would be a full moon, and call it superstition, but nothing good ever came of a full moon.

      He grimaced as the drink scorched its way down his throat. He swirled the Scotch in his glass and thought of another moonlit night decades ago when his aunt had been found slain. Lorenzo was just a boy then, but the murder marked a transition for his pack… and his family. A pool of blood had surrounded her open arms, empty of the infant she’d once clutched to her bosom. His uncle had blamed a neighboring pack, suggesting they had motive because of a land dispute. They’d laid Lorenzo’s aunt to rest on sacred land. Alone. His uncle had initially told the pack he’d found the dead baby and buried it somewhere on his land—the property in dispute—but suspicion rose among his men when their wolves were never able to sniff out the unmarked grave. It was only last year that Lorenzo discovered the infant had survived.

      That baby was Alexia Knight, who also went by Lexi. After years of uncertainty, the truth had finally emerged. Lorenzo’s uncle, in a jealous rage, had hired a hitman to murder his wife and child. Not his child. The baby’s biological father was a drifter from up north. Had the facts gone public, the infidelity would have shamed his uncle and he would have lost the respect of his pack. Because no evidence led to the murderer, the incident became a topic of discussion behind closed doors. Lorenzo’s father had known about the affair, and rumors had cast a negative light on the immediate family—guilt by association. Even now, Lorenzo felt branded by the shame of secrets, betrayal, murder, and lies.

      The hitman hadn’t been able to bring himself to kill the infant, so in a panic he’d kidnapped the baby and given it to his wife. Alexia had been raised by the human who’d shot her mother in cold blood.

      Her father, Nelson Knight, had paid for the life he’d taken. Lorenzo had made sure of that. After taking him into custody, he’d released Nelson on the property and given him a running start before Lorenzo shifted and hunted him like prey. He gave Nelson the same thing his aunt had been given: no mercy.

      Lorenzo set down his glass and folded his arms, cords of muscle tightening as he admired his land. His dark hair fell past his broad shoulders like a mane, and the moonlight accentuated the dark tattoo inked on his left arm.

      A few wolves sprinted on the grounds below, and he squinted, making sure they were members of his pack. Packmasters established territories, and those who broke the rules and trespassed were subject to punishment from the pack. Rogues wandered in now and again, but Lorenzo made sure his wolves marked the property regularly to keep outsiders away. Shifters were protective of their land, women, and children. Not so long ago, they hadn’t been afforded such luxuries. The immortals saw Shifters as nothing but laborers; men had been chained, women violated. So modern comforts and organized law didn’t put Lorenzo at ease. The social order could turn on a dime, even among their own kind.

      Wolves had worked hard over the years to secure land, and some of the other animals who hadn’t grew envious. A few years ago up in Oklahoma, a pack of twenty had been slaughtered and their territory claimed by a small family of panthers—a mated couple and their two grown sons. Without proof of what had occurred, the local Council assumed a personal dispute had led to war, so the panthers were permitted to keep their prize. Humans might consider it savage behavior, but they weren’t human. Their laws were stripped down to the basics.

      Every so often, one of Lorenzo’s men broke the rules, and Lorenzo’s job as a Packmaster was to oversee punishment. Sometimes that meant trading him off.

      Other times it meant death.

      A light knock sounded at the door, the kind that came from the delicate knuckles of a woman’s hand. “Enzo, do you want some company?”

      “Go away,” he said impassively.

      “If you change your mind…” It was Rebecca, an alpha female with intentions of becoming the Packmaster’s mate. He’d rather trade her off, but she had taken a dominant role in the house. Men who didn’t fit in with a pack were much easier to trade off than strong women were.

      The unmated women had their sights on Lorenzo. A position at his side would mean power, wealth, and security. But he didn’t trust a woman not to bed another man. It had taken him years to amass this fortune and empire, and he’d witnessed firsthand how a man’s love for a woman could destroy everything he’d built. Only a foolish man believed there could be one woman deserving of all his devotion. As far as Lorenzo was concerned, love was inconsequential.

      His vision blurred as his mind drifted back to a night like this, one year ago. Austin Cole, a neighboring Packmaster, had held a peace party at his house that went awry when one of his brothers drugged the snacks as a joke. That’s when Lorenzo had first laid eyes on a beautiful woman standing on a tree swing and speaking lyrically. She carried herself like an enchanted being from a distant time. Twinkle lights and ivy encircled the rope, and her long, mahogany braid loosened in the wind.

      She had bewitched him.

      Lorenzo had everything a Packmaster could desire: power, land, wealth, and a respected pack. Nothing was unattainable, and he acquired anything that intrigued him. Had Alexia not already been seduced by another alpha, Lorenzo would have brought her into his bed, but no woman was worth all that trouble. He hadn’t coveted her for long; envy was not a palatable trait and left a bitter taste in his mouth. The young beauty on the swing was one of Austin’s packmates; therefore, he tried to put her out of his mind.

      So why did seeing an acorn remind him of this woman? Or the harvest moon on an autumn’s night? Or a child’s swing? Earlier that year, he had run into her again at an outdoor festival. When a drunk had put his brute hands on her, it incited a riotous anger within Lorenzo. It should have irritated him that the woman had fought back with her words and not her fists. What good were words against a sharp arrow or a cutting blade? And yet this demure woman from his memories enchanted him.

      Perhaps the only fascination was her purity. Shifter women often protected their virginity until they began entering relationships in their early twenties. But once a flower is plucked from the garden, it withers.

      Lorenzo turned away from the window and headed toward the shower. The last thing he needed to set his mind on was a woman.
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      Another pale leaf floated to the ground and landed on my foot. I lifted it to my nose and drew in a deep breath. “It’s going to be cold this winter.”

      “How do you know, Miss Ivy?” Maizy asked. Lexi’s human sister was one of the most inquisitive seven-year-olds I’d ever met.

      “Because every living thing has a voice,” I said, pinching the stem between my fingers and twirling it. “Sometimes they whisper, so you need to pay close attention.”

      “Like that leaf?”

      I smiled warmly, handing it to her. “Shifters are more attuned to changes in the wild, and I’ve learned to trust my wolf’s instincts. But you don’t need to be a Shifter to learn such things. My mother taught me how to listen to the world. She said if you make too much noise, you’ll never hear it.”

      “Where’s your mom?”

      We held hands and walked up the grassy stretch of land in front of the Weston house. I often took little Maizy for walks so she could gather up magical rocks, which were sometimes nothing more than pebbles from the driveway. I enjoyed telling her stories passed down in my family—ancient fables that taught lessons to the young children and featured wolves.

      “She died, honey.”

      Worry filled her blue eyes and she rooted her feet in place. “Will my mommy die?”

      I smiled and knelt down, looking up at her. “Someday we all will end this life and begin a new one. It’s nothing to be afraid of, and nothing you need to worry about, little one. Your mommy will be here for a long time. She’s healthy and happy.” I touched the ends of her blond hair and smoothed them out.

      “But… wasn’t yours a Shifter? Why couldn’t she heal herself?”

      A knot formed in my stomach. How could I explain death to a child in a way that wouldn’t frighten her? I certainly couldn’t tell her the truth about what had happened to my mother—that she committed suicide.

      “We can’t heal forever. It was her time, and I miss her so much. But I can still hear her singing in the wind,” I said, rising to my feet. “Sometimes when the sun warms my skin, I feel her love. She’s a part of everything now, so she’s always with me.”

      “I like that,” Maizy said decidedly. “When I die, I want to be a cloud. That way I can see everything going on, and if someone’s bad, I’ll rain on their head.”

      I burst out laughing and she giggled, pleased with my reaction. “I think we better get you inside. It’s a little chilly today. Let’s see if Austin will build a fire.”

      Maizy loved it when we had a fire going because she’d never lived in a house with a fireplace before. It was too early in the season, so Austin hadn’t lit one yet. Last winter, Maizy had snuggled next to the fireplace on several occasions. Sometimes her mother was already in bed and Denver would drape a blanket over her and sleep on the sofa to keep watch. I sat with him one evening and he jumped whenever the wood snapped, afraid an ember might land on her clothes and set her on fire. I laughed and told him he was being overprotective, but Denver didn’t see it quite the same way.

      “Mr. Austin won’t make one because he always thinks it’s too hot.”

      “That’s because lava flows in his veins.”

      Her eyes widened. “Nuh-uh!”

      I restrained my urge to laugh. Maizy didn’t like people teasing her. “It’s an old saying in my family that an alpha has the resilience and fire of a volcano, and that’s why many seem impervious to the cold.”

      “What’s im…impervies?”

      “It just means they’re tougher than the rest of us. Like the rocks in your pocket are much stronger than… candy.”

      Maizy giggled. “You’re so silly.”

      Austin Cole was our Packmaster and a good mate to Lexi. Good fortune had placed me with the Weston pack. My father had wanted to trade me off for a long time, and fate sent Austin to ask him a favor. My father had seized the opportunity and sent me packing. Young women usually left their pack to mate. Those who didn’t find a mate simply switched packs when they were old enough; safety existed in numbers. It was problematic to remain in the same house with your parents and the men you grew up with. Men were also traded when they came of age in order to keep new blood in the pack. Each Packmaster would hand-select personalities that fit with their family. If I had entered Austin’s pack and wanted to leave, I could put in a request for another to take me in. The choice was mine.

      But I loved and respected the Weston pack. I couldn’t imagine feeling content anywhere else.

      “Well, if Mr. Austin doesn’t light a fire tonight, then he’ll certainly be lighting one before the week’s end.”

      “Yay!” She went bounding toward our enormous house in such a hurry that one of her hairclips came loose and fell in the grass.

      I followed behind at a slow gait, looking up at our historical home. Lynn, Lexi’s mom, had chosen a light color for the exterior and had the men paint the house earlier that year. A long porch wrapped around the front, and a small attic window on the third floor overlooked the property. Austin kept the small attic space locked since we didn’t have enough personal items or furniture to store up there. Tall grass covered the open land on the right, and a long driveway stretched from the private road up to the left side of the house by the cars. Denver had built a horseshoe pit next to the house that got a fair amount of use. Everything about this secluded life had charm, including the flower gardens Lynn had planted.

      When I reached the wooden porch, I sat down on one of the steps and admired a planter overflowing with colorful petunias. Our pack had made plans to eat lunch at a Breed restaurant in a few hours, something Austin arranged every so often. Lynn wouldn’t be able to make it because she had a project to work on for her interior-design class. Lexi had signed up for a course on decorating cupcakes to brush up on her baking skills since her new bakery wouldn’t be ready for several months. The work Lynn had put into this house was breathtaking—something many of us said she should get paid for. She didn’t like her old job, and suddenly this seemed like an opportunity to receive payment for something she loved doing, so Lexi had talked her into pursuing a new profession.

      The door swung open and Izzy appeared. Her coppery hair lit up in the sunlight and she took a seat on the step beside me.

      I placed my hand on her swollen belly. “How’s the baby this morning?”

      She tipped her head to the side and leaned back on her elbows. “I have a feeling this one’s going to be wild like Jericho. It kept me up all night.”

      I patted her stomach. “Be nice to your mother,” I said in a playful voice, scolding the baby.

      “Jericho’s going to fatten me up if he keeps buying me donuts.”

      “Is he still doing that?”

      Her eyes sparkled when she looked at me. “If he’s not walking in with a box in his hand, he’s making me breakfast. Not that I mind, but you’ve never had Jericho’s cooking, and I don’t have the heart to tell him he’s just awful at it. He just doesn’t know what to do with himself. Sometimes in the middle of the night, he shifts in his sleep and his wolf guards my belly. I love Jericho’s wolf, but he sheds all over the sheets and keeps me awake with his low howls. I guess it’s the man’s version of nesting or something.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t mention this or he’ll know I’ve been snooping, but I don’t think he’s smoking weed anymore. I haven’t seen any in our room or in the house, and he doesn’t smell like it when he comes home from a show.”

      I touched her shoulder. “Parenthood changes people.”

      “Hell’s bells, I think he’s more excited than I am. The Relic said it happened the first time we had sex, and I wasn’t even in heat!”

      Shifter women didn’t have the same biology as humans. Pregnancy occurred during our heat cycle, and only in rare cases did it happen outside of that. “It’s meant to be,” I said. “The little one couldn’t wait to be born and already knew who her parents would be.”

      She smiled and her green eyes settled on mine as she sat up. “A girl? I told the Relic I didn’t want to know. You know how every Shifter wants their firstborn to be male because they might be an alpha. It’s driving Jericho mad. What makes you think it’s a girl?”

      I shrugged. “Just a feeling. I suppose there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’m right.”

      Izzy snorted and rubbed her thumb across the scars on her left wrist. She sometimes did it without thinking. Whatever cruelty her ex-lover had inflicted upon her was something only Jericho knew about, and no one ever brought it up around him. Everyone has a story, but sometimes it doesn’t need telling.

      “We’re going to have a large family. Of that much I’m certain.” She winked, and we both turned our heads when Denver’s yellow truck rumbled up the driveway.

      It skidded to a stop behind Austin’s black Challenger, and the hinges on his door squeaked when he got out. Denver strolled up, still wearing his sleeveless work shirt with the logo for Howlers on the left pec. He was the only blond in the Cole family and seemed comfortable in those shoes, even though it made him stand out. He yawned audibly and stopped at the foot of the steps, gazing up at us.

      “You’re late,” Izzy said.

      He rubbed his eye sleepily. “Yeah, well, Frank was supposed to relieve me at five and he called in. I’m going to be conked out by the time we head out to lunch. By the way, Rosie wants you to come up and see her sometime. She says you ditched her and now she knows how you really feel.”

      Her expression fell. “She didn’t say it like that, did she?”

      Izzy had briefly worked as a waitress at Howlers, but after finding out she was pregnant, she resigned. Jake, her boss, offered to keep her position open if she changed her mind. But Izzy decided it was time for her to find a job that didn’t involve serving horny men burgers and beer. Lexi offered her a position once the new bakery opened, and that sounded like her scene. Instead of a candy shop, they planned to serve coffee and delectable pastries for those who wanted to dine in or take out. Izzy said it sounded like a swell place to hang out, and they might drum up a lot of business since they didn’t have any competition in the Breed community.

      Denver trudged up the steps and patted her on the head. “Why don’t you and the little bean go up there tonight and pay Rosie a visit?”

      “Stop calling it a little bean,” she said, swatting his hand.

      Denver chuckled and kicked off his sneakers before going inside.

      “What’s wrong?” Izzy asked.

      I glanced over my right shoulder at her. “What makes you think something is wrong?”

      A smile brightened her face. “Because I know you, Ivy. When something’s wrong, you do that rocking thing.”

      I stood up and shivered. “It’s my wolf. She’s restless.”

      “So let her out.”

      A gust of wind rattled the leaves, and I leaned against the banister. “I don’t like letting my wolf run on a full moon.”

      Her eyebrows arched. “That’s just superstition.” Izzy rose to her feet and placed her hand over the curve of her belly. “Nobody believes in that.”

      “There’s always an increase in violence during the full moon—even among humans. It alters people, and who are we to say that there aren’t mystical spirits at play? Science can’t explain the magic behind Shifters, Chitahs, Vampires, and the like. My wolf will just have to wait.”

      Izzy led us inside and we took off our light jackets. “Well, your wolf is going to be a pissy little thing if you don’t let her run. Mine has gone into hibernation during the pregnancy, so it’s kind of nice.”

      Women didn’t shift during pregnancy. They could in the first trimester, but since the fetus would remain in human form, it’s not something they did unless it was a medical emergency and the mother needed to shift to heal. The animal within the Shifter will become docile and allow the pregnancy to go to full term without demanding to shift. Wolves would do whatever was necessary to protect the new life within them.

      “I need everyone downstairs,” Austin bellowed from the living room. “Maizy, go up and change clothes. We’re going out to lunch soon, and you have dirt on your pants.”

      Maizy twisted her mouth and stomped up the stairs as the men ran down. He wasn’t her father, but he had taken on a fatherly role as Packmasters did with all children.

      Denver dragged himself back downstairs, his blond hair disheveled and his blue eyes half-closed. “This better be good,” he murmured, sitting down on the staircase.

      “I bet you hear that a lot,” Trevor said with a chuckle.

      Trevor was one of the younger pack members and had joined the house with April. He had charisma. I liked how he always dressed in button-up shirts and nice shoes, and also the way he stylishly combed his hair over his forehead. He played with Jericho’s band off and on, but had spent the last month looking for something else.

      Lexi ran a brush through her glossy brown hair, watching Austin from the bottom of the stairs.

      “Slight change of plans,” he began, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “I know we have a family thing planned, but I’ve invited a couple of local Packmasters. I have business to discuss with them, and it involves everyone in this pack.”

      “What’s this about?” April asked worriedly, grasping Reno’s arm as if he might know.

      Austin’s brows drew together. “We’ll discuss it at the restaurant. There’ll be too many questions if I give you the highlights right now, and I need to finish chopping some wood before I get my shower.”

      “Can I watch?” Lexi asked flirtatiously.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her with a heated gaze. “No, Ladybug, but you can help me shower when I’m done.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I just blow-dried my hair; that’s not happening.”

      He chuckled softly. “I want everyone to look presentable, so that’s why I called you in.”

      “Sorry. My Sunday dress is at the cleaners,” Denver grumbled, his face smashed between two posts on the banister.

      “You can borrow mine, sweetheart,” Wheeler said darkly. He strolled by the front door and anchored against it, a wicked smile hiding beneath a short beard.

      Denver stretched back on the stairs and leaned on his elbows. “I would, but you dress like a slut.”

      Austin cleared his throat. “Anyhow, just a heads-up. Next time when we do a family thing, I want everyone there. Just think of this as more of an outing with some business mixed in.”

      “Good, then I can stay home and sleep.” Denver yawned, his eyes closed.

      “You’re not off the hook,” Austin said gruffly. “The business thing shouldn’t take long, so I want everyone attending. That’s an order.”

      “Aye-aye, captain!” Ben said, clicking his heels together like an obedient soldier.

      A few of the men chuckled. Ben was a bit of a clown. He earned his money in poker tournaments, but wasn’t a serious guy. Not like his twin, Wheeler, who was always brooding. For two men who were identical, they couldn’t have looked and behaved more dissimilar.

      “We’re all heading out together, so do what you need to do and make sure you’re ready by eleven. Carry on.” Austin headed toward the back door, raking his fingers through his tangles of dark hair.

      April examined her nails. “I need to redo my polish if we’re dressing up. This doesn’t match my nice outfits.”

      Reno kissed the top of her head. “No one’s going to be looking at your fingernails, princess.”

      She wriggled out of his arms and he laughed as he tried to keep his grip on her.

      “All right,” I said, breaking it up. “Let the women get ready so we’re not late. Wheeler, make sure the windows are locked up, and you’ll be in charge of shutting up the house and setting the alarms. Reno, you’re in charge of organizing who’s riding together. Let’s not have any last-minute bickering.”

      The men smiled and looked amongst each other before going back to what they were doing before.

      Izzy clutched my arm as we headed toward the kitchen to clean up the leftover plates from breakfast. “You’ll make a great mom someday. You have a way of keeping this pack in line. They sure don’t listen to me.”

      The men didn’t see me as one of the guys. They were more inclined to obey a serious-minded woman, whether she was headstrong or quiet. I enjoyed spending time with the pack, but I limited my participation in the late-night parties. Therefore, even though Lexi was the alpha female of the house, they took me a little more seriously. I treated them as brothers and kept my distance so they didn’t get any mixed feelings about me.

      If only I had learned that trait long ago.
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      Ten minutes after twelve, the Weston pack arrived at the Breed restaurant. The Breed formed communities separate from humans. It wasn’t uncommon to run into a Mage or a Chitah, but Austin was more populous with Shifters than any other immortal. Our animals preferred rural areas where they could run, so we gravitated to the South or to mountainous regions.

      I was bubbling with excitement because this was my favorite place to eat. My old pack in Oklahoma had limited my social life and never allowed me to go out to restaurants. My reactions to simple things seemed to amuse the men in my pack.

      The restaurant seated by reservation only to keep humans out. In the Breed world, we’re given a unique alias to use in human establishments—most of us only carried identification with that name. The person taking the reservations simply ran a cross-check of the names to ensure only Breed ended up on the list. Humans just assumed they needed connections to get a table. Occasionally a popular place might open their doors once a year for humans to dine, just to appease some of the big shots and lower suspicions.

      The smell of sizzling steak wafted through the door when we entered the building, and I soaked in the magnificence of the ambience. The lights affixed to the stone walls cast a charming glow throughout the room. Our shoes tapped against the wood floors as we approached the waiting area in front of the bar. All the round tables had a mahogany finish with a unique pattern in the grain. Curved-back chairs surrounded the tables and several rooms branched off the main dining room for a more intimate dining experience. Austin hadn’t planned for the Packmasters to meet with us when he made the reservation, so those rooms were booked.

      The waiter led us to the back of the dining room, away from the kitchen and bathrooms. The men had a commanding walk when moving together as a pack, and several people looked up from their tables as we passed by. Everyone walked around a long table that stretched along the far wall. Austin saved three chairs next to his at the head of the table. Since Reno was second-in-command of the pack, he took a seat on the opposite end of the table, even though it would distance him from the conversation. The second-in-command supported the Packmaster, and the seating arrangement allowed him to keep the pack in line.

      I sat against the wall because I didn’t like my back to the crowd. Reno was on my right and April across from me.

      “But I want to sit by you,” Maizy said, giving Lexi an inconsolable look.

      Lexi led her by the hand to the chair beside April. “Maze, the adults have to talk about something, and then maybe later we can switch chairs. Okay?” Lexi returned to her seat on the same row I was on, between Austin and Wheeler.

      April opened her purse, found a pen and crumpled piece of paper, and drew intersecting lines for a game of tic-tac-toe with Maizy. The chair to my left remained vacant and Denver sat on the other side of it with his head on the table, half-asleep.

      “Where’s Trevor?” I asked April.

      She hunched her shoulders. “His wolf had to run. Austin asked him to stay behind and keep an eye on the property. I’m not sure what that’s about since we’re not exactly hiding the crown jewels.”

      The waiter promptly took our orders and delivered a round of drinks.

      “No, the tea is mine,” I said, signaling him with my hand.

      The young waiter looked at me with Vampire eyes as black as onyx. He took the tea from Jericho’s hand and walked around the table to set it by my plate. It wasn’t common to see Vampires in service positions, and Austin didn’t remove his eyes from him for a second. Vampires had impeccable hearing and often worked as spies or guards, but if Austin had anything secretive to discuss with the Packmasters joining us, they would have held their meeting at the house. Austin seemed apprehensive about the young man, so I assumed it had to do with bad memories from his days as a bounty hunter. To be honest, I had never met any Vampires to form an opinion on them.

      “That’ll be all,” Austin said.

      I sipped my raspberry tea and winked at Maizy. She wore a bright smile on her face that made her dimples irresistibly precious to look at.

      Reno folded a cloth napkin into the shape of a bunny’s head with long ears. When he finished, he propped it in front of her and said, “How ’bout that?”

      April reached out to touch it and tipped her glass over. Reno caught it before the ice spilled, and he wiped up the mess without saying a word. April smiled sheepishly and asked the waiter for another napkin.

      Reno smirked and leaned toward me to say privately, “She’s adorable as hell.”

      Izzy thumped the back of Denver’s head and he groggily looked up.

      “Is my steak ready?” he asked, looking around expectantly.

      Wheeler held up a slim breadstick like a weapon. “I got your steak right here, sweetheart.”

      Denver snorted. “Always knew I’d die from carbs.”

      Jericho pulled out two breadsticks and began tapping them on his plate like a drummer. Izzy, who sat directly across from him, tossed her purse on the table. “Well, I thought I could at least make it through dinner. It seems the bigger I get, the smaller my bladder gets.”

      “Does the little bean have to go potty?” Denver asked playfully.

      She rose to her feet and made her way around Austin. Jericho got up and walked her to the bathroom. It’s not as if she were in danger walking from the table to the bathroom in a busy restaurant, but male instinct kicked in during pregnancy. Women were more vulnerable because of the baby. Violence wasn’t permitted on the premises, but it still made some of the customers edgy to have a Mage or Vampire sitting so close.

      “So who are the big honchos joining us?” April shouted across the table.

      “Honcho?” Reno quietly asked her. His eyes danced with amusement.

      She shrugged. “What’s Shifter lingo for the big cheese?”

      “That would be Lorenzo Church,” a man said, approaching our table.

      My breath caught when Lorenzo breezed by. I knew of him from what Lexi had told me, and I’d also met him on a couple of occasions, although we hadn’t been formally introduced.

      Rich black hair fell past his shoulders, and he wore a tight black shirt with cargo pants of the same color. My eyes skated up to his necklace—a series of long white beads in multiple rows that fit against his neck like a choker. The bracelet he wore was similar, only a small feather hung from it.

      He pulled out the second chair on Austin’s left across from Wheeler, leaving an empty seat between them. Shifters sat by rank, even among the Packmasters. So whoever was late had more power than Lorenzo, and that seemed impossible to believe.

      Austin gave him a curt nod and Lorenzo returned the gesture. Only humans shook hands.

      “What’ll you have?” Austin asked.

      Lorenzo’s gaze traveled around the table, observing what everyone had ordered to drink. His eyes briefly paused on my glass before he looked at Austin. “Tea. It’s too early for a man’s drink.”

      Austin laughed richly. “It’s never too early to be a man.”

      “Yeah, but it can be too late,” Ben interrupted. “Right, Denver?”

      Denver sat back in his chair and scowled at Ben across from him. “You need to shut it before I shut it for you.”

      Lexi bit her lip, looking between the two longtime foes.

      “And how are things with your chosen life, Alexia?” Lorenzo asked, his voice edged with judgment. He sat stiffly in his chair with his hands in his lap, and women from nearby tables couldn’t strip their gazes from his back.

      She gripped Austin’s hand and kissed his knuckles. Austin looked tickled and leaned back in his chair, retracting his hand.

      Lexi gave Lorenzo a jaunty smile. “I’ve never been happier. How are things with you, cousin?”

      Irritation flashed in his eyes and he clenched his jaw, causing the sharp lines in his cheeks to look more pronounced. “I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      She laughed quietly. “I see you haven’t found yours.”

      Austin cleared his throat in a warning to Lexi. Despite their history, he needed to make sure his pack didn’t cross the line with the Packmasters. I understood the psychology since my father was also a Packmaster. If Lexi insulted Lorenzo, it would reflect badly on Austin. Packmasters would assume he didn’t have pack loyalty if they chose to behave childishly around another leader or speak to them in a condescending manner. Lexi had much to learn because of her upbringing with humans.

      The waiter approached Lorenzo with his tea, having heard his order from across the room. “Sir, would you like to see the menu?”

      Lorenzo gave Austin a crooked smile. “What did you order?”

      “The chicken-fried steak.”

      Lorenzo leaned back. “I heard only hillbillies eat that slop.” He turned his attention to the waiter standing between them. “I’ll have the largest sirloin you carry with a side of mushrooms. You might want to bring my friend a jar for his moonshine.” Lorenzo laughed haughtily. “I’m having second thoughts. Bring me your most expensive bottle of merlot.”

      The nerve! He was Austin’s guest and knew his tab would be taken care of. I sat in disbelief as he so flagrantly insulted my Packmaster. The others seemed less concerned and showed no reaction. Perhaps they were afraid of stepping out of line with Austin and making a bad situation even worse, but there are subtle ways to get your point across.

      “Excuse me, waiter.” I gracefully lifted my hand. “Could you change my order? I had the spicy noodles. Please switch that to a chicken-fried steak. It sounds delicious.”

      Lorenzo glared at me as the waiter hurried away. He folded his arms on the table and looked at me so hotly that I focused on the hem of my turquoise blouse. The group was oblivious to the chess match quietly in play, except for Austin, who gave me an imperceptible nod.

      When Izzy and Jericho returned, a few chairs noisily scooted in to make room for her. Jericho winked at her from across the table and she blushed, twirling the diamond ring on her finger.

      “My apologies,” a smooth voice said. “Punctuality is usually my strong suit.”

      Austin stood up and patted the man’s shoulder. “Everyone, this is Prince. Now that he’s here, we can begin.”

      “Hi!” Maizy sang, drawing out her vowel. She waved her hand as Prince took his seat.

      I’d never met this man before, although I’d heard his name in conversation. He had dark hair pulled back into a tight band, and his eyes were two different colors. From my end of the table, I couldn’t see what they were, but he was striking to look at. I guessed him to be one of the ancients—a nickname we sometimes gave to the older Shifters who had been around for hundreds of years. Some powerful Packmasters had a longer lifespan than the other Shifters. He nodded at everyone and winked at Maizy.

      “Let me see what you drew, Peanut.” Denver distracted Maizy by reaching across the table, curling his fingers and asking for her picture. “Well, these are the prettiest Xs and Os I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s tic-tac-toe, silly.” She gave him an exasperated “duh” expression.

      Austin’s voice lowered, but his tone became sharp so that everyone at the table heard him. “The reason I’ve invited our guests is that we’ve had some trouble on the property. Reno first reported a week ago that a wolf has been trespassing on our land.”

      Everyone looked amongst one another.

      Austin put his right arm on the table and turned toward Prince and Lorenzo, eyeballing Lorenzo directly. “Church, you’re the only neighbor I have a beef with, so I need to know if you’re sending someone to scout my territory.”

      A strand of hair fell in front of Lorenzo’s eyes, and I had a strange urge to brush it away. Maybe it was because he did not. “Tread carefully, Cole. An accusation disguised as a question will not earn you any respect.”

      “It’s a question so I can move on to the next half of this conversation. Care to answer?”

      Lorenzo took a long sip of his tea and set the glass on the wood table. All eyes were on him, and he gave Austin a satisfied look. “Is your new title of Packmaster too much for you to manage, Cole? Perhaps you’re in over your head.”

      Austin heaved a sigh. “Yes or no.”

      “I have better things to do than send my men to sniff out that shed you live in.”

      “Now you listen here,” Lexi snapped.

      Prince sat up tall in his chair, and he was a man of towering height. “Let’s keep this conversation amicable. I can put your mind at ease that none of my men are⁠—”

      “No,” Austin quickly interjected. “Your pack is not in question. I’ve asked you here for the second half of this conversation. Lorenzo is the only one I have a personal grudge with, and if he’s given his word in front of two Packmasters that he’s not responsible for this wolf, then he’ll be held accountable if his words are lies. At first we thought it was a rogue on the property and dismissed it. Our territorial lines are marked regularly, so no one should have crossed them. But twice more when doing a perimeter check, the same scent came up.” Austin moved his eyes around the table. “We have a wolf who’s not only crossing onto our property but marking it.”

      Wheeler rapped his knuckles on the table. “Fucking kidding me? Put me on guard tonight and I’ll catch the little bastard.”

      The Breed world had laws to some extent, but we had a savage history and were hanging on to civility by a thread. I’d heard stories about entire packs slaughtered for their land. And the Weston pack didn’t have the numbers to defend against a major attack. A fluttering sensation in my belly made me hug my arms.

      Austin scraped his bottom lip with his teeth. “Prince, you have the highest rank in the area, so I wanted to keep you in the loop in case this is something bigger. You might want to alert your pack and have them on guard. It could be a lone wolf, and it might damn well be someone who has his eye on our territory. If that’s the case, we’ll deal with it. But if it’s something bigger, like one of the northern packs sending down their scouts, then we could be looking at a war.”

      “That’s just an urban legend,” Ben said, setting his glass down. “We’ve been hearing about a land war for years. Some of the ancients like to run their mouths after a few beers to rile up some of the new blood. Then it’s forgotten.”

      Prince’s eyes looked as if he were memorizing every groove on the wooden table.

      “You knew about this?” I whispered to Reno. “I took Maizy for a walk this morning up the private road. Why didn’t anyone say anything?”

      He rubbed the skin below his bottom lip. “We weren’t sure until last night. Even still, it’s too soon to tell what’s going on. It’s probably just a rogue looking for a pack, or maybe a Shifter who’s gone mad.”

      I shook my head, horror filling me to the marrow. “Still. You should have warned us. I would have kept Maizy closer to the house.”

      While my wolf had never fought, I knew I could depend on her if she had to defend herself. But I couldn’t keep a human child safe. Most Shifters wouldn’t attack women and children, but they had no qualms about humans. Maizy and her mother added an extra element of danger to our family.

      Austin pushed his glass away and turned his attention to Prince. “Packmasters should put aside our personal differences for the greater good of our Breed. If you could spread the word among the other Packmasters—let them know that if the wolf belongs to any of them, we’re ready to take necessary measures to defend our land. If we catch him again, I’m authorizing my pack to take him out. Let your message be a warning, not a threat.”

      Prince remained impassive, his hands in his lap. “I understand your full meaning. I’ll send out a bulletin for all the packs in our area to increase their security and alert me if there’s any suspicious activity going on. Your warning will be subtle, but it will be conveyed in a manner that won’t put you in a bad light. You have my gratitude for inviting me here this evening. I appreciate your candor and only wish more Packmasters were communicative.” He glanced up at a painting on the wall depicting an Italian vineyard. “So much has changed in my lifetime, and we still have such a long way to go.”

      Austin patted the table with his hands. “Now that we have business out of the way, let’s eat.”

      “Amen,” Denver grumbled, sitting up in his chair but barely hanging on to consciousness by a thread.

      Prince gave a shadow of a smile. “I would be honored to feast with you. What did you order?”

      “Here we go again,” Reno murmured.
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      Shortly after the meal, my stomach muscles began to clench and churn. The chicken-fried steak had been a terrible idea, but the need to show support for my Packmaster outweighed my discomfort.

      Izzy had wandered over to Jericho’s side of the table and sat on his lap while he sang in a low voice, caressing her belly. Maizy wanted to sit beside Lexi, but Austin was engaged in conversations with Prince and Lorenzo, so Lexi thought she might become a distraction. That didn’t go over too well.

      “I want to go home,” Maizy grumbled.

      Denver was more awake now that he had steak in his belly. “And miss the chocolate pie?”

      “I’m not hungry,” Maizy murmured, her sullen eyes cast downward.

      Since no one could successfully switch her mood, we ignored her behavior.

      April sent another text message and then set her phone down. “Trevor’s going to be in wolf form the entire time?” she asked Reno.

      “That’s the deal,” he said, his sonorous voice carrying across the table. Reno usually wore long sleeves and this occasion was no different. Except this one was a nice blue button-up, which he undoubtedly chose because it was baggier and concealed his handgun better than a cotton shirt would. “If Lynn makes it home early, she’ll be alone. Trevor’s wolf is a better guard than he would be in human form.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she said. “He’s a pretty tough guy.”

      Reno touched his chin and a smile hovered on his lips. “Not so tough in the cereal aisle, as I recall.”

      April kicked him under the table and he chuckled.

      Ben kept looking at his watch and finally sprang to his feet. “Well, it’s been real. I’ve got somewhere I need to be, so I’ll catch you all on the flip side.”

      “Ben, we haven’t even had dessert,” Izzy complained, looking over her shoulder at him.

      Wheeler kept a dark expression on his face when he held up his hand and gave Ben the finger.

      “Love you too, bro.” Ben scooted his chair in and hurried off.

      Maybe Wheeler looked like he was in the wrong, but he was actually right. Ben shouldn’t have left during a family gathering, especially with two Packmasters present. He was always skipping out early and had somewhere else to be. I presumed it had to do with how he earned his money in card tournaments, and no one questioned how a man brought money into the house. Sometimes the twins could finish each other’s sentences, but animosity lurked beneath the surface.

      “Ivy, are you feeling okay? You look green.” April tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear, concern brimming in her eyes.

      A flush of heat swept over my body and I nodded. If I left early, someone would have to drive me, and that would look even worse than Ben trotting off. Shifters could heal injuries, but sometimes stomachaches just had to run their course. I normally preferred light foods or vegetables, so the heavy gravy and meat were sitting inside me like a brick. Waves of pain had me wringing my napkin in my lap.

      “I have to say, Cole, this was a good year,” Lorenzo said admiringly, holding the half-empty bottle of wine in front of his face. Austin and Prince had shared the bottle with him or else Lorenzo would have looked like a lush. The ropes of muscle on his arms tightened, and my goodness, they were sculpted and firm. Lorenzo was built like a man should be, and I hated my traitorous eyes for lingering on him longer than they should have.

      “Ooo, I want cheesecake!” Lexi said excitedly. “Let’s order every flavor they have and pass them around the table instead of doing individual slices.”

      Austin grinned and shook his head. “Whatever you want, Lexi.”

      Ladybug was his nickname for her, but I noticed he wasn’t using it in front of the Packmasters.

      I touched my hot cheek and suddenly felt light-headed. A short sip of cold water seemed to abate the miserable feeling coming over me. At least temporarily.

      Denver had his right elbow on the table with his chin tucked in the palm of his hand. His eyes were heavy-lidded, a man satisfied after a hearty meal.

      Maizy stood up from her chair.

      “Sweetie, where are you going?” April asked.

      “Home!”

      She stomped off and bumped into a man briskly walking by. He gripped her arm and leaned down to look at her.

      “Whose human is this?” His voice was layered with disgust, and Maizy shrank back with a look of fright on her face. “Humans aren’t allowed in here. Get the manager!”

      Heads slowly turned.

      Denver had risen from his chair, his knuckles white as they pressed against the table. His entire body was practically vibrating. “My advice is you better take your goddamn hands off her.”

      The man lifted her arm even higher, and by that point, Prince had risen from the table along with Austin. “If I let her go, she’ll scurry off like a cockroach and infest the place.”

      Without warning, Denver shifted into his wolf in a flash of magic. His wolf was grey and white, like a sled dog but much larger. He was halfway on the table and exploded into action, leaping through the open gap between Jericho and April.

      “Oh, shit. It’s on now,” Wheeler said, tossing his napkin on the table.

      Two glasses crashed to the floor and a ferocious snarl escaped as he lunged at the man. People in the restaurant merely turned around to watch, some laughing and whispering to one another.

      The man let go of Maizy and threw his hands out, gripping Denver’s throat before he locked onto his jugular.

      Fear gripped my spine, and I hoped this didn’t end with casualties. At the very least, we could be blacklisted and not allowed to return to the restaurant. But if the violence escalated and someone got hurt…

      “Denver!” Austin shouted. “Submit.”

      Wheeler stirred his finger in his glass, pushing the ice in circles. “Go out to eat with the family, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.”

      Denver’s wolf was one of the most violent wolves I’d ever known. While he would normally submit to Austin with reluctance, this was another matter entirely. He was Maizy’s watchdog and would fight to the death to protect her.

      Blood streaked the man’s arm as Denver latched on, tugging hard.

      “Goddammit, don’t make me shift in here!” the man said, punching Denver’s wolf in the face. “You don’t want to see what the fuck I am.”

      “A goat?” Wheeler suggested. “Waiter, I’ve changed my order!”

      A few chuckles rose from spectators. The manager approached, fire burning in his eyes at the calamity unfolding in his restaurant.

      “Denver…” Austin reached out.

      April’s breath caught and Reno stood up. Everyone knew this could end badly. Denver’s wolf had blood in his mouth and if he showed disobedience toward his Packmaster in front of others, Austin would be forced to take action.

      “Denny, let him go!” Maizy said, her little brow furrowing as she scolded him. She bravely went up and wrapped her arms around him, clutching his soft neck.

      Denver’s wolf began to calm, letting out a few stray growls before releasing his hold.

      The man angrily snatched a cloth napkin off someone’s table and held it to his bleeding arm. “You should learn to control your mutt,” he bit out.

      Austin took a step forward, and his voice became low and dangerous. “You had it coming when you put your finger on my packmate.”

      The manager apologized profusely to the offended man. “Sir, I’ll have a table reserved for you on your next visit. Everything on the house.”

      He shook his head and glared at Austin. “He’ll be picking up my tab. Be sure to give me his name so I can bill him for my suit.”

      “Forgive me. His party will be banned from coming back.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Austin growled. “If you have a problem with my wolf’s actions, then you take it out on him. Don’t even think about blacklisting my pack or my guests. I’ll take this to the higher authority.”

      Denver moved between Maizy and the man like a wall of fur and fangs, still protecting her. She held the scruff of his neck, staring at the manager. “That man tried to hurt me, and Denny didn’t do anything wrong.”

      The man with the bleeding arm flicked his stony eyes at the manager. “Since when do you let humans in here?”

      The manager wiped the sweat off his balding head and looked between everyone.

      Prince intervened. “I’m afraid the little one is right. Regardless of what Breed she is, a man should never put his hands on a woman, let alone a child. I think we can agree it escalated too far, but if that wolf is her watchdog, then he is entitled to protect the child if someone is threatening her safety. Little one, show him your arm.”

      There were a few faded red marks where the man had grabbed her. She let her arm slap against her side, still gripping Denver’s fur with her right hand.

      The manager looked at the bleeding man. “Sir, if this is true, then I’ll take care of your bill this evening but rescind my invitation for a free meal. If you wish to pursue this further, you can go through the Council. I don’t allow shifting in my restaurant, but I also don’t allow anyone here to feel threatened, including children.” He looked at Austin and sensed the power behind the three Packmasters. “Please take your wolf out, and I’ll bring you the bill. Perhaps it would be best if we all parted ways and cooled off. Don’t you agree?”

      Austin sighed dramatically. “Boys, let’s head out.”

      Everyone rose from the table and gathered their things. The man stormed toward the bathroom, and the manager focused his attention on other customers who looked ready to walk out.

      “Maizy, do you think you can get Denver outside and put him in the back of the truck?” Austin asked, eyeing the wolf skeptically.

      “C’mon, Denny.” Maizy walked proudly through that room, ignoring those who looked upon her with disdain because she was a human.

      Austin snapped his fingers. “Reno, I want you and April to give them a ride. Put Denver in the back of the truck, and I want you to sit with him.”

      I tossed Denver’s clothes at Reno. “See if you can get him to shift. He might get spooked and run away. Then you’ll be chasing him all over the city.”

      Reno snatched up the jeans from the table. “I’m going to make him shift in the back of the truck without his clothes and take the scenic route. How ’bout that?”

      “We’re short a car because of Ben,” April said, nibbling on her lip. “Wheeler, you’ll have to ride in the back with Reno. Ivy, you’re up front with me.”

      Jericho and Izzy left to ride in Austin’s car, so Lexi grabbed her purse and took off behind them. Austin lingered by Prince, speaking with him privately.

      I hadn’t moved from my spot at the table. “I think I might stay here a while.”

      A few heads turned.

      “What’s wrong?” April slung her purse over her shoulder and looked at Reno. “Go start up the truck, sweetie. I’ll be right there.”

      When April sat on my left, I turned to speak with her privately. “I’m not feeling well. The truck is so bumpy, and the food didn’t agree with me. I’m afraid I’ll get sick during the drive, so maybe I’ll just sit here until I feel better. Then I can call a cab, or maybe someone can come get me.”

      “We can’t just leave you here,” she said in disbelief.

      “Is there a problem?”

      We both looked up at Lorenzo, who stood on the opposite side of the table, his strong arms folded. Everyone else had gone.

      “She’s not feeling good.”

      I wanted to die from embarrassment. In her defense, April was human, and humans didn’t come with filters. She hadn’t learned all the nuances between packs, and I didn’t like appearing weak around a Packmaster. Especially Lorenzo, and I wasn’t sure why. The last time I’d met him, he almost beat a man. I’ve always believed violence should be a last resort, not a first.

      He laughed richly. “So the chicken-fried steak with a gravy boat didn’t settle well, I take it?”

      I lifted my chin proudly. “You shouldn’t laugh at someone’s pain.”

      His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I’ll drive her home,” he offered.

      “She can’t ride in a bumpy car,” April said.

      “I can promise my Ferrari Enzo is the smoothest ride in town. I’ll have her there before your truck of wolves ever makes it. I insist.”

      April settled her hazel eyes on me. She often lined them with smoky eyeliner in varying colors, although she had rubbed some of it off during dinner. “Do you want to go with him?” she whispered. “He’s a Packmaster, but⁠—”

      “Everyone’s waiting for you. Go ahead. I’ll be fine.”

      Packmasters knew the rules and were bound to the laws. If he did something to me without my consent or harmed me in any way, my pack would have full rights to go after him. They could also choose to take it to the Council and collect money or land as compensation. I didn’t know Lorenzo, but he would be a fool to do anything but what he promised.

      I lifted my eyes to his, determined to ignore how attractive the man was. “I accept your offer.”
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