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      The Seven Series: Book 3

      

      Izzy has always loved the freedom and adventure of life on the road, but she’s recently decided to settle down—as much as a rogue wolf can. When her boyfriend gets her a job working at a hot Shifter bar, she runs into the last person on earth she expected to see again.

      Jericho isn’t the famous rock star he once was, though he still plays in a local band and loves to party. Beautiful women come and go, but music is his only passion—until a sassy redhead named Isabelle Monroe shows up unexpectedly.

      Fate reunites two former friends living with one foot in the present and the other in the past. But will they have a future when one of them is forced to choose between life and death? Old habits die hard, and sometimes the toughest addictions to shake are the ones that control our hearts.
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        I spent a lifetime running away from my problems…

        Until I had a five-week collision course with fate.
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      Jericho stretched out his long legs and noticed his arms were pinned to the mattress. He dipped his chin against his chest and saw a luscious blonde on his left with a dragon tattoo inked across her shoulder, and a brunette on the right. The blonde had her nude body flush against his chest and hip. The brunette, on the other hand, was drooling on his right bicep and twitching in her sleep.

      He glanced around and didn’t recognize his surroundings. After jamming all night onstage with his band and having a few shots with the groupies, things had gotten crazy. Nothing he wasn’t used to, being a Shifter. The Cole brothers all had a touch of inherent wild in their blood.

      The Shifter community was comprised of a wide variety of animals; Jericho was a wolf. The last thing he remembered was briefly shifting in hopes of getting the girls to follow suit so he could find out what their animals were. Like most Shifters, they were evasive at first. One of the girls had brought Sensor pops—a candy spiked with emotions by a Sensor— and everything became fuzzy after that. More drinks, a lot of kissing, and no recollection of whether or not they had sex. He was certain he didn’t with the brunette, because he remembered her animal was a deer. Jericho preferred women with bite.

      Shifters were prohibited from changing into their animal in a Breed bar, but he’d been known to do it at the end of his act. It had gotten him kicked out of a few clubs, but nothing beat the reaction from the women when he revealed his animal onstage. Not to mention he had a pretty wolf—a warm shade of brown mixed with cream and orange.

      Then he’d shift back and show them what else he had to offer when his clothes wound up in a heaping pile at his feet.

      After living in Austin for a year, Jericho didn’t perform that act anymore because the groupies had come to expect it. The women were too easy to get, and he liked the thrill of the chase.

      Groupies were one of two kinds: either the office girls who wore slingback pumps and cherry-red lipstick, trying to find a piece of wild before returning to their mundane lives, or they were batshit crazy. Unfortunately, groupies were the only women who would give him the time of day. He’d never met a good woman who could handle a man like him; they were put off by his tattoo, long hair, and rocker lifestyle. Then again, why should he care? It’s not as if he was looking for a mate. Jericho didn’t want someone who would tie him down and make him turn in his Les Paul for a BlackBerry. He’d been living this lifestyle for decades, and it was the only life he knew.

      Two of his brothers, one of whom was his Packmaster, had settled down with mates. Their large house was becoming a solid pack, but it was beginning to make him feel like the odd man out. Even his younger brother, Denver, had settled down just a little bit after taking over the role as Maizy’s watchdog. Maizy was the human child who lived with them, and woe to the man who made that little girl cry. Denver fiercely protected her and would pound anyone’s ass into the ground who hurt that child. Just ask the smart-ass at the gas station who, after looking at her tiara and wand, made the mistake of asking her if she rode the short bus to school. Reno had taken Maizy’s hand and walked her out to the car while Denver shined the floor with that man’s ass, and deservedly so.

      Nobody messes with the Weston pack.

      Most Shifters lived with their own kind. But Austin, the Packmaster, had fallen in love with Lexi. She’d grown up thinking she was human until she had recently gone through the change—a Shifter’s transition to adulthood when they shift into their animal for the first time. Lexi had been stolen from her Shifter family by a human when she was just a baby. That explained her resilience in all she’d been through, because that was the Shifter way. After coming to grips with the truth, she’d moved in with the Weston pack, mated with Austin, and that was that. The brothers accepted her mom and little sister as family, even though they were human.

      They weren’t the only humans in the house. Reno had recently hooked up with one of Lexi’s coworkers, and they were as good as mated, except that mating wasn’t legal between humans and Breed. April had moved in several months ago, and they had a chemistry that couldn’t be matched. But it was less “in your face” sexual than the Austin and Lexi phenomenon. Those two were like watching the mating rituals of wild animals. April was a great girl, but more of a bookworm. At first the pack had tried to steer Reno away from her. The brothers insisted it wasn’t a wise decision for Reno to pursue a human. But after saving Reno’s wolf, April had earned their respect. When Reno asked her to be his life mate, the pack let go of their grudges and accepted her into the family. That’s what brothers do.

      Jericho didn’t have a mate, despite the two bombshells curled up next to him. He loved the ladies and loved them good… in bed. But outside the sheets, no woman had ever made his wolf pace restlessly. No woman had ever made him feel an inexplicable desire to behave irrationally, all for the sake of making her smile. No woman had ever made him want to be a better man, one who would spill blood to protect what he loved. No woman had ever incited the hunter in him. No woman had ever denied him.

      Except one.
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      The only thing in this world I loved more than a frozen chocolate shake on a hot spring day was combustible sex on a kitchen table.

      “Hell’s bells,” I groaned, rubbing my forehead when a brain freeze struck me.

      “You drank it too fast, Izzy. How many times have I told you to suck on it slower?”

      I smirked and glanced up at Hawk, who seemed oblivious to his own innuendo.

      I was born Isabelle Marie Monroe, which didn’t fit my spirited personality in the least, so everyone called me Izzy. I came from an interbred family of Shifters—something frowned upon by most Breeds. My dad was a wolf and my mother a cougar. Talk about cats and dogs. All my siblings were cougars, so growing up the lone wolf in the family was no cakewalk. Shifters don’t go through the change until their late teens or early twenties, but kids often show telltale characteristics of their animal early on. When they began to sense I wasn’t one of them, my sisters and older brother turned on me. After I went through the change, it confirmed their suspicions.

      So I learned how to fight.

      It took me three long years to build up enough courage to go out on my own, and when I did, I couldn’t escape that house fast enough. A charismatic young Shifter named Jericho took me under his wing. We met about twenty years ago when he worked as a roadie for a popular band touring around the country. We were two Shifters from different worlds who found each other in a rainstorm. It was a lifetime ago, but Shifters live for centuries. I still looked a graceful twenty-five.

      I lived and traveled with Jericho for five years. We had a magnetic chemistry, as if we’d known each other in another lifetime. But Jericho would often ditch me in a bar and run off with some floozy who caught his eye. It couldn’t be helped; the man was gorgeous and women threw themselves at him. Except for me, because all we ever were was best friends. Then things got twisted between us, and I bailed.

      Recently I’d found out my parents had divorced. A loner by nature, my mother had finally given up fighting my father’s desire to join a pack. As for him, he ended up joining a group up in Colorado. By that time, my siblings had scattered across the country, and we didn’t keep in touch.

      Avoiding pack life wasn’t advisable for single women because rogue wolves were a constant threat, though a pack led by a good Packmaster offered protection. But I’d never known that life, and it frightened me. After all, my own family hadn’t looked out for me. How could I expect strangers to? Because of that distrust, I never revealed my animal to anyone except close friends or lovers. I’d never experienced what it meant to be in a pack, but the instinct called to me in quiet moments.

      I bounced around the lower states for years and then moved to Texas with a friend who wanted to join a pack. She’d heard Austin was thick with Shifters, and you can bet your red panties she found a Packmaster within the second week, which left me without a job or a home.

      And that’s when I bumped into Hawk. We met at a Laundromat of all places, and I sensed his Breed energy when I sat next to him. After letting his jockeys tumble with my G-strings, we decided to take it to the next level and have been living together for the past month. I didn’t know what he did for a living and didn’t care, so long as he treated me right. He’d just gotten me a job at a Shifter bar called Howlers, which is where we were headed.

      When I noticed only a few slurps of milkshake remained, I hurled the cup out the window.

      “What the fuck!” Hawk rolled up my window from his panel and sighed. “Why don’t you act like a lady?”

      “Why don’t you treat me like one?” I quirked a brow and smiled.

      He touched his mustache, and I could feel him glaring at me from behind his black sunglasses. I wasn’t really into the whole ’stache look, but it suited him in a yuppie-biker kind of way. Hawk didn’t own a motorcycle, just a red sports car. Two doors, meaning whenever one of his buddies came along, I had to squeeze into the back seat, which felt like a suitcase.

      “You’re in one of your moods today, Iz. Sure you aren’t a cat? I think you might be since you’re partial to those damn hissy fits,” he said with a dark chuckle.

      I hated it when he pulled out the cougar card. He knew how I felt about growing up the lone wolf, but Hawk didn’t seem to mind digging in his talons with a joke here and there.

      I crossed my legs seductively and stroked my hand down to my knee, seizing his attention as the car slowed at a red light. “I do have a kitty,” I said with a provocative purr. “Want to pet her?”

      Hawk lifted his glasses over his head and didn’t look as amused as I thought he would. “Don’t pull that shit tonight, got it? You’re sexy as sin, Izzy, but I’m getting real tired of the way you shake your ass at other wolves to make me jealous.”

      I folded my arms. “Maybe if you gave me some attention, I wouldn’t have to.”

      He slid his glasses back on when the light turned green. “I give you plenty of attention when it counts.”

      It only counted five seconds before he had an orgasm, or if I was on my way home and he wanted me to stop off at the taco stand. Hawk took care of me and we got along, but the chemistry was nonexistent, as it was with almost all the guys I’d dated. I’d concluded that mated Shifters were all extraordinary liars. Hawk didn’t make my toes curl or my insides tingle. He didn’t make me slide down in my seat and fantasize about what I wanted him to do to me. Hawk took me to Chili’s every Friday, paid the bills, tuned up my car, and let me sleep with the remote control. I guess that’s love.

      “I’m not sure that I like your work attire,” he grumbled, staring down at my long legs.

      I tilted the vent away and twisted around to face him. “This isn’t my uniform, so just drop me off and keep all the snide remarks to yourself. I don’t want you coming in and picking on my customers. You know how Shifter bars operate, and I’ve done the waitress gig before. At the end of the day, I’m there for the tips, not the compliments. I may shake my ass and throw them a few winks, but I’m monogamous, and you know that.”

      He eased up to the front of the building and pinched my chin. “Better be. If I hear you’re messing around, it won’t be pretty.”

      “You’re right, Hawk. Nothing makes me wetter than serving a bunch of jackasses beer and nachos. Give me a kiss.”

      A smile curved up his cheek, and he pulled a lock of my red hair. “Your fiery temper is going to land you in trouble one of these days.”

      “It already has. I’m with you.”

      And wasn’t that the truth? Hawk was a nice guy, but whatever he did was illegal. He’d come home on more than one occasion with bruised knuckles and a look of satisfaction. It seemed out of character because I’d never seen him lose his cool, no matter how much smack he talked. Hawk wasn’t the perfect boyfriend, but then again, what sense of normalcy had I ever had? The only stability I’d ever known was with Jericho, and God knows where he was. The last time I saw him, he was lying in our hotel room in my bed with a girl straddling him and rocking her hips mercilessly.

      Wearing my Pink Floyd shirt.

      Jericho knew how much I loved that shirt, and he gave it to some whore who probably cut it up and made it into a hideous beach-bikini top. He’d crossed a line, which led me to believe he didn’t value our friendship as much as I did.

      I’d never had sex with Jericho because that wasn’t what our relationship had been about. What had once existed between us was a close bond that I’d never experienced with anyone before or since.

      “Look, it’s the only Breed job I could find you on short notice,” Hawk said. “You’re the one who insisted on finding work, but I’m fine with you staying home. Actually, I like this idea less the more I think about it. Nervous?”

      “First-day jitters. You know how it is.” I stared out the window. “I need to stay busy and work or else I go nuts.”

      “Well, this’ll be a trial period. I make good money, so I don’t know what you’re trying to prove.”

      I chuckled softly. “You’d be surprised what a girl can make in a place like this.”

      Howlers was a low-key bar that catered to Shifters, and that was my kind of place. I felt more comfortable around my kind; Vampires and Chitahs made me nervous as heck. Some Breeds lacked distinct characteristics and could pass as human, so they weren’t as easy to identify. A Mage looked no different than anyone else, but as a creature of energy, their presence could be felt by a sweep of chills across your body that could easily be mistaken for the shivers. All the Chitahs I’d met were tall, had predatory body language, and eyes the color of amber or firelight.

      “Last chance,” he offered.

      “It’s gravy.” I opened the door and got out. “I’ll be fine driving myself to work from here on out.”

      “Izzy, we talked about this. I don’t want you driving out here alone.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t look so bad,” I said, glancing around the parking lot. The bar was sandwiched between a pawnshop and an open field. “It’s not like we’re in the hood.”

      “Iz…”

      I slammed the door and bent forward, staring through the window as he rolled it down. “Hawk, I know you’re trying to look out for me by driving your girl to work, but if you show up late, then I’m stuck here. If something happens and you can’t make it, I end up taking a cab home, or the bus. Do you want me walking the streets or hanging out with some of these clowns in the bar?”

      “No can do. I won’t be late.”

      “Kisses, honey. But I’m driving to work from here on out. Pick me up tonight at twelve and wait outside. If you come in and get me fired, then we’re done.”

      I strutted across the parking lot and jumped when he beeped his horn. Hawk laughed and sped off.

      Jerk.

      He always had to have the last word. Sometimes I wondered why I hadn’t already left him. Maybe I liked the idea of having a companion, but the truth of the matter was I had no good reason to leave him. He treated me decently, offered protection, and gave me a place to stay.

      “Ho-ly shit,” someone yelled out. “Redhead alert, boys.”

      Nothing I hadn’t heard before. Shifters had a soft spot for redheads because there were so few of us. I had wavy, wild hair that favored a lighter shade of red—like copper and honey fused together. Sometimes men complimented my green eyes, but they were always about the hair. I stood at around five-nine and loved wearing heels to boost that up. A few small freckles marked my nose and cheeks. I’d discovered a long time ago that if I freckled or sunburned, it could be erased by shifting. My inherent healing ability took care of it, but I was stuck with the ones I’d gotten as a child. Jericho hated when I did that—he once said I reminded him of a constellation of distant stars. Then again, he was stoned. Funny how Jericho had been on my mind lately.

      “Does anyone know where I can find the boss man?” I asked, walking toward the bar.

      A few fingers pointed down a narrow hall to my left. I gripped my purse strap and headed down the hall until I came to a door on the right with gold lettering that read Jake.

      After three knocks, a voice grumbled for me to come in. We’d only done a phone interview, which was unusual. Most managers of Shifter bars wanted to see a potential waitress before hiring her. But when I’d mentioned my red hair, I guess that sealed the deal. Some bars prohibited redheads from being on their payroll, so it was something I needed to disclose up front.

      “I’m Izzy, reporting for duty.”

      Jake was a round man with thinning hair. He looked nice in a white dress shirt, but the room was hot, and the fan on his desk didn’t seem to be doing much good, judging by his ruddy complexion. Jake set down his pen and looked me up and down, but not in a creepy way.

      “So you’re Izzy Monroe?” he said with a private chuckle. Jake pointed a finger toward the door. “The girls change in the room across the hall. I have a few rules, so pay attention. No sex on the premises. I don’t care if it’s with your mate; that’s the golden rule. No riling up the men without settling them back down. Nothing worse than having to break up bar fights, and it puts a bad reputation on my establishment. And finally, no dipping in the tip jar. I’m pretty fair about letting each worker pocket what they’re tipped instead of splitting an even cut of the gross. But there are two locations in this establishment where customers can tip the bar itself. It’s a way to support the kind of place I run, and every dime of that money goes into fixing things around here. The jars are blue and you can’t miss ’em. You steal from there and you’re stealing a repaired toilet, new shirt, and clean glasses. Make sense?”

      “I gotcha. It’s all gravy. My last boss had the same system going, and he made a killing. Except Tony used that money to take us all to the races as part of a work vacation.”

      His lips twitched. “Is that so? You’re real good about working your stories into suggestions, Red.”

      “Izzy.”

      “Sounds like a real hoity-toity bar you worked at. Around here, we serve a bunch of roughnecks. They get wild, they break chairs, and damn if they don’t bust out a toilet at least once a month. I keep the place running smooth, clean, and tip-top. I fired the last girl because she decided to show her tits for a big tipper who was waving a Benjamin at her. If you pull something like that, you’ll be right on the street with her. I take care of my girls,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “You’ll get good tips if you know how to handle the customers and work the tables. If someone’s pushing you to do something or holding out, I wanna know about it. I don’t like cheapskates coming into my bar who won’t pay my girls for the hard work they put in.”

      I rocked on my heels. “What about the uniform?”

      He dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. “Your shirts are tight, but they’ll cover you up. The shorts are short because it gets hot around here, and there’s nothing wrong with a pair of lovely legs. But don’t even think about taking scissors to the shirts I provide you. Same rule as any respectable bar: watch how you bend over tables. If you know anything about wolves, then you know that’s a green light for them to come on to you. I’m a fan of dipping, and the girls here will show you their moves if you aren’t familiar.”

      “I know the drill,” I assured him, not revealing I was a wolf. Jake was a chatty fellow, but I liked him right away. “I’ll get changed and have one of the girls show me around before it gets busy. When do we peak?”

      Jake chuckled and leaned forward on his elbows. “Ten to three. You up for that, honey? It gets slammed here on Friday nights; you picked a helluva night to start your shift. You sure you don’t want to start out with the morning crowd?”

      “No offense, Jake, but I work tables better than most. I’m a fast learner, hard worker, and I thrive in chaos. Do you have live bands?”

      “Yep. Usually two nights a week.”

      “Super. My kind of place.” I loved a busy bar with music, and I especially loved getting to know the regulars because that made it a friendly place to work. “Anyone you want to warn me about?”

      His eyebrows sloped down. “How’s that?”

      “You know,” I said with a shrug. “Sometimes there’s that girl who likes to steal customers or the bouncer who gets a little frisky.”

      Jake pointed a finger. “If any of that goes on, then I want to know about it. I have a good staff, and if you have personal problems with them, that ain’t my business. The bartenders look out for my girls, and no one is stealing tables without answering to me. Get with Rosie and have her show you the ropes. She’s the best one to train you—been here the longest. I have to finish up some work and go home for the night, so if you have any questions, see Rosie.”

      I spun on my heel and smiled. Jake was an all-right guy.

      The uniforms for Howlers were sleeveless black shirts with the bar logo on the left breast, and black shorts. The bartenders had similar shirts to show off their biceps, but they wore jeans instead of shorts. I made my way across the bar, smiling at some of the patrons who whistled at me. I had a non-sluttish way of beguiling men that occasionally made them blush and feel guilty for catcalling me. Hawk called it the girl next door hex.

      I approached a woman in uniform leaning against the bar. “Are you Rosie? Jake said you would show me the ropes.”

      Rosie was a curvy woman with caramel skin, thick legs, and a generous cup size that no T-shirt could disguise. She exuded confidence in every subtle gesture. Her false eyelashes slowly fanned as she looked me over and smiled.

      “The boys are going to love you,” she said. “I don’t deal with catty, so if you’re one of those backstabbers, then I’ll find out and cut you up.”

      Gulp. Was she serious?

      Rosie laughed and touched my shoulder, as if emphasizing she was only kidding.

      “You’re a dainty little flower. What’s your name, hon?”

      “I’m Izzy. Izzy Monroe.”

      Her red lips turned down. “What kind of a name is Izzy for a girl? Don’t you want to come up with something a little sexier for work? You don’t want these boys treating you like a pal; you’ll never make tips that way.”

      I gave her a broad smile and jutted my hip out. “Don’t worry, Rosie. When I’m on the floor, I work my assets. I may look like a dainty flower, but I’m really a wild weed.”

      For emphasis, I spun around and gave her my best walk.

      She giggled and leaned against the bar on one elbow. “That all?”

      “Watch my dip.”

      I simulated setting drinks on a table and sashayed to the other side after doing a swivel. I gave men just enough that if there were any wolves in the group, they would order more drinks to see it again. If a girl gave them too much of a show, they’d lose interest.

      Rosie applauded quietly. “You need to teach me that little move. I’ll show you something that’ll get you a few tips if there are any leopards in the house. We don’t get them often, but they don’t play around when they tip.” She curled her finger for me to come closer, and I did. “I’m sure you know the game, but don’t tell anyone your animal. They want the illusion that we could be one of them and it drives them crazy when they aren’t sure. Bear, wolf, deer, leopard, mountain lion, eagle… whatever. I have a hunch what some of the girls in here are, but we don’t even tell one another. Just watch and learn the best moves and work what you can in your section. No table-hopping; Jake doesn’t like that.”

      “We talked. He told me. I think I’m going to like it around here. But do me a favor and don’t give me any nicknames because of my hair. That gets old really fast, and it sticks with some of the regulars. Just call me Izzy.”

      “You got it, hon. You have a boyfriend?”

      “I sure do. Why?”

      “Keep him out.”

      I laughed and sat on the barstool next to her. “I know. We already had the talk.”

      “I’m just saying. Nothing will kill your action in here faster than a regular knowing you’re hitched up with someone. We get a few men who drop serious cash; the regulars are our bread and butter.”

      The Breed had money to burn and some tipped over a hundred percent. Howlers was a Shifter club, but since it wasn’t marked exclusive, other Breeds were allowed. Immortals had fat pockets, and plenty of Packmasters lived high on the hog. They liked to flaunt that money and believed in paying for services rendered. Chitahs were also big tippers, but I was uncomfortable around them. Maybe it was the way they looked at me with those predatory eyes, but I preferred being around my own kind. I knew what Shifters wanted and fell into conversation more easily with them. While waiting tables brought in good money, I’d never been able to put away much of it with all my traveling. Not to mention I’d found out a few lovers in my past had been dipping into my stash.

      “How are the bartenders?” I asked, knowing I’d have a close working relationship with them.

      “Fabulous,” Rosie said, sipping her cola through a tiny red straw. “They’re flirtatious as sin, so don’t fool around with them outside work. Jake doesn’t like the drama.”

      “I said I had a boyfriend.”

      Rosie set down her short glass and giggled with closed lips. “I don’t judge.”
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      Six hours into my shift, my heels were attempting first-degree murder on my feet. I had made the fatal mistake of not breaking them in, and every trip to the bar made me want to drop to my knees and crawl.

      “It looks as though you have your hands full,” a formidable man sitting in my section remarked.

      I sensed a strong alpha vibe, and he looked like one of the ancient ones. What stood out were his multicolored eyes—brown and sapphire. His dark hair was neatly pulled back in a ponytail, drawing all the attention to his chiseled face. He possessed a powerful inflection in his voice that signaled he was an alpha. They often came from strong genetic lines and lived more than a few hundred years.

      “I’m Izzy,” I said, placing a paper napkin on the table for his draft. “Can I bring you something to eat? I’ve tasted the burgers, and the cook is on fire tonight.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You must be new,” he said in a silken voice, glancing at his watch. “No one ever recommends the chef on this shift.”

      Shit. Fatal error. The guy who made my burger had left an hour ago.

      When he saw my cheeks flush, he sipped his beer and then folded his arms on the table. “Why don’t you bring me one of those hamburgers, and I’ll let you know.”

      Not wanting to ruin my tip, I cocked my hip in a way that caught his eye and gripped the chair, allowing my hair to cascade over my shoulder. “How about I order you a supreme pizza from the Italian shop up the road? On me. You look like a man with an appetite, and one of these burgers probably won’t tide you over. I’ll arrange it real nice on the house tray so no one will know I ordered it special.”

      He laughed handsomely, and I shivered when I felt another wave of energy. “I’m Prince.”

      “Charmed,” I said with a sly wink, making my way back to the bar.

      Close save. I had a feeling this guy was a regular, and I wanted to stay on his good side. Men like him were generous with gratuity.

      I was pretty sure alphas had psychic powers and knew who the wolves were. Female wolves go into heat once a year, and I’d once met an alpha who could sense it coming before anyone else.

      Talk about embarrassing. I’d never known a man powerful enough to scent it more than a week in advance, but it still unnerved me. Alphas were too serious for my taste, and I was a girl who liked a man with a sense of humor.

      Not that Hawk was a barrel of laughs, but he had his moments.

      After ordering the pizza, I wiped down a few tables and took a break. The bartender was about to end his shift, and so was I. Jake had allowed me to work six hours and said he’d talk with Rosie before giving me his decision on which shifts I’d be able to work. If he felt I could handle the crowd, then I was going to dip into some of that peak money. Only the queen bees got the full shift through peak hours, so I was fortunate that Jake wanted to give me a shot. Managers usually selected the girls who brought in the most money.

      “How are you holding out, hon?” Rosie blotted her face with a paper napkin. She had the most perfectly lined lips I’d ever seen. Black hair fell in large curls, all loose and pretty around her face.

      “Peachy,” I lied, wanting to throw my shoes into the eternal fire of damnation. “Where are all the women? I thought there’d be more.”

      “Oh, they like to make a late appearance,” she said, rolling her eyes. “They want to have the men good and riled up before they make their entrance at the door.”

      “Oh, brother.”

      “You got that right. If you think that’s bad, you should see the turnout on ladies’ night. They show up as early as possible to start getting free drinks, and by midnight, it’s the hottest mess you’ve ever seen. Don’t get me wrong, some of the girls are classy and looking for an honest Shifter, but we have a few doozies.”

      “Don’t you mean floozies?”

      “That too,” she said with a flurry of laughter. “It keeps things interesting. Never a dull moment. You’re doing an outstanding job, Izzy. I’m impressed. I’ve seen a few girls make rookie mistakes or run out screaming on their first day. If Jake asks, I’m going to recommend you for a few peak hours. But take the early evening, hon. You don’t want the after-midnight crowd. It takes thick skin, and I’d rather see you ease into the place before we scare you off.”

      “Trust me, I’ve seen it all,” I assured her.

      That was no lie. I used to work in a bar that serviced bikers. Those guys loved to shift in the parking lot and have an all-out fight, taking bets on which animal would win. I once called animal control and a couple of them were picked up. My boss fired me after that, but I had a good laugh knowing they had spent the night in the kennel until one of their buddies released them by filling out adoption papers.

      “Why don’t you take off and soak your feet in hot water,” Rosie suggested, picking at her fingernail. “I’ve been watching you hobble around in those heels all night and it was funny at first, but now it’s not so much. I see you wincing every time you reach the bar. Jake doesn’t care if you wear sneakers in here, just so long as you look polished and are wearing the uniform.”

      “I’m not really a sneaker girl at work, but thanks for the tip. Let whoever takes over my tables know that the alpha over there⁠—”

      “The one staring at your ass as if he were decoding hieroglyphics?”

      “Yeah, that’s probably the one. I ordered a pizza for him.”

      She knitted her brows. “What’s wrong with our food?”

      “Well, he challenged the cook’s skills.”

      Rosie looked at her gold watch and frowned. “I knew he was killing our business. I’m going to bring that up with Jake again.”

      “Anyhow, I want his pizza on one of our serving dishes, and fix him up real nice. I won’t get the tip, but I don’t leave my guys hanging.”

      She nudged me with her shoulder. “Neither do I, hon. I leave ’em stiff so they’re left wanting more.”

      I laughed and a few heads turned. “Thanks, Rosie. I’ll look forward to hearing from either you or Jake. He has my number; just let me know what time my shift begins.”

      “Nighty-night,” she sang, sipping her cola.

      After changing into my jean shorts and turquoise blouse, I kicked off my shoes and held them between my fingers, walking out barefoot.

      I turned the corner to the right and strolled out the front door, taking in a breath of fresh air.

      “And what of my pizza?” a deep voice inquired. I glanced down at Prince, who was sitting on a bench to my right with his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankle.

      “Sorry, I had to end my shift. Your new server is going to take good care of you. I told her to set you up.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Maybe she’s not the one I wanted to tip.”

      I rocked on my heels, looking into the parking lot for Hawk’s car. “Well, you obviously want to tip the person who takes care of you, and I didn’t do a good job of that tonight.”

      After a slight pause, he stood up and approached me, reaching for the door. Then he suddenly leaned close and drew in a deep breath. “Five weeks, Freckles.”

      “What do you mean?” I was a little insulted if he was insinuating that’s how long I’d last working there.

      A carnivorous grin spread across his face, and he gave me a lascivious wink. “Five weeks until you go into heat.”

      My eyes widened as he turned and went back inside.

      A pair of headlights from a red sports car temporarily blinded me until I covered my face. I grumbled when Hawk beeped his horn. He knew how much I hated being honked at.

      A good-looking man wearing a sleeveless black shirt jogged in my direction—presumably the bartender who worked the late shift. I could see why Jake would want him during peak; he had a mess of sexy blond hair and an athletic build. I guessed him to stand just shy of six feet tall.

      “How’s it going, honeypie?” he said, jogging up the steps and giving me a friendly wink.

      I slid a last glance at the entrance to Howlers before getting in the car and ending the first night of my new life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

        

        
          
            [image: Chapter header image. Illustration of trees in the shape of a running wolf.]
          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes snapped open when someone slapped my ass and jolted me awake.

      “Get up, sexy.”

      I flew at Hawk, clocking him in the jaw with my fist.

      “Holy fuck, girl! What the hell is your problem?”

      “You know what!” I caught my breath and sat up against the headboard, knees to my chest. My heart pounded out of control as I remembered when my sister used to shift into her cougar and prowl on my bed in the morning. “I told you I don’t like being woken up like that.”

      I preferred soft kisses to the back of my neck by a lover, or even a plate of food beneath my nose. I often had violent outbursts when I was startled awake—sometimes shifting into my wolf.

      And nobody wanted to tangle with my wolf from what I’d heard. She had a nasty temper and represented my alter ego with a proud wag of her tail.

      “I’m not in the mood to fry bacon just to wake your ass up. Deal with it. I’m heading out to take care of business. It’s already two in the afternoon, so I think you need to get moving and shower for work.”

      “Maybe my customers like me stinky.” I snatched up an automotive magazine from the end table in our garish bedroom.

      Whatever he did, Hawk made money. Good money. He also liked to flaunt it, and a man with money and no taste was not an agreeable mix. Seashells and birds decorated our mauve bedspread, the oval tables were made of etched glass, the brass lamps were shaped like a woman’s nude body, and don’t even get me started on the hideous drapes. It wasn’t the style so much as the money he coughed up to make it so atrocious.

      “I’m letting you drive to work tonight, but if you come home late, the deal is off.”

      I swung my legs over the bed and stood up. “Letting me?”

      He spanked my ass again, and I scowled at him. “Yeah, letting you. Just remember who pays the bills around here.”

      “Not for long!” I snarled, slamming the bathroom door.

      That just rubbed me the wrong way. Hawk could be a real jerk when he wanted, bragging about how he brought in the cash and how grateful I should be. He didn’t think I could pull in much money as a waitress, but little did he know. I had this niggling feeling that our relationship was doomed. Eventually Hawk was going to become insecure about his woman making money and would give me an ultimatum. I’d never allowed anyone to dictate how I live my life. Maybe I didn’t look like much of a tough girl with my slender frame and innocent face, but a female wolf either learns to be assertive or becomes nothing more than a submissive bitch.

      And I was nobody’s bitch.

      I’d seen the influence some corrupt packs had on their women. I felt sorry for those girls. Not the ones with a sharp tongue, but the girls who’d lost their identities after being swallowed up by the dominance of an unworthy mate. It wasn’t the Shifter way, because most of the men revered their mates, protected them, and supported their desires to work or raise a family. Shifter women were outspoken and headstrong, but it frightened me to think I might end up in the wrong pack.

      At least with rogues, I didn’t have a sense of being trapped. Lone wolves were sometimes involved in criminal activities in order to pay the bills. They saw themselves as badasses who didn’t need to follow orders, but most were just men who had issues. Only a rare few were alphas. Alphas instinctively formed packs, but once or twice I’d run into a lone alpha. Those were the dudes I stayed far away from.

      Scary dudes.

      After my shower, I shaved my legs and gave them the full shea-butter treatment. I used to wear pants, but now I dressed the way I wanted, and if I ended up with a scratch or mark, I’d shift long enough to heal it. I just had to deal with my wolf getting pissed at me for not letting her stay out. Hell, maybe some of her attitude helped me get through a rough night. Eventually I’d succumb to the call—like all Shifters do—and allow her two nights a week to run loose.

      Not on the streets, of course. I didn’t know my way around Austin well enough, so I’d been confined to the backyard after I’d torn up Hawk’s drapes. I guess my wolf didn’t like his taste either.

      I threw on a pair of frayed jean shorts and a sleeveless white shirt. There were a few things I needed, so I headed to the drugstore. By then, Hawk had already left the house.

      While driving, my cell phone rang, and I quickly answered. “This is the party to whom you are speaking.”

      A laugh bubbled on the other end. “Izzy, this is Rosie. I talked to Jake and put in a good word. I think you work harder than some of the other girls, but don’t tell them that. And a few regulars were asking about you after you left. Jake’s offering you full peak hours if you want them. Can you handle that?”

      I found a parking spot outside the store and shut off the engine. “Of course! That’s great news. Thanks so much, Rosie. I won’t let you down. I’ll keep the drinks and food moving, and let me know if you need any help with promotions. I used to hand out flyers on the weekdays to promote special events. I don’t know the laws around here for posting them on poles, but I can do that too.”

      “Thanks, hon. I’ll tell Jake, but we got a guy who does that already.”

      “A guy?” My flats crunched on the asphalt when I stepped out of the car. “Nothing sells a gig like a girl. Most of our customers are men and they need a little motivation. Their girls get sexed up by the band, they flirt with the waitresses, and everyone goes home and gets a little nookie.”

      “I knew it!” she exclaimed. “I said to Jake a long time ago I thought I could walk the streets for money, and he didn’t think it was a good idea.”

      I belted out a laugh and strolled into Walgreens. “If you said it like that, Rosie, then I’d have to agree with him. Do you want me to be there at eight?”

      “If you want to come in early and prep or have dinner, that’s okay. Staff eats for free, just so you know.”

      A young man in flip-flops and long shorts gave me a cheesy grin. I didn’t return the smile. Handsome or not, I never cared to see a man’s hairy toes wiggling in a pair of sandals.

      “Sounds gravy. Look, I need to let you go. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “I’m there every night, hon.”

      Rosie hung up, and I perused the nail-polish aisle. My hair swung from a loose ponytail, and the only makeup I had on was tinted lip balm and a little blush. Occasionally I’d apply eyeliner for work, but over the years, I’d learned to accept my flaws as part of what made me Isabelle Monroe. I realized that beauty had more to do with confidence. I’d seen plenty of knockouts who walked with their head down, and men didn’t give them the time of day.

      The trick was to walk with your chin up and center your eyes on a man, as if you had a sexy secret. Then, just as you pass him, look down and nibble on your lip. But always look back over your shoulder at him. Men are perceptive about body language—something I’d learned working in bars.

      I lifted the orange nail polish and examined it under the fluorescent light.

      “Try the matte green,” a young woman on my right suggested.

      I glanced over at a girl with striking beauty. I admired the trendy cut of her blond hair—short with long bangs sheared at an angle. She looked at me with charcoal-lined eyes and lifted a curvy bottle from the rack.

      “Normally I hate the stereotypes about redheads wearing green, but this color would look great on you because of your fair complexion.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Looks like it’s on sale.”

      “The top shelf is half off, so check out some of the shimmery colors with a touch of pink. Sorry, don’t mean to be nosy.”

      “Not at all. You seem to know your stuff, and I never turn down free advice,” I said, noticing the bright purple polish on her nails. “I’m Izzy. I just moved here a few weeks ago.”

      She dropped a bottle of electric blue into her basket, and it rolled over a paperback novel. “I’m April Frost. Where are you originally from? I don’t hear much of an accent.”

      “All over,” I replied with a soft laugh. “We’ll see how this goes.”

      “It’s not a bad place to live as long as you don’t mind hot weather. I work a few blocks down at Sweet Treats.”

      “What’s that?”

      She shrugged and examined an eyeliner pencil. “It’s a candy shop, but it’s not just for kids. I guarantee you’ll find something in there you like. Stop by and I’ll give you the first item for free.”

      “Very savvy,” I said, noticing her eyes flash up to mine. “A local business, right? No need to work your charm, you have a new customer. I know how important it is to reel ’em in.”

      She laughed and passed the basket over to her other hand. “I’d recommend going there even if I wasn’t the manager. We have the best chocolates you’ve ever tasted.”

      “Yum. So, I see you like reading?”

      She blushed and twisted the basket away, trying to hide her romance novel. “My best friend is going to kill me for getting this. I try to buy everything on the e-reader he gave me, but I can’t seem to walk into a store that sells books without putting one in my basket. It’s like crack.”

      A man walked by with a bottle of shampoo, rushing toward the register. April accidentally backed into him, and one of her jeweled sandals slipped off. She blushed and smiled apologetically before he kept going.

      “I’ll swing by this week, April. Nice meeting you, and thanks for the polish tip.”

      “You too, Izzy. I like that name.”

      She disappeared toward the shampoo aisle, and I wandered up front and placed a box of protein bars in my basket.

      “Will this be all for you, ma’am?” the cashier asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      I hated being called ma’am. I knew I still looked in my mid-twenties, but I hated being addressed so formally, even if I understood the reason behind it. Personally, I never called my customers sir. I learned their names and established a relationship with them. But humans had their customs.

      An insistent ring chimed from my purse, and I pulled out my phone. “This is the party to whom you are⁠—”

      “Izzy, goddammit.”

      I paid the cashier. “Hi, Hawk. Did you forget something?”

      Like telling me how much he loved me. Which he never did; we didn’t have that kind of relationship. He loved my ass, loved my meatloaf, and he even loved my red hair. But he didn’t love me.

      “Where are you?”

      “Shopping for the necessities.”

      “I need you to necessitate your ass home. I ran into some trouble, and I want you to get off the streets.”

      Get off the streets? Who says that?

      “Hawk, I’m fine. Nobody in this city knows who I am, let alone where I am,” I said, walking toward my cute little blue car.

      “Izzy,” he warned.

      “I have to pick up some groceries on the way home and buy a new bra.”

      “Izzy…”

      “I’m hanging up now…”

      Hawk was mad. I could hear it in the inflection of his profanities. “Get your fucking ass home right fucking now. I will find you, come get you, and drag you home if I have to.”

      “Fine,” I growled in the phone, stuffing it into my purse.

      I slumped in my car and shut the door, wondering why it was so hard to find a good Shifter. Either they were bossy or they would treat me like one of the guys. Maybe I wanted to be spoiled once in a while. But Shifters could be abrasive, belligerent men. Except with their life mate. I’d convinced myself those women possessed a secret love potion they weren’t sharing with the general public—one that tamed the primitive ways of a Shifter and made them do romantic things like buy flowers and rub their woman’s feet with scented oils.

      Deciding not to argue, I turned the key and rolled down the windows, ready to head home.

      Until a long arm reached through my window and yanked my keys out of the ignition.

      “Hey!” I squinted and glanced up, wondering if someone was playing a prank.

      “You sure that’s her?”

      A man with a black mustache shaped like an upside-down horseshoe bent over and looked at me with droopy eyes. It looked like a biker mustache, although I didn’t know all the different names for facial hair. It resembled a long set of handlebars to me.

      “Yeah, that’s her,” he replied.

      As soon as I reached for the passenger door, he caught my left arm in a tight grip.

      “Haul her in,” the other voice said. “Let Delgado decide what he wants to do with her.”

      “Let me go!”

      Handlebars tugged my arm and glanced up at my hair. “You a real redhead?”

      I bit my lip. Redheads learned not to answer that question; it always led to another question we had heard a million times before, one about the carpet matching the drapes.

      “Come on, sweetie.” The door clicked open and he jerked me to my feet. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “What’s this about?” I wrenched away and held on to the door.

      “It’s about your boyfriend, Hawk. He’s been overcharging and taking a cut. Our boss doesn’t like people stealing from him.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Is this about drugs?”

      Handlebars stirred with laughter and shifted his eyes at the guy behind me. He was a scrawny little bug-eyed man, missing a front tooth. I didn’t sense this guy was Breed. I felt confident dealing with humans, but the last thing I needed was for my wolf to get cocky and shift in broad daylight. That kind of stunt could land me in trouble with the authorities.

      “Ain’t she adorable?” Handlebars chuckled and leveled out his tone. “I say we keep her. Yeah, sweetie, it’s about drugs. Your boyfriend was set up this morning by Delgado and busted in the act. Before our guy could take him out, Hawk fired a few rounds and took off. We’re looking for him, and we know he’ll be looking for you.”

      I stilled in shock. Drugs? Exchanging gunfire?

      “How do you know I’m Hawk’s girlfriend?”

      “Sweetie, Delgado makes it his business to know everything.”

      He jerked my arm forward and I dug in my heels. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Handlebars suddenly bent over, hooked his arms around my waist, and threw me over his shoulder. I pounded my fists against his back and cursed. Then I ran my hand over his back pocket, hoping he’d have a switchblade in there.

      “Why don’t you put the girl down, and I won’t slam your face into the asphalt. How ’bout that?” a voice threatened, making all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up. This guy was definitely Breed.

      I peered around and saw a fierce man sitting on a Triumph motorcycle. I caught a glimpse of a gun strapped beneath his arm. Was he a bounty hunter? He got off his motorcycle and stalked toward the little guy, throwing a hard fist and knocking him out cold before the poor human could give him his best “go to hell” speech.

      Then it was between him and Handlebars.

      “This is none of your business. Walk away,” my kidnapper said in a cool voice.

      I couldn’t see any of the action because I was ass-out, waiting for the stranger to either save my life or get himself killed.

      Then I heard the click of a gun and froze. Oh my God! He’s going to shoot me in the ass!

      “Let me go!” I screamed, wiggling and flailing like a dolphin caught in a fisherman’s net.

      “Shut the hell up!” He smacked me so hard on the back of my leg I cried out in pain.

      A gunshot went off, Handlebars bent forward, and vertigo took over as I was about to meet the concrete.

      “Gotcha,” the motorcycle man said. Strong arms caught me from behind, and he tossed me into my car.

      I didn’t care for being manhandled, but I didn’t hesitate to leap into action when my keys landed in my lap. I shoved the key in the ignition with a shaky hand, barely closed my door, and threw the car into reverse.

      The last thing I saw was Motorcycle Man kicking the shit out of Handlebars, who was clutching his bleeding leg. When April came jogging out of the store, I almost slammed on the brakes. The thought was extinguished when she grabbed Motorcycle Man by the collar and dragged him away with a scowl on her face.

      Texas was going to be an interesting place to live. Who knew such a quiet girl hung out with one serious badass who carried a gun?

      A man I didn’t know, but I owed him.
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      “Honey, you don’t look so good tonight,” Rosie said in a glum voice. She set down her glass of Dr Pepper and began filing her nails.

      “I think I’m just having one of those days.” I tried to brush off the fact that a man with tacky facial hair had been trying to kidnap me until a biker shot him in the leg. “How do you like my new nail polish?”

      “It’s green.” She turned up her nose and showed me her nails. Rosie had broken one and was filing it down, but the rest of them had been given the full treatment at the salon. Rosie was the kind of woman who believed a good manicure was a religious experience. “Is that all you’re going to eat? You need energy if you want to keep up with this crowd.” She stared at my salad and wiped a smudge of ink off her hand.

      “I’m not especially hungry,” I said truthfully. I hadn’t heard from Hawk and wasn’t sure if those thugs knew where I worked. It wasn’t likely or they would have already shown up, but that didn’t stop me from taking the long, long way to work.

      “A big act is coming in tonight, hon. You should fuel up on a hearty dinner, because the ladies will wear you out with their orders.”

      “What act?”

      Rosie set down her nail file and sipped her drink from a narrow straw. “They’re a hot local band. Jake had them in here once before and the show tripled his income, so he’s been trying to work out a deal to make them regulars. Be real nice to them because Jake wants to seal the deal; they’re a little skittish about signing an exclusive contract. Just keep the drinks moving. Once the girls bust through that door, it’s chaos.”

      “Ah, one of those bands. Girls flinging their panties at the stage?”

      She smothered a laugh. “Right before hurling their drinks in the bathroom. Try to push the expensive appetizers and weak drinks to start so they’ll spend more. If you serve the hard liquor first, they’ll be gone by the second song.”

      “You bet. Do you guys sell anything on the side?”

      She reapplied her lipstick and snapped the mirror shut. “Like what?”

      “Sensor pops?”

      Rosie narrowed her eyes. “I know that it’s become commonplace to pass out candy spiked by Sensors, but Jake doesn’t like that mess in his place. I personally don’t touch that stuff. It gives me the willies to think about feeling someone else’s emotions.”

      Sensors were paranormals who, like Shifters, lived an extended lifespan. While some did investigative work, most earned their money by harvesting emotions and selling them to buyers looking for a thrill. Sometimes they drew in business by imprinting emotions on candy so people could sample their wares. Their customers would experience arousal, elation, anger, an adrenaline rush, and other emotions—except in a subtle and controlled way. Just enough of a taste to decide if they wanted to call the number on the wrapper and schedule a transfer.

      I poked my fork in my salad bowl and took another bite. “It doesn’t cost the bar anything since it’s promotional advertising for the Sensor, and Jake can charge a small fee for each piece of candy. There’s nothing illegal about it.”

      Rosie waved at a gentleman leaving the bar and sighed. “We had an incident two years ago where the distributor didn’t give us what we requested. He wasn’t a professional and put too much into the candy. People went crazy and we had to shut down for two days.”
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