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        “Loving you is what I do best.”

      

      

      

      After years of living abroad, Maizy returns home to the only family she’s ever known—a pack of wolves. When she confronts her childhood watchdog to see where they stand, his resentment leaves her uncertain about where she really belongs.

      Behind Denver’s charming smile is a tragic past—one that’s made his wolf savage and unpredictable. Only Maizy has been able to tame that darkness, and when they’re reunited after many years apart, he no longer sees a child he once protected. She’s captivating and intelligent—a woman with the world at her fingertips and two suitors offering more than he ever could.

      Torn between two worlds, Maizy must choose how her fairy tale ends. Tragedy, murder, passion, and imprisonment all collide with a heart-stopping twist.
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      “What are you doing, kiddo?” Denver asked.

      Melody’s head poked up from the front of the sofa, a mischievous smile accenting her expression. “Um, nothing?” she replied, her voice uncertain, arm wedged behind the seat.

      Denver planted his fists on his hips, pretending to give her a scathing look. But he knew what she was searching for: money. While the pack had plenty of funds, they also taught their children the value of earning their keep. Melody was fourteen with a crazy sense of style and an addiction to clothes, and that hobby depleted her funds fairly quickly. She used to spend hours sewing by hand until Izzy finally broke down and bought her a sewing machine. When she was little, she’d often mismatched her clothes. But as she aged, the pack began to notice her talent—an ability to make something ordinary stand out. A couple of her friends from the neighboring packs had even paid her to design their jackets and customize their sneakers.

      Melody pulled her arm free from the cushion and wiped crumbs off her wrist, the milky-green eyes she’d inherited from Jericho filled with guilt.

      Denver paced forward and flattened his hands on the armrest of the sofa. “If you’re going to look for spare change, you need to dig deep. Aus likes hanging his legs over the edge, which means his ass is tucked against the armrest, not the center cushions.”

      Everyone knew Austin always carried change in his pockets.

      A smile beamed across her face, and she threaded her hair away from her eyes. Melody’s razor-cut hair reached her shoulders to give her an edgy look, similar to the way April sometimes styled hers except Mel’s was all one length. Sometimes she borrowed Jericho’s hair dye and lightened a few strands of her brown hair as he did.

      “Learn from the master,” Denver said, pulling the cuff of his short sleeve over his shoulder and holding up his arm as if he were about to perform surgery. He reached deep into the crevice of the sofa—that realm where deep cleaning was nearly impossible—feeling all the grit and crumbly evidence that had accumulated during the past fifteen years of living in the Weston house. He snatched his hand back and put eighty-five cents in her palm—along with a dust bunny from hell. After a little more searching, he found a total of four dollars and fifty-two cents.

      “What about the other side?” she suggested.

      Denver performed the same maneuver, cramming his hands in godforsaken places that no hand was meant to go. He recovered some Skittles, a toothpick, a few candy wrappers, a broken crayon, and something butt-nasty that looked like an old piece of dried meat.

      “Sweet! Thanks, Uncle Denver.” Melody counted out the additional coins he’d found.

      “I don’t know how much you’re going to get with that.” He gave her a cursory glance before rooting his hand beneath the cushion.

      She shrugged, and her custom-painted sneakers squeaked on the wood floor. “I don’t need that much. It’s just for accessories, and I can usually find something el cheapo in the craft store.”

      After Melody flew out of the room, Denver straightened his back, fist tight around a small object. When he opened his fingers, he looked down at a tiny plastic princess in a pink dress. Melody had never liked dolls, and the twin boys sure didn’t. He turned the tiny toy between his fingers.

      Naya sauntered in, little black hairs clinging to her white shorts. She cuddled her new five-month-old kitten against her neck and lavished him with kisses. “Want to pet the baby?”

      Denver stepped back. “That thing ain’t normal. I thought after Sparkles died you weren’t going to get another cat.”

      “Her name was Misha,” Naya said with annoyance. “And a five-year grieving period is sufficient. A pet isn’t a novelty. They don’t have anyone else to look out for them.” She wiggled her nose from the black hairs that were stuck to her lipstick.

      Denver arched a brow and folded his arms. He didn’t feel one way or the other when it came to cats, but pets just weren’t the Shifter way. Still, couldn’t the woman have at least gotten a bulldog?

      She approached him and held the cat out so that his jackrabbit legs were wide open. “Give Spartacus a kiss.”

      Spartacus hung suspended in midair, staring at Denver. He was a scrawny little black cat with short hair, long legs, and a perpetually startled expression. His yellow eyes made him look like an alien, especially when his black pupils were dilated. It gave his eyes a hypnotic look that sucked you under their spell like Gollum’s ring. Spartacus also had a problem keeping his tongue in his mouth; it was always hanging out and off to one side.

      “I’m not kissing your pussy.”

      Naya rolled her eyes and kissed her kitty on the head. The poor cat looked like a mouse about to get eaten by a panther. “He’s special. Leave him alone. That’s why I gave him a butch name; he needed a boost to his ego.”

      “He gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Denver said, putting distance between them. “And if he sneaks into the shower with me one more time, I’m going to put him on the front porch in a box with an adoption sign.”

      “He’s a water baby,” she protested.

      Water baby, my ass, he thought. Anyone dumb enough to leave the bathroom door open would find an unwelcome animal climbing into the tub with them—one with sharp claws. Last week, they’d heard a loud thud upstairs when Lexi was in the bathroom. Austin sprang into action and later said that when he broke into the bathroom, he’d found her sprawled out on the floor. At first he thought she’d slipped, but then he found out she’d flung herself to safety. Austin recounted Spartacus paddling around in the bathtub with a patch of bubbles on his head, looking like a deranged otter.

      Naya had adopted him two weeks ago from the shelter, much to Wheeler’s dismay. That man abhorred cats, even though he’d mated one. She used to make him brush Misha, which was about as close as he got to the animal—even though that cat loved him for whatever godforsaken reason. After she died, Wheeler thought he was in the clear. It didn’t take long before Naya began pining for another one. She narrowed it down to a Persian and a short-haired black cat. Wheeler took one look at the Persian and fifteen years of cleaning up hairballs flashed before his eyes, so he lifted Spartacus from his cage and convinced Naya that ugly things need more love.

      Jericho walked leisurely down the staircase, the chain looped around his jeans clinking. He had on a pair of dark sunglasses—his hair unkempt, ripped jeans, an unbuttoned shirt over his white tank top, and keys in hand. “Come on, Mel,” he shouted impatiently, turning at the bottom of the stairs and looking up. He twirled a wolf ring on his finger and leaned on the banister. “Time ain’t on your side,” he sang in his smoky voice.

      Denver recognized the tune. “Shouldn’t that be is on your side?”

      He glanced over his right shoulder. “The Stones didn’t have a daughter when they wrote that song.”

      William Rush burst through the front door and paused before hanging up his keys. “Heading out?” he asked Jericho.

      Denver chortled. “I think he’s going dress shopping with the offspring.”

      Jericho twisted his lips in annoyance. “Mel wants to pick up some girly shit. If you’ve got a problem with me being a good dad, then speak your mind. You dig?”

      William’s curly hair ruffled when a strong breeze drifted in behind him. “Maybe I should go with you.”

      “I think I can handle it,” Jericho said.

      William was the third-in-command, and he didn’t make pointless offers. “Mustn’t underestimate how easily a young girl can slip out of your sight. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Jericho made a sound that wavered between a groan and a sigh.

      Two weeks ago, Izzy had taken the kids to the mall. She became distracted when the twin boys started peeking underneath a mannequin’s clothes, and by the time she finally got them to behave, Melody had vanished. Izzy searched the store but turned up nothing. When she called the pack, Reno and William showed up in less than ten minutes, then combed through every store in the mall from top to bottom. Reno found Melody in a small jewelry store, sitting on the floor and looking at stick-on designs. Melody argued that she was old enough to go out by herself, but Shifter packs were protective by nature and didn’t let their teenage girls wander off alone. Maybe it was her rebellious age or the influence of television and movies, but Melody was always pushing the limits. That was one reason the men in the pack were extremely watchful of her. Trevor had almost beaten up an eighteen-year-old boy when he caught the kid talking to Melody in the hallway of a movie theater.

      “Yeah, on second thought, not a bad idea,” Jericho grumbled. “Mel!”

      “Coming! Coming!” Melody tore down the stairs like a twister. “Hi, Uncle Will! Bye, Uncle Will!” When the door slammed behind her, the men burst out laughing.

      “Just like her mother,” Jericho said with an amused shake of his head.

      William lifted his keys. “I’ll drive.”

      “Something wrong with the truck?” Jericho gave him a critical stare as he twirled his keys in a circle.

      “Other than the fact you jump curbs when you park?” Denver asked. He patted Jericho on the shoulder and moved toward the stairs. “Go on, dickhead. I’ll keep an eye on the boys and give Izzy a break.” He snatched the cigarette from behind Jericho’s ear and licked it from one end to the other.

      “Hey, what the fuck? That was my last one.”

      “You shouldn’t smoke around her.”

      Jericho snorted. “She can’t get cancer, asshat.”

      “No, but do you want your baby girl smelling like a woman who hangs out at the bar?”

      Jericho’s cheeks mottled with scarlet and he slammed the door on his way out.

      Denver flicked the cigarette into a vase and jogged up the stairs. He could hear the boys slinging the balls around on his pool table in the game room. They were ten, or was it eleven? It was easy to lose track since they weren’t big on birthdays. As far as Denver was concerned, they were trouble years old.

      The only birthdays they’d ever made a big deal about were Maizy’s. She used to love birthdays—even insisted on sharing hers with Denver.

      He passed one of the closed doors in the hall and looked at it contemplatively. He gripped the knob, hesitating before going inside. Maizy’s bed was pushed against the wall to the left of the door, the window straight ahead. Pale lavender walls matched the bedspread that marked the time when Maizy’s love for all things pink had changed to purple. That was around the time she began shoving her toys under the bed and stuffing dolls in a cardboard box.

      Denver set the tiny princess on the nightstand. He reflected on the nights she’d curl up beneath the covers and beg for him to read Peter Pan. He usually went over the top acting out the scenes just to get a laugh. As he sat there in the quiet room, he could still hear her faint giggles, as if the past had left residual traces of her memory.

      After Maizy turned sixteen, her mother decided to send her to boarding school up north to further her education. It was also an opportunity for her to break away from the pack and spend time around humans. Lynn had temporarily moved up there to be close, but soon Maizy became more independent, so Lynn came back home. The pack went to see Maizy often, and she sometimes visited the house during her breaks. In later years, Denver always had something to do that kept him away from the house.

      When she expressed an interest in studying abroad, Austin paid for her education in England. They had the money, and Maizy wanted to see the world. Lexi took it hard at first, but that quickly transformed to excitement after taking several long trips to Europe to spend weeks at a time with her little sister. Sometimes the pack joined her in small groups, but someone had to stay behind to guard the property. Denver was always that someone. He felt like one of her old toys left behind in the box with no place in her new life. Maizy didn’t need a watchdog anymore.

      It had been four years since he’d last seen her—just a blink of an eye for a Shifter. Lexi scorned him for avoiding Maizy’s calls, but she didn’t understand. He’d never bonded with anyone as he had Maizy, and now that he was no longer her watchdog, that needed to end. Humans were fragile and grew old too quickly. Lynn had more grey hairs that she attempted to cover with blond dye, and April was already in her late thirties. Maizy was now around the same age as April had been when Denver first met her at Sweet Treats all those years ago.

      Soon she’d find a husband, get married, have kids, and visit every other Thanksgiving.

      It broke his goddamn heart.

      “Hey, did Jericho leave already?” Izzy asked from the open doorway.

      Denver cleared his throat and turned around. “Yeah. I’m keeping an eye on the boys if you want to get out of the house or go do something. Chick time. Feel free to get your bubble bath on.”

      “They should be fine.”

      He smirked and stopped in front of her. “Well then, let’s hope they don’t decide to finish the paint job they started on Austin’s tires.”

      Her brows reached for her hairline, and Izzy lightly shook her head. “Hell’s bells, I’m so glad Austin didn’t see that.”

      “Tires aren’t cheap, and you’re lucky he was out of town.”

      She snorted and moved into the hall, pulling back her wavy red hair and tying it with a band. “Thanks for that, by the way. They can be a handful sometimes. Having not one but two alpha boys at the same time is a lot to take on. They’re always daring each other and neither wants to back down.” Her voice fell to a whisper as they moved in front of the game room and peered inside at the twins, who both had russet-colored hair. “It’s a shame they won’t end up in the same pack, but in a way, it’s a good thing. They’ll have an automatic alliance with each other.”

      “They’re good kids.” And Denver meant it. Boys needed to get mischief out of their systems while still young so they’d learn right from wrong and wouldn’t grow up to become assholes.

      “Don’t you have a date tonight?”

      Denver grinned. “Sure do. Nadia.”

      “Interesting name. Is she a gymnast too?”

      “Damn, I hope so.” He hiked up his jeans and picked at a stain on his white shirt.

      Izzy leaned on the doorjamb, her voice lyrical. “Nothing hotter than a girl who can do a backbend.”

      “True that.”

      She folded her arms. “I was kidding. Where did you meet her?”

      “Naya set us up. Ain’t that a bag of nuts? Friend of a friend of a friend or something.”

      Izzy touched him on the shoulder and regarded him with serious eyes. “Well, Naya does have good connections. It’s probably better for you to date outside the pool of piranhas at Howlers anyhow. Everyone knows they’re not your type.”

      “Pffft. You don’t know my type.”

      “Hmm,” she murmured, heading toward the stairs. “Sometimes I think you don’t either.”

      “Women always think they know what a man wants,” he said in retaliation, realizing that’s exactly the kind of thing women loved to hear a man say out loud.

      Why get involved with someone he didn’t feel an immediate connection to? He always managed to find something that turned him off. Maybe it was an unrealistic checklist no woman could match, but they were either too brassy, too conceited, too slutty, too loud, too controlling, or too fake.

      Denver was an audacious flirt who enjoyed a good time. But most Shifter women were brutally selective and sought out the rough and dangerous men—like Austin. He’d been told he was too handsome for his own good and that no woman would ever feel protected with a man like him around. Maybe it was primal, but Shifter women looked for the big bad wolf. They believed the more dangerous the man, the more deadly his animal. Jericho had game because he was the rocker, Reno had game because he was the private investigator, but Denver was just a bartender with a sense of humor.

      The only person who had ever loved him completely and unconditionally was a little human girl, and even she had left him in the end. Being her watchdog was the only thing in this damn world that had made him feel needed and important.

      Maybe nice guys finish last after all.
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      There’s something indescribably comforting about coming home, as if a stretch of land and old buildings can somehow wrap you in their familiar embrace. That’s exactly how I felt when I stepped outside the airport and the Texas sun warmed my shoulders like a mother’s touch and said, “Welcome back.” The feeling only intensified the closer I got to home.

      “You from around here or just visiting?” the weathered-looking cab driver asked. He was an older man; in his fifties, if I had to guess. His taxi license said his name was Mike.

      “I grew up here.”

      “Ahh. Locally grown,” he said with a raspy chuckle. Mike tipped the tweed cap on his head and coughed a few times. “I’ve lived here for fifteen years.”

      “Where are you originally from?”

      “Detroit! Born and bred. Home of the best football team.”

      “What brought you all the way to Austin?” I wondered how a man could move far away from home so late in life.

      “Met a woman while on a cruise and we kept in touch. She lived here in Austin and said she’d never move because of her kids, so here I am.”

      I broke off a piece of frayed string hanging from the end of my jean shorts. “You don’t miss home?”

      “Sure I do,” he said in a boisterous voice. “But not enough to leave the love of my life. I was a single man without kids, and now I have a ready-made family. Home is where the heart is, right?”

      After that, Mike let the conversation die, leaving that last sentiment floating around in my head. I’d never felt more at home than with the Weston pack, and yet at the same time, I didn’t belong. Going out into the world had made me realize that even more. I loved the pack and they’d visited often, but my mom always reminded me that my life would soon take a different course. She was older and had made the choice to live with them, but I was young and would eventually want to marry and have children. So I took advantage of traveling and became independent, knowing how fortunate I was. How many people get an opportunity like that in their life?

      I hadn’t been home in more than three years, and even then I hadn’t been able to relax. Mom kept me on the go with shopping, and Lexi showed me around the two Sweet Treats locations so I could see all the changes since my last visit. Trevor played a few songs for me in the back of the store, and Austin took me out to dinner to ask about my studies, although eventually he grilled me on my dating situation. He wanted to ensure it was nonexistent. On my last night in town, we went to Howlers to watch Heat—Jericho’s band. Reno snuck me a beer even though I wasn’t twenty-one, but drinking was never a big deal to me so I politely sipped it before giving it to Wheeler. We had a good time and I even danced with someone I’d never met. The only thing that had been missing was Denver.

      As soon as the cab pulled up the long driveway and I caught sight of the large house at the end, my knees began bouncing up and down with excitement. I hadn’t told anyone I was coming, and they definitely had no idea I was planning to come home for good.

      “Thanks for the ride, Mike.”

      “You take it easy,” he said with a friendly nod.

      I grabbed my bag and hauled it out, dragging it behind me as I approached the house. Everything looked the same, but a little smaller somehow. The old horseshoe pit was still there, and it looked as though Austin had finally built a real garage in addition to the carport. Judging by the cars in the driveway, I could pretty much guess who was home. Mom had planted pink and white flowers around the base of the house, and the little flowers danced in the breeze.

      I heard a clacking sound and glanced over my right shoulder toward the old oak tree out front. A wooden swing knocked against the trunk from a strong gust of wind, and wooden wind chimes that Austin had carved many years ago swung from another tree closer to the driveway.

      I quietly ascended the steps in my sandals and surreptitiously snuck up to the front door. After I set my bag down, I touched the wooden sign next to the door, smiling and tracing my fingers over the letters: Weston. Memories of this place were etched in my mind and heart, and coming home seemed to breathe life into them—into me.

      I drew in a deep breath and rapped my knuckles on the door instead of using the doorbell. After a few seconds, I knocked again.

      “Can someone get that?” I heard Naya shout from a distance.

      The sound of feet sliding on the floor grew nearer, and I tucked my fingers in my pockets.

      When the door swung open, Denver filled the entranceway. My God, he looked exactly the same as I remembered. With humans, there were always subtle changes in age as time went by, but Shifters aged slowly, as if time had forgotten they were there.

      He leaned his left arm on the doorjamb and crossed his bare feet at the ankles. A soft gust of wind ruffled his dark blond hair, which was in need of a trim. His indigo eyes brightened as he swung them down to my legs and then back up. I’d never had Denver look at me like that before, and a flutter of butterflies whirled around in my stomach.

      “Hey there, honeypie.”

      “Denver?”

      “You’re early.” He waggled his brows. “I was just talking about you a minute ago. Naya said you were gorgeous, but that was an understatement.” His eyes skimmed down to my shorts and sandals. “Looks like you’re going for casual. I’m down with that. Let me go grab my wallet and we’ll head out.”

      After he turned around and jogged up the stairs, I stood there with a befuddled expression. What the heck just happened?

      I lifted my bag and hauled it through the open door. Home had a familiar smell—one I couldn’t describe. I took in a deep breath and smiled. When the door slammed behind me, Naya drifted into the room from the hallway up ahead.

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, chickypoo! What are you doing here?” Before I could blink, she jogged over and squealed as she gave me a hug. “I’ve missed you so much!” Then she held me at arm’s length. “Let me get a look at you. I can’t believe how much you’ve changed just since the last time I saw you. Hot tamale!” she said with a sexy growl. “You’re a woman!”

      I chuckled and looked down at myself. “You think? I guess I filled out since last July.”

      “Your hair…” She touched the long wavy locks.

      “The bangs weren’t really me, so I let them grow out. I think that’s why I look older.”

      I’d grown out my blond hair and preferred the tousled look, keeping it parted in the middle and past my shoulders. My good friend Nora called it bedhead sexy. I just called it easy to manage and avoided curling irons, straighteners, and sometimes even a hairbrush. It was a little bohemian, but I was a no-fuss kind of girl.

      My breath caught when I looked down.

      Naya bent over and scooped up a black cat, although he looked as though he was at the last stages of kittenhood. “This is Spartacus. He’s the newest member of the Weston pack.”

      “Uh…” He was a special one, all right. “What’s wrong with his tongue?”

      She kissed him on his ear and Spartacus stared at me with wide eyes but made no attempt to scamper off. It was unnerving, as if he were staring into my soul. His pupils swelled into black orbs, making his eyes look like two gold rings.

      “Isn’t he handsome?”

      “Naya, you always had a heart of gold. What does Wheeler say about it?”

      “Wheeler says whatever makes his woman happy is all that matters,” a voice boomed from behind. “Even if I have to put up with that little shithead.”

      Wheeler strode up and wrapped his tatted arms around me. “Missed you, sweetheart. Damn, you look⁠—”

      “Grown?” I answered with a bright laugh. “I know. It’s the hair.”

      “No,” he said, pinching his chin and looking me over. His eyes settled with irritation on my breasts and something dark flickered in his eyes. “You’re different. Have you been dating? I’m going to have a real problem if I hear about some⁠—”

      Naya pressed her palm on his chest. “The girl just walked in the door three seconds ago. Let’s not interrogate her over her love life.”

      Wheeler bent down and lifted my bag, his voice falling to a harsh whisper. “I better not hear about a love life.”

      Shifter women were brought up differently than humans, something I’d figured out while living on my own. Most Shifters—especially girls—didn’t begin dating until they went through their first change when they shifted into their animal, which usually occurred in late teens to early twenties. But I wasn’t a Shifter, and I suspected Wheeler was wondering if that meant I’d slept with men. Could he look at me and sense the absence of innocence?

      Denver tromped down the stairs and his brows slanted at a confused angle when Wheeler walked past him with my bag.

      Naya took my hand and held it, looking me over again. “Isn’t she all grown-up, Denver? Your little Maizy is⁠—”

      Denver’s wallet slipped from his hand and hit the floor, his eyes wide with surprise. My heart sped up a notch when I realized he hadn’t recognized me until just now. I wanted to dash into his arms, but the enigmatic look in his eyes gave me pause.

      Naya let go of my hand, petting the cat she cradled beneath her right arm. “My, isn’t this interesting? You didn’t even recognize her?”

      “I thought… You’re not Nadia,” he said, his voice faraway.

      “Who’s Nadia?” I asked.

      Naya’s brow arched and she gracefully set down Spartacus, who scrambled so fast toward the kitchen that he ran in place for about three seconds. “Nadia is a client of mine. I set them up on a blind date, and the only thing he knows about her is that she’s a blonde. She’s not coming by until later, Denver. I’ll go tell everyone the baby is here!” she said excitedly, taking off toward the kitchen.

      Silence fell like a heavy snow.

      “You’re… different,” was all he managed to say.

      “It’s been a long time. Can I have a hug?”

      Denver tilted his head as if to say he didn’t mind.

      Why is he so standoffish? I thought.

      I stood on my tiptoes and wrapped my arms around his strong shoulders, but he didn’t reciprocate. Deciding to break the ice, I lifted my feet off the ground. Either this would force him to hold me, or I was going to hang there like a complete idiot. I squealed a little when I thought I’d fall, but he stood up straight and encircled my waist with his arms.

      Wow. I wasn’t prepared for that feeling either—his body against mine. I slid down to the floor and enjoyed that he was still taller than me.

      “I missed you, Denny.”

      He cleared his throat and stepped back. “You don’t need to call me that. Just Denver.”

      “Why?”

      He huffed out a quiet laugh. “You’re not a kid anymore, that’s why. I’ll uh… I’ll go tell everyone upstairs you’re here.”

      Denver picked up his wallet and climbed the stairs. I hadn’t seen him in years and had imagined our reunion so many times in my head, but never had it gone like this. So cold. So distant. So unlike the Denny I loved.

      Two boys with russet-colored hair jogged down the stairs, each with a matching smile on his face. “Hi, Maizy!”

      “Oh my God! You’re kidding me!” I exclaimed. “You grew like little beanstalks! I just saw you last summer. What the heck happened?”

      They laughed, eating up the compliments about how big they were getting and how old they looked. I gave them each a hug, which they accepted with reluctance since preteen boys like to pretend they want nothing to do with hugging anyone of the female persuasion. I mussed their hair and then reached in my purse.

      I swear, I still couldn’t tell them apart.

      I held my closed palm in front of them. “This is for Hendrix.”

      The boy on the left eagerly reached out with his palm up, and I dropped a large chocolate coin in it.

      “Imported chocolate. I know how much you like it.”

      “Wow. Thanks!”

      When I pulled out the other gift, Lennon already had his hand out. “Gum, right?”

      “Not just any gum,” I said. “The kind with all that gooey liquid inside.”

      “Cool—my favorite! I love this stuff and Mom never buys it.”

      They appreciated the simpler things, which was nice since I didn’t have much money. I’d sold all my personal possessions to help pay for my plane ticket. While Austin had funded my schooling, I’d always been responsible for making my own spending money.

      “Where’s Melody?”

      “She went out shopping with Dad,” Hendrix said, already biting into his chocolate. He gave it a second glance and then wrapped up the rest. “I’m saving the other half for later.”

      “Mom!” Lennon yelled, looking at the top of the stairs. “Company!”

      I laughed and wandered through the room, feeling a pinch of nostalgia. A romance novel worn at the spine lay on a small table, a bookmark tucked inside. One of Jericho’s black guitar picks was on the floor by the leather chair.

      When Naya returned, Lexi and Austin were following her.

      Lexi’s eyes widened. “I thought you were kidding!” she gasped, gripping Naya’s arm. “Maizy? What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

      I shrugged and set my purse in the chair. “I missed home.”

      She ran across the room and pulled me into a tight hug. “How long are you staying?”

      “I don’t know,” I murmured in her hair. “How long do you want me?”

      I felt her body sag and then her arms squeezed harder. Austin came up behind her and cupped my cheek.

      “Missed you,” he said. “Your room’s been waiting for you.”

      Lexi wouldn’t let go.

      “You smell like outside,” I said, wrinkling my nose.

      She laughed and stepped back. “Sorry. I was helping Austin dig up Mom’s flower bed in the back. A bunch of blue jays ate up her tomatoes a couple of years ago and she threw in the towel on a vegetable garden. We’re going to try it again, and Austin’s going to put up some kind of a mesh fence around it.” Lexi touched the wily hairs around the nape of her neck that had curled from the sweat. “Where’s your stuff?”

      “Wheeler already took up my bag. I didn’t have much to bring.”

      I’d never been a girl who accumulated things. I’m not sure why, but when I left England, I decided to stuff the things I really loved into a bag and give away the rest. Turns out the only things I kept were a few old letters, some clothes, and photographs. I had no idea what my plans were, but this was where I needed to be.
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      The entire day felt like a carousel reunion. Jericho and William returned that afternoon with Melody, who was over the moon to see me. When my mom got the call from Lexi, she took the entire day off. In fact, I was willing to bet she’d canceled all her appointments with her clients for the full week. April and Trevor weren’t due home from work until later, Reno was doing PI work, and Izzy left at three to cover the last shift at the bakery.

      It was just like old times with everyone coming and going. It was as if life had gone on without me, and I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      A knock sounded at my bedroom door and I peered down the length of my body. “Come in,” I said, a bit groggy.

      The hinges squeaked as the door opened. “We need to fix that,” Lexi murmured. She closed the door behind her and sat next to me on the edge of the bed. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Jet lag.”

      She nodded. “Sleep all day if you want. Not to pressure you or anything, but dinner is in two hours, and we’d love for you to join us. But if you’re too tired to socialize, we’ll understand. I’ll bring you up a tray.”

      “I’ll come down.”

      “Feel free to get your bunny-slipper fix on; you know how we embrace casual wear.” Lexi patted my hip and then stared at the table beside my bed. She lifted a small toy and turned it between her fingers. “I don’t remember seeing this in here before. Is this yours?”

      I glanced at the tiny princess. “I thought I’d lost it a long time ago.”

      She set it back on the table in a pool of warm tangerine sunlight that was filtering through the window. “Are you here to stay, or are you just passing through? I know you must have a lot of friends up north from high school.”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” I said quietly. “My life is a little up in the air at the moment. I just wanted to come home and…”

      “And what?”

      “See if I still belonged, I guess.”

      Lexi brushed my hair away from my shoulder. “You’ll always belong with family. Have you thought about what we discussed on my last trip? I mean… have you given it any thought?”

      During Lexi’s visit last summer, she’d taken me out for a sisters’ day. We had lunch at a trendy café, strolled through a park, and then she sat me down to reveal a secret that shook me to my core.

      Lexi revealed that the birthmark on my shoulder blade wasn’t just a random mark; Austin had seen one exactly like it before. The pattern was the unique shape of a spade, like on a playing card. Austin told Lexi he’d met a woman with the same exact mark who’d once been a human and then became a Chitah.

      By choice.

      Chitahs were born into their Breed, couldn’t have children with humans, and certainly couldn’t turn a human into one of them. Her story seemed impossible to believe until he saw the same identical mark on me. According to the old woman, I was a Potential. Born human and would die human, but something in my genetic makeup could alter my DNA if I had sex with someone who was Breed. Supposedly I’d absorb whatever magic it was that made them a Vampire, Mage, or what have you, and I’d become that. Forever. No takebacks. Very few Breeds could turn a human into one of them, but most could not. Somehow this little spade was a trump card and would allow me to play genetic roulette.

      Lexi wanted to tell me sooner—afraid I’d accidentally sleep with someone who was Breed—but Austin had assured her he’d scouted the area and discovered I wasn’t living anywhere near Breed and that it wouldn’t pose a threat. He’d gone out of his way to locate the Breed district, and that made Lexi realize she couldn’t put off telling me any longer.

      I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to become Breed or not, but I could see she was uncertain. Even now as she looked at me, her eyes were filled with caution. The family didn’t know, and Austin said he’d never heard of a Potential before meeting the old woman.

      “Well?” she asked, nudging my hip.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      She groaned a little. “I don’t know, dammit. Something. You didn’t say anything about it when I told you, so I gave you time to think about it. You know I’d never lie to you, Maze. Not something like this. You had the right to know why we made you hide that mark all your life. I just didn’t think you were ready to handle that kind of news when you were a teenager—especially when we weren’t around. I was afraid you’d make an impulsive choice without thinking it through. But you still need to keep it hidden. You’re older, and it’s too risky to have someone recognize it. It’s a dark world we live in, and I worry about my little sis. I haven’t decided how I feel about it, but what about you?”

      I pushed myself up and sat Indian style. “I guess I’m confused about how I’m supposed to react. Is it a lottery ticket or a curse? I’ve given it a lot of thought, but without any hard facts on what it means to be a Potential, I’m not sure how I feel. Does it always work? Are there certain Breeds it won’t work on? Will it last forever? Can I have kids? Has anyone ever died during the transition? Not only that, but I won’t sleep with a man just to become an immortal.”

      A half smile curved up her face. “Wait a sec; hit rewind. What have you been keeping from me?”

      “I’m in my twenties, Lexi. I’m not a nun. I just so happen to like privacy when it comes to my love life. Please don’t tell Mom I’ve misplaced my virginity,” I said with a smile.

      Lexi snorted. “I’ll make a note not to bring it up when she serves the cheesecake. Austin might organize a search party to see if they can find it.”

      I knitted my brows and looked down at my palms. “There’s just not enough information to go on. Part of me wants to believe it’s not possible, but I was raised by wolves, so I have no room in my life for denial.”

      Her face paled. “That’s what scares me. Austin said he doesn’t know anything except what that old woman was babbling on about. But…”

      “What?”

      Lexi tucked her brown hair behind her ears. “There’s one other person who seems to know what you are. He recognized the mark when he accidentally saw it.”

      “Who?”

      We simultaneously turned our heads toward the door when a set of toenails clicked across the wood floor in the hall. Something scratched on the door and then we heard a low groan.

      Lexi got up and slowly opened the door. A black nose poked through and she suddenly stepped back.

      A grey-and-white wolf entered the room, his nose up in the air sniffing heavily. When he approached Lexi, she held out her palm. Then he turned his head toward me.

      In a flash, Denver’s wolf launched onto the bed—tail wagging, groaning and whining, his tongue cleaning my neck and face.

      “Wow, calm down. Whoa!”

      I fell onto my back and the greeting became intense. Denver’s wolf was vicious, the kind that made your stomach twist into nervous knots when he looked at you. But despite his bad reputation, I adored him. He suddenly stilled, and as soon as I kissed his nose, he barked three times and began licking me again.

      Naya appeared in the doorway. “Sorry. Denver must have gone out for a run before his date and his wolf smelled you. He kept scratching on the front door to get in and I thought something was wrong. When I opened the door, he tore through the house and up the stairs.”

      “It’s okay,” Lexi said.

      My fingers slipped through his silky fur and I hugged his neck. I hadn’t seen his wolf in more years than I’d last seen Denver. At least someone was glad to see me.

      “I missed you too,” I said. “Your breath still stinks. Phew!”

      After a few chuckles, I sat up and tried to calm him down. The second Wheeler peered in, Denver’s wolf positioned his body in front of mine, and a dangerous growl rolled in the back of his throat.

      “Be chill,” Wheeler said. “Just seeing what the commotion was all about. No need to get your tail in a wag.”

      “Same old Denver,” I said, tugging his ears.
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      I’d spent hours sleeping in my room with Denver’s wolf curled up beside me. Denver the man didn’t know what was going on because his consciousness was submerged, but I had a special bond with his wolf. The pack never let him in the house, and they kept the children away to be on the safe side. I knew Denver would never hurt a child, let alone his pack, but Austin’s decisions always centered on the safety of his family, no matter how tough or unfair his choices might have seemed. I respected him for that.

      While covered in wolf hair, I didn’t smell like a dog. Shifters didn’t have the pungent smell of a regular dog or wild animal. In fact, they carried the same smell as in human form—subtle and yet unique to each person.

      When I walked into the kitchen, I lingered by the doorway so I could take a mental picture of what I’d missed the most. The sun had gone down, but the room carried a warm glow from the lights near the stove, most especially all the little white lights that outlined the windows behind the table like something you’d see in a bistro.

      I looked wistfully at the kids’ table on my right where the two boys were engrossed in a couple of comic books. A long wooden table stretched across the kitchen in front of a row of windows to the backyard. Austin always sat at the far end with Lexi on his immediate left. Then Jericho, Izzy, Naya, Wheeler, and William. There were plenty of open places to sit since it was a large table to accommodate a growing pack. To Austin’s right were Mom, Melody, Trevor, April, Reno, and usually Denver. Sometimes everyone would shift around depending on who was there for mealtime, but most of the time the pack stayed in their usual places.

      “Denver went out for a run,” I said.

      William patted his hand in the empty spot across from him. “Mustn’t linger by the door or the food will get eaten.”

      “You should sit at the other end so we can see you,” Lexi suggested.

      I stepped over the bench and smirked. “And have my back to the boys, who will probably toss peas in my hair? No thanks.”

      They snickered mischievously and went back to reading.

      “So you’re here for good?” Jericho asked, threading his long hair back.

      “I loved living abroad, but I missed it here. We had a lot of the same fast-food places, but it’s just not the same. I never really fit in with the culture there. It wasn’t just the States I missed—it was Austin, Texas.”

      Reno lined up his fork and knife and flicked his eyes up to mine. “You need to find a job.”

      A few chuckles rose around the table.

      Austin tore a piece of bread in half. “Slow down, Reno. She just got into town.”

      Reno tapped his finger against the rim of his green plate. “Don’t matter. We all went off and did our own thing before coming back home, but you can’t sit around. A person needs to earn their keep, and that’s the deal. What skills did you learn in that school of yours?”

      While I loved furthering my education, I didn’t know what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I’d taken all the right courses for a career in writing, journalism, or even working for a publisher. The only thing I really loved doing was writing stories, but it didn’t seem as though there was a big market for fairy tales.

      “I was thinking one of Naya’s old jobs as an exotic dancer might be open.”

      Wheeler choked on his food, which began a fit of coughing.

      “Maizy, that’s not funny,” my mom said, giving me a scolding look. “There’s no rush. Maybe after a nice vacation you can come work for me.”

      Work for my mother? I loved the woman, but she got impatient when people didn’t obey her. “Maybe I’ll just take the summer off if that’s okay and then figure it out. If you guys don’t want me in the house because I don’t have a job⁠—”

      “Bullshit,” Trevor said tersely. “Everyone needs to quit riding the girl. She’s been gone for years. One day back in this house and you’re already scaring her off. Give her a break.”

      My plate made it back to me after being passed around the table and everyone adding a little something to it.

      “How do the English boys compare to Americans?” Izzy blurted out.

      A few of the men glared at her and laughter erupted from Lexi, who then went into her Beaker laugh.

      “Um, I haven’t really dated any American boys to compare, but if you want to set me up⁠—”

      “Hell no,” Reno cut in.

      “Nonsense!” Naya said. “I have all the connections and I’ve started a dating service on the side.”

      That came as a surprise. “Seriously?”

      She nodded and twirled her finger around a curl of her dark hair. “Absolutely. I have all these clients, many of whom are single, and I have a good sense of matching personalities. Why not? I’ve already had three who went on to mate.”

      “Out of how many?” Austin asked in a skeptical tone.

      She waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all in good fun, and it’s not like the Breed have dating services out there. Blind dates have a certain appeal. You never know what you might get.”

      “Now that scares me,” Denver said from the doorway.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I glanced over my shoulder. He was leaning against the wall wearing a tight-fitting royal-blue shirt and a pair of jeans.

      “Really? That’s what you’re going to wear tonight to make an impression?” April admonished him with a single glance. “At least put on a button-up over it and look like you’re trying.”

      He folded his arms. “That’s false advertising.”

      “So is makeup,” she said, “but you don’t seem to have any arguments about that.”

      Denver twisted his mouth. “Actually I prefer au natural, but whatever. Plus this sorta matches my eyes. Chicks dig the whole matching thing.”

      He pushed away from the wall and stepped over the bench to my left. Suddenly it felt awkward sitting beside him. I wasn’t a little girl anymore, and Denver wasn’t my watchdog. My heart thundered in my chest, making it hard to breathe.

      When his arm accidentally brushed against mine as he reached for the rolls, butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I took a discreet breath and glanced over at him. When had Denver stopped being my best friend and become just a really hot guy?

      “I’ve missed those dimples,” William said. “Adorable trait on a woman. Wouldn’t you agree, Denver?”

      Denver silently pointed his fork at him, and William continued smiling while he sipped his soda.

      “Let Auntie Naya take care of everything,” Naya continued, scrolling through her phone. “I have some nice boys in mind.”

      Lynn set down her knife. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      Without looking up, Naya answered. “Don’t worry, mama. Humans only. I have all kinds of contacts.”

      Hendrix and Lennon shrieked with laughter and we turned to see what was going on.

      “Why is he wet?” April asked in a tone that implied she was afraid to know the answer.

      Spartacus walked into the room, periodically stopping to shake his hind legs and spraying water all over the floor.

      Austin sighed and leaned back, tossing his fork onto his plate. “All right. Who left the toilet seat open?”

      I grimaced. “Sorry. I think that was me.”

      Naya quickly got up and opened a drawer.

      “Not one of my good dish towels!” Mom said in horror.

      When Spartacus disappeared under the table, three of the men shot up from their seats.

      “That thing better not rub on me,” Denver said. “I just put on my good jeans.”

      When the doorbell rang, Naya straightened her back like an arrow. “That must be Nadia! I’ll get it.”

      “Don’t bother,” Denver said, rushing behind her. “We’ll just skip introductions and head out. I don’t need the pack grilling…” Denver’s voice trailed off when they left the room.

      Reno pulled the long bench away from the table so he could crawl under it. He emerged with his arms extended and the drippy feline at the end. The cat made a raspy meow and then stuck his tongue out.

      “Holy smokes,” April said. “Don’t you dare come back in here, Reno.”

      “Don’t worry, princess. As soon as I put him in the dryer, I’m going to take a bath in bleach.”

      A few chuckles sounded and Lexi went to get some paper towels. “Welcome back, Maizy. Just another glamorous day in the life of the Weston pack.” She got on her knees and began wiping up the water spots.

      William hadn’t moved from his seat and continued cutting his steak into tiny pieces. When he finished, he patted the palm of his hand against a bottle and put a few dollops of steak sauce on the edge of his plate. As he did that, he was looking up at me from beneath those wolfish brows, grinning. William had an unusual way of dressing—as if he’d bought clothes from two centuries ago at a thrift store. His shirt was baggy with strings that tied loosely across the chest. “I thought you’d be coming home from England with a ring on your finger.”

      I smiled playfully and softened my voice. “None of them were good enough for me.”

      His brows rose. “Indeed.”

      “What about you? Anyone special?”

      He took a bite of steak and smiled with his eyes. “Say, if you want to go out on the town this evening, I have the night free.”

      William had gotten a job years ago as a consultant. He had such an amicable personality and a talent for resolving conflict that Packmasters began hiring him to give advice on interpack relationships where they were struggling. Sometimes disputes could be resolved easily by adjusting rank or changing responsibilities, while other times a packmate would have to leave. After a while, Packmasters wanted advice on how to deal with conflicting personalities within the house, or a difficult second-in-command.

      “That sounds like fun, Will. Maybe we can get a group of us to go out.”

      “Where would you like to go?” he asked.

      Only one place felt like home. “Howlers.”
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      The minute we walked into Howlers, Rosie dropped a tray and ran across the bar to give me a hug. “Oh, honey, I haven’t seen you in ages!”

      Rosie had been waiting tables at Howlers for years and was like an extended part of the family.

      I laughed and stepped back before she squeezed the life out of me. “I’m just glad there was nothing on your tray.”

      She jutted her curvy hip to the side and looked me up and down. I was becoming self-conscious about all the appraisals I’d been receiving.

      “Ay Dios mio! Look how you’ve grown!” She touched my wavy hair. “You should let me curl this.”

      “You think?”

      Izzy lightly slapped her hand. “No makeovers, Rosie. She’s beautiful just the way she is.”

      Something I’d heard all my life living with the Weston pack. Even though I had a slightly crooked tooth on one side, even when I went through a growth spurt at age twelve and didn’t quite fill out like all the other girls, and even at fourteen when I got acne and didn’t want to leave my room. No matter what, I was always perfect in their eyes.

      “What’ll you have?” Rosie asked. “Lemonade?”

      “See if the bartender knows what a Moscow mule is.”

      She giggled and pursed her red lips. “I’ll tell Frank. What if he doesn’t know?”

      I shrugged since I wasn’t serious, but I knew how Rosie liked to challenge Frank’s knowledge of mixed drinks. “Just a beer is fine. I suppose I need a grown-up drink for my first night back in town.”

      Mom and Trevor had offered to stay home and keep an eye on the kids, which was kind of nice. I loved hanging out with my mom, but not so much in a bar. Aside from that, it wasn’t her scene.

      I turned around and watched Reno holding April in his arms—her feet dangling off the ground. He planted a kiss on her mouth and smiled with closed lips. She reached up and touched the crinkles around his eyes, kissing him back before he set her down.

      April was more reserved than the other girls, a little shy around men, but always friendly and smiling. It seemed as if Reno loved her even more than I remembered growing up. Was that possible?

      I sidled up to the barstool and took a seat.

      “Game of darts. Who’s up?” Jericho called out, swaggering toward the game room.

      Izzy raised her hand. “Ooo, me! I promise I’ll go easy on you this time.” She waggled her eyebrows before zipping ahead of him and looking over her shoulder.

      Jericho pinched her behind. “Bring it on, Sexybelle.”

      “A Moscow mule, huh?” Frank flashed me a look of irritation. The light caught the silver strips of hair on either side of his head, making him seem older than he actually was.

      I pulled a bowl of peanuts in front of me and offered him an apologetic glance. “Beer is fine.”

      He wagged his finger at me. “I’m going to look that up when I go home. Next time you come in, order it.”

      I looked over my shoulder toward the back of the room, behind all the tables. Wheeler was racking up the balls at the pool table while Austin, Lexi, and Naya chalked their sticks. They were playing in teams, though I couldn’t tell if it was couples or men against women. A few men standing nearby caught sight of Austin’s tattoos and backed up a step. In the surrounding territories, those who didn’t know Packmasters by their faces knew them by their markings.

      William stole the seat to my left and pulled the bowl of peanuts toward him. “It’s a good thing you traveled young. I’m sure it was difficult to be away, but it becomes harder to do the older you get.”

      “Why is that?”

      He licked the salt from his fingers. “Older things tend to grow roots.”

      “Mom planted the idea in my head pretty young. It wasn’t easy to leave as a teen, but I guess at the time it seemed like a big adventure and a whole lot of freedom. I’m fortunate; I can’t thank her and the pack enough for paying for my education.”

      William ate another handful of peanuts. “Life is an education, perhaps the most important one you’ll ever receive. Just look at my situation with how I came into this pack.”

      “I was young when that happened with Ivy.”

      “Indeed. But it worked out for the best. Caleb moved to second-in-command, and I found a pack much like the one I grew up in. Like you, I traveled young. Common for young wolves after going through their first change. It’s important for us to get out and experience life, because those experiences are going to come into play when we finally return home.”

      “How so?”

      William ate another peanut and then pushed the bowl away. “Austin was once a bounty hunter, and that groomed him for a leadership position. He learned patience, authority, independence, but also how not to lead a pack based on the lowlifes he caught. Same with Reno.”

      I laughed and sipped the beer Frank had set down. “And Jericho with his music career?”

      “I think it taught him who he didn’t want to be, what’s important in life, and who matters. We glean a little from our experiences—especially the blunders.”

      “A valid argument, but I don’t think it applies to me. I didn’t have anything exciting happen while I was away.”

      He turned to face the room, his elbows on the bar. “Maybe that was your lesson.”

      Yeah, I learned how alone I felt in the world no matter where I was, but I didn’t tell William that. He probably already knew. Just sitting there in the bar, smelling different colognes and perfumes mingling, hearing an old Aerosmith song, and listening to the laughter of people I’d known all my life filled me with so many conflicting feelings. I didn’t have a father, and the only reason the pack had taken us in was because of Lexi. I’d never met my older brother, Wes, who died before I was born. I knew my pack had a sense of love and obligation to me, but my mom was right. What kind of life could I have living with them? I was a girl with one foot in the human world and the other in the Breed world, and neither one wanted me. What would happen if I met a nice human guy and brought him home to meet the Cole brothers? It was unavoidable that no matter whom I chose, I’d have to tell him my sister was a wolf. Grounds for divorce?

      William snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You moved back home and you’re still a million miles away.”

      I clutched his shoulder and rested my head on it. “I’m sorry. It’s just overwhelming to be back home.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “If you need anyone to talk to…”

      “Thanks.”

      I could never confide in William. I loved him to bits and he gave sound advice, but we’d never been close like that. Not many girls want to confide their deepest and darkest secrets to their brother, and that’s what he was to me.

      “Oh shit,” William murmured so low I barely heard him.

      When I turned around, Denver was strutting in our direction with a gorgeous woman on his arm. Gorgeous was an understatement. She had stunning blond hair that put mine to shame—silky and floating on air. She smiled wide with her perfect teeth, and then my gaze traveled down to her black dress, which was nothing more than an outline of her body. It hugged every scandalous curve and showed off her long legs, which glowed as if they’d been rubbed with the most exotic oils known to mankind. She looked like one of my princess dolls come to life, her onyx teardrop necklace drawing attention to her perfectly shaped breasts.

      Heads turned.

      William jumped between us and I couldn’t see Denver anymore.

      “Hey, Will. This is Nadia, my date. Nadia, this is William, my packmate.”

      “How do you do,” she said in an elegant voice, accented in Russian.

      Urgh! I just wanted to hurl peanuts at her. Even the perfume that wafted off her was sophisticated and refined.

      “A pleasure,” William said politely as he bowed.

      He not only bowed lower than normal but also stayed down longer than necessary for a greeting. When I glanced up, Denver was looking at me with the same startled expression as Spartacus, so I thumped William on the behind with a flick of my finger.

      William sat back down. “Denver, I’ll let you finish introductions.” When he turned to drink his beer, I wanted to curl up and die.

      Denver took a step closer to Nadia and curved his arm around her narrow waist. “Nadia, this is Maizy, my uh…”

      “I believe… packmate is the word you’re searching for,” William offered.

      Denver had failed to introduce William as the third-in-command, undoubtedly so no one would outshine him. I could sense it had rubbed William the wrong way.

      Denver sliced a hot glare at him. “Maizy, this is Nadia Kaz… Kaizer⁠—”

      “Kozlov,” she corrected. Nadia assessed me, her gaze critical, and I didn’t appreciate it. “Are you a new addition to the pack, or are you on your way out soon? Let me know if you’re scouting for a pack. I happen to know a Packmaster in search of a good bitch.”

      “Too bad you’re not available,” I muttered.

      William made an abrupt sound, and beer dribbled down his chin and onto the bar.

      “Would you repeat that?” she asked in a tone that told me she’d heard exactly what I said and was hoping to challenge it.

      “If I were a parrot I might. But as it stands, I’m a human.”

      Her eyes widened and she jerked her neck back. “You take in humans?” she asked Denver. “To live with your pack?”

      Denver shrugged indifferently. “They’ve been with us for years.”

      His eyes caught mine and our gazes became tangled—neither of us able to look away. My heart thumped against my chest and anger heated my veins. He was so dismissive, as though I was no better than the old leather sofa that’d been sitting around in our living room for years.
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