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          Wolf Ridge, Arizona (Northern Phoenix)  Sixteen Years Ago

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sheridan

      

      The thunk of bone hitting flesh knots my stomach. I grab my little sister Ruby’s hand and tug her back, out of the way. An inhuman snarl comes from the slender, malnourished teen attacking my cousin Garrett Green, a kid twice his size. You’d have to be insane to take on our alpha’s kid.

      But Trey probably has a death wish.

      His drunk of a dad got hauled in by the police today. For murder. Of a human.

      And the reason all the kids are gathered on this field behind the clubhouse is because our alpha called a pack meeting. Word is, they’re discussing whether to let Trey and his mom stay. The pack doesn’t appreciate trouble with humans, especially cops, so any wolf who puts us at risk is subject to banishment.

      So yeah, Trey’s probably got a world of anger and fear pounding through him now. Taking the beating from Garrett might be a welcome distraction.

      To Garrett’s credit, he’s hardly bloodied Trey yet. He maintains the upper hand but lets the fight go on, lets Trey blow off steam this way, punching and kicking, throwing himself into it again and again. Trey picked the fight as soon as the meeting started and we kids clustered up to watch.

      And they aren’t friends. No one’s befriended Trey since his family moved here last year. He’s stony quiet most of the time, barely talks in class, although he seems to be smart. This is the most interaction I’ve seen from him all year.

      It’s not as ugly as it sounds. There’s a beauty to the fight—both boys moving with light-footed grace, like trained boxers instead of freshmen. If my older brother were out here, he’d break it up, but he just turned eighteen, so he’s allowed into meetings now.

      Trey throws his weight and tackles Garrett. They tumble to the dirt. Garrett pins him, but Trey slips out and punches him in the temple, eliciting a surprised grunt.

      Garrett’s four-year-old sister, Sedona, runs forward, crying for him, and I dash in to get her out of the fray. At the same time, Garrett tosses Trey backward, and he knocks me and Sedona to the ground.

      A collective growl snarls through Garrett and the group of kids watching. I fully expect Garrett to finish Trey now, his alpha instinct to protect the females overriding whatever restraint he was showing.

      My friend Pam picks up and soothes Sedona.

      “Sheridan.” Trey ignores Garrett, instantly transforming from out-of-control fury, to… gentleman. The wolf in his eyes fades from silver to pale blue.

      I didn’t know he even knew my name, although why wouldn’t he? I certainly know his.

      He lifts me to my feet at the same time he scrambles up. His knuckles are bruised and bloodied, but he holds me gently, concern etched in the line between his eyes. “I’m sorry—are you hurt?” His tooth has gone through his lip and blood spills down his chin, but he seems unaffected by his own pain.

      Our gazes tangle and something cinches up in my lower belly—some intense new awareness that I’m female, and he’s male.

      I can’t look away. He doesn’t release me, even with Garrett breathing down his neck just behind him.

      “I’m okay.” I finally make my numb lips move. My heart pounds in my ears as I absorb everything I’d missed about this scrappy kid from the lowest pack family. The deepness of his voice. The intensity of his pale blue eyes. The muscle definition on his slender frame. The scents on him—blood, earth and pine.

      “Hey.” The cluster of kids jumps apart at the command of our alpha’s deep voice. “What’s going on down here?” My uncle sniffs the air, no doubt picking up the scent of blood. The back door to the clubhouse is open and parents are coming out to round up their kids. Sedona runs to Alpha Green and he tousles her hair without taking his narrowed gaze off his son. “Were you fighting?”

      A muscle in Garrett’s jaw ticks as his gaze flicks to Trey, who dropped his hands from me like he received an electrical shock. “Nah.” He affects a lazy tone that in no way matches the intensity of the tussle he had. “We were just letting off some steam, right, Trey?” He puts a fist out and Trey bumps it, like they’re best buds. Like Trey somehow earned his respect by taking him on.

      I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      Emmett Green turns his commanding gaze on Trey. “You’re going to have to man up and take care of your mother now, son.”

      Trey keeps his eyes dropped submissively to show respect. “Yes, sir. Are we kicked out?”

      “No,” Mr. Green says. “You’ll be permitted to stay, so long as you keep out of trouble and sever all contacts with your dad.”

      Trey swallows. “No hardship there,” he mutters. Then adds, “Thank you, sir.”

      The alpha walks off and the kids all stay, eyeing Trey with curiosity. I want to punch them all in the face now, even though I am just as much a party to this scene as anyone else. It’s Garrett who shifts things up.

      “Come on.” He smacks Trey’s shoulder like they’re old friends. “Let’s go hang out.”

      And just like that, Trey gets folded in as one of Garrett’s little pack, the bad boy alphas of Wolf Ridge High.
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        Present

      

      

      

      Sheridan

      

      Those who don’t learn from the past are doomed to repeat it.

      The quote from my ‘daily wisdom quote’ calendar rolls through my head as I stride across the pitted parking lot. My heels crunch on broken glass and I grit my teeth. I’m here under duress. If I ruin my favorite pair of Jimmy Choos on this fool’s errand, I am going to be really pissed.

      You can do it, sweetheart. This was just one line from my father’s pep talk.  The pack’s counting on you, was another. I hear the unspoken addition: I’m counting on you. If there’s anything thirty years of life have taught me, it was that I’ll do anything to make my dad proud. Including walking back into a scene from my high school days.

      Apparently, I didn’t learn anything from the past, because here I am, repeating it. Come to think of it, my dad gave me that damn ‘daily wisdom quote’ calendar.

      A rundown warehouse looms across the gravel lot, rising from the cracked concrete. A line of motorcycles lean in front of a broken chain link fence. A few beat up pickup trucks break up the endless row of leather and chrome. I pass one mud-spattered Chevy, a rusty replacement door adding a splash of color to the battered blue. A faded bumper sticker features a howling wolf. Another: a dog with its leg cocked, a telltale arc of liquid splashing on a Ford symbol.

      Charming.

      As I approach, the door slams open and a shifter staggers out, his matted mane of hair and sweat stained shirt reeking of beer, piss and pot. At 6 p.m. on a Wednesday.

      Lovely.

      “Excuse me.” I’d touch his arm to get his attention, but I don’t know where he’s been. “Is this the shifter fight club?”

      The shifter dude gapes at me, and I stiffen. I’m dressed in an Anne Klein suit and skirt. The olive tone makes the caramel and chestnut highlights in my hair pop and my green eyes look amazing. Paired with the sheerest of sheer stockings and my lucky Jimmy Choos—I’m business up front, yowza in the back. And sexy as fuck underneath.

      Not that this trifling shifter wolf will ever know it. His gaze roams from my shiny shoes to my elegant skirt to my rather generous hips, detouring around the tailored cut at my waist and stalling right at my girls.

      “Hey,” I snap. “My eyes are up here.”

      The shifter looks higher. “Is it a full moon?” he leers. “‘Cause I got the urge to mate right now.”

      A bad pick up line. Awesome.

      “No,” I bark, no longer willing to waste politeness on this moron. “I’m looking for—”

      Behind the shifter, the door swings open, and rock music blasts into the sunny day. A drunken howl fills the air. “Drink, drink, drink, drink!”

      Just like that, I’m back in high school.

      A keg in the woods, bare-chested shifter boys doing handstands. My heart flutters as I walk up to one. The beautiful troubled one with the ice blue eyes. He turns as I approach, a smile lighting his rugged face. It takes my breath away...

      “Lady? Lady…” Beer-soaked breath on my face makes me step back. “I wouldn’t go in there if I was you,” the wolf informs me solemnly. Great advice. Too bad I can’t take it.

      “This is Fight Club?” I ask, and when he nods, I hit the door with my palm, sucking in a breath and holding it as I enter the murky underworld.

      It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the gloom. Dust motes hang suspended in the smoky air. To the right, a shifter stands behind a makeshift bar, slinging drinks to his rowdy patrons. A group of leather-clad jackals slam shots. A few sway. One stands on a metal stool, singing a drinking song that sounds vaguely Irish. I can’t tell because he’s slurring and cussing every other word.

      The place is cavernous, with a concrete floor and light sifting in from windows near the ceilings. Whoever converted this warehouse didn’t do a bad job. The bar and the backsplash are made of recycled wood. There are a few tall tables, metal topped with more polished wood.  Not bad looking, actually. Give this place a good cleaning—maybe a powerwash—and it would look trendy, a hipster brunch spot. Of course, you’d have to change the bathroom signs. Right now they read: Bitches and Studs.

      Enchanting.

      I roll my eyes and step aside as a prowl of jaguars brush by, heading to the bar. They have their dark hair slicked back and collars up like wannabe 50s greasers. A few look back at me with casual interest and I fight not to roll my eyes again.

      I do not fit in here. For one thing, I’m the only one in a suit. For another, I’m a she-wolf. There aren’t many females in this place. A few bitches maybe. Well, I can be a bitch, too. I set my teeth into half smile, half snarl, and stride into the shadows. More shifters stand in clusters, muttering together. One points to a notebook, and his companion pulls out a wallet. Out of the corner of my eye, I see bills change hands. I nearly stop and stare at this blatant proof of gambling.

      A large cage sits on an elevated stage. Inside, a scrawny shifter with a shock of orange hair pushes a mop around lazily. My nose pricks with a sharp smell. Blood.

      The closer I get to the fighting ring, the stronger the scents hit me. Blood, sweat, piss in a dizzying miasma. If testosterone had a smell, this would be it. I wrinkle my nose and pick my way around the piles of trash, and walk smack into a solid wall of muscle.

      “Oh excuse me—”

      “Watch it, princess,” a rumble like an avalanche comes from a hulking beast of a man. I look up and freeze, mouth falling open. Feral eyes peer from a fight-ravaged face. Arms, neck, cheeks—whatever part of him that isn’t tattooed is covered in scars. The scars alone make me stare. With shifter healing, they’re not common, but not impossible. How much damage had this guy taken that he didn’t heal right away, but scarred?

      One beefy hand hovers at my elbow, as if he’s ready to grab and steady me—or throw me out. “This is no place for a lady.”

      “I—uh-I—” This is ridiculous. I’m Sheridan Green of the Wolf Ridge Greens, leaders of the Phoenix pack. Both my uncle and cousin are pack alphas. I’ve navigated werewolf politics since before I could walk.

      I stare up into the scarred face and try to remember my mission and manners. “I beg your pardon.”

      “You looking for somebody?” he growls.

      I straighten my suit jacket, searching for composure. “I...yes. Is Garrett Green here?”

      The big guy cocks an eyebrow. “The alpha don’t come here.”

      I lick my lips, trying to think of who to ask for. “I was told this was a pack operation.”

      “You were told wrong,” the big guy tells me. He’s a shifter, but I can’t scent what type of animal, though I feel it, big and brooding under his intimidating skin. Definitely an apex predator. “This here’s independent from the pack.”

      My brain scrambles. If Garrett’s pack isn’t running this operation, who is? “I thought this place was under the Tucson pack’s protection.”

      The big guy shrugs. “We’re fighters. We protect our own.”

      “That’s”—I shake my head, not wanting to say ‘crazy’—“I’m from the Phoenix pack. I was sent here to find out what’s going on—”

      “Hey, Grizz. Who’s your friend?”

      I turn towards the silky voice, and get my second shock of the night. Grizz—the big guy at my back, steps between me and the speaker, but not before I get a whiff of cologne. The seductive scent covers an uglier smell—a stone-cold scent like a tomb, with an undertone of old blood.

      My lips curl back and I snarl, “Vampire.”

      The leech is tall, too tall, with a fine-boned face so beautiful it’s inhuman. His beauty is predatory, lethal, like a poisonous flower. Men and women will find themselves attracted to him, but before they know why, they’ll be dead.

      He smiles, showing a pair of pointy teeth. My hackles go up and my wolf surges to the fore.

      “Back off, Nero,” the big shifter barks, his brawny shoulder inserted between me and the vamp. “She’s a guest.”

      “My dear Grizzly.” The vampire spreads his elegant hands. He’s wearing a thousand-dollar suit and snakeskin cowboy boots. “Aren’t we all?”

      “Come on.” Grizz herds me toward the back, away from the smiling vampire. “Office’s this way. The boss will want to speak with you.”

      I let the scarred shifter—grizzly bear, of course—guide me around the fight cage toward the corner of the warehouse, where a dark, room-sized cube hugs the walls. Behind us, Nero watches, his teeth shining in the gloom. I suppress a shudder.

      “So the rumors are true,” I mutter. “This place has gone to the leeches.”

      Grizz gives me a sharp look and pushes me gently toward the office door. “Someone to see you, boss,” he calls and raps the side of the cube.

      The door opens and I get my third shock. Spiked hair, lip ring, dark tattoos running up and down muscular arms. And those ice blue eyes piercing me through. I sway as if stabbed, and he automatically puts his hands out to steady me.

      Trey Robson.

      “Sheridan.” It’s just like the first time he spoke my name. Trey stares as if he’s not sure I’m really here. I’m tall, but he towers over me. And I’m lost, drowning in the past, the heat and memory in his pale blue gaze.
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      Trey

      

      Sheridan Green glares up at me, looking like she stepped out of my dreams—wet dreams—and into my life. My wolf presses against my skin, clawing to touch her. I don’t know whether to yell at her, slam the door in her face, or pull her into the office and reacquaint myself with every inch of her body.

      My dick is not so ambivalent. It’d be easy, so easy, too easy, to yank her to me, hike up her skirt, and have her against the wall.

      Then she opens her mouth. “Get your hands off me,” she spits, her green eyes sparking.

      “Fuck,” I rasp, and let go of her as if burned. “What’s going on?” I ask Grizz without taking my eyes from Sheridan’s angry face.

      The grizzly shrugs. “She came in looking to talk to Garrett. I figured you’d want to know.”

      “Garrett?” I cross my arms over my chest, mirroring Sheridan’s stance. She’s got her hackles up. As if she has a right to be mad at me after what she did. “Your cousin isn’t here.”

      “I learned that,” she snaps. “Right before I ran into a freaking vampire.”

      A growl rises at my chest. Not at her. I’m not happy about the leeches.

      “Come in.” I step back, holding the office door open. She marches in and turns in a circle, hands on her hips. For a moment I see the office through her eyes. The messy stacks of paper, the dim light broken by the glow of an ancient desktop computer. The empty cans of beer overflowing from the trash can. Not exactly a professional work environment.

      Whatever. It’s my business and I get shit done when I want, how I want. I’m done trying to please her. Those days are over. She killed any tie we ever had to each other.

      A little voice in the back of my head whispers, You had it coming. I have to admit, I snuffed out the feelings we had for each other as efficiently as I could. Our relationship was on life support by the time I was through with it. But Sheridan was the one who plunged a knife into my heart, and twisted it until there was nothing left. No love, no feelings. I’ve been an empty shell ever since.

      “Vampire, Robson, really? What the heck is going on?”

      Heck. She still doesn’t swear. Still the perfect pack princess, working so hard to please everyone. Her family, her pack, her alpha—everybody but me. She doesn’t have a problem treating me like dirt.

      Right now she’s looking down her nose like I’m dogshit on her designer shoe. Her fancy-pants high heels that make her legs under her skirt look long and sexy as fuck.

      My eyebrows snap together and I glare right back. Who the fuck wears high heels to an underground fight club?

      “What are you doing here, Sheridan?”

      A perfectly polished fingernail stabs me in the chest. “You answer me first, wolf. Why is there a leech out there? This is pack territory. Why haven’t you thrown him out and staked him as an example?”

      “I can’t. He belongs to Lucius. We have a deal.”

      Sheridan sucks in a breath. “You’re dealing with vampires?”

      “Fuck.” I turn away, scrubbing my hand through my hair. I hate leeches more than anyone. They’ve turned my dream into a nightmare. “It’s complicated.”

      “Explain.”

      I whirl back on her with a snarl. “I’m not your wolf.” I was once. But never again. That’s why this is so hard. “I don’t answer to you.”

      She straightens, her chin going up in the stubborn stance I know so well. “I’m here on behalf of the Phoenix pack.”

      “Garrett’s dad? You should talk to Garrett.”

      “I thought he’d be here.”

      “This isn’t pack territory. Not anymore.” I swallow to stop my wolf growling in my chest. He hates the leeches as much as I do. “We made a deal with the new kingpin.”

      “I can’t believe this. The wolves I know would never ever deal with vampires—”

      “The Sheridan I knew would never choose her own glory over her friends. Oh wait, she did.”

      She pales. “That was years ago,” she whispers. “I thought you’d be over it.”

      Never. I’ll never be over you. If I talk, I’ll beg like a dog. For her to come back, forgive me, anything. Instead of answering, I raise a mocking eyebrow. Cruel, but she deserves it.

      She looks away, color returning to her cheeks with a flush. A tendril of hair curls around the perfect shell of her ear. I tighten my hand into a fist to keep from touching it.

      After a minute, Sheridan turns back, her face a cool mask. “I’m here representing the Phoenix pack. We’ve heard Fight Club was attracting trouble. Alpha Green sent me to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Spy on us, you mean.” I cock my head and bare my teeth in a nasty semblance of a grin. “Just like old times.”

      She flinches at that. Points to me. “I’d like a sit down with Garrett, to talk about this new vampire presence and what it means.”

      “Then call him. I’m sure your cousin will be happy to hear from you. Or are you not on speaking terms with him?”

      She presses her lips together and gives a small shake of her head.

      “Imagine that. It’s almost like no one trusts you anymore, since you betrayed us.”

      “Are you ever going to let that go?”

      “Nope.” I grin to hide the flash of pain. She’s so beautiful. So perfect. So out of reach. An ant has a better chance of dating the sun.

      Her father was right.  I never should’ve put my dirty paws on her.

      “Look.” Her voice softens. “I’m not the bad guy here. Fight Club”—she flicks her fingers at the door—“You’re attracting attention. Cops, FBI, CIA—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I raise a hand to stop her, mentally cursing Agent Dune and his damn midlife crisis. “That business with the CIA wasn’t us.”

      She shakes her head. “You were involved. And now the heat’s on and you’re taunting the humans under their noses. Gambling. Illegal fights. Drugs.”

      “Hey”—I spread my hands—“I have nothing to do with drugs.”

      She leans forward and sniffs my clothes pointedly. “Last time I checked, recreational pot wasn’t legal.”

      I roll my eyes. “Maybe I have a prescription.”

      “I don’t care about the pot. I care about the harder stuff. Sucre sang.” She rattles off something French-sounding. “Sugar blood. It’s a new drug on the streets, and it’s deadly.” She pauses, her eyes faraway for a moment. “That’s why the vampires are here,” she says to herself, as if she’s just figured it out.

      I stay quiet, drinking in the sight of her in a sleek suit. She looks good. More makeup than she used to wear, and her hair is pulled back tight, but the stuffy suit she’s wearing doesn’t hide her perfect curves.

      Sheridan. Fuck. She’s catnip to my wolf. Not catnip—wolfbane. Sweetness and poison in one perfectly made up package.

      As if to prove it, she faces me. "This little turf war with the leeches makes it clear that you guys can't stand alone. You need our protection. Maybe even become part of the Phoenix pack again."

      "What the fuck?” I can’t keep my voice down. “We've been on our own for years, ever since you—"

      "You only exist because we allow it,” she says, cool as a judge pronouncing an execution sentence. “Shut Fight Club down, Trey. Or I will."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Twelve Years Ago
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      Trey

      

      She-wolves in bikinis, empty beer bottles, sand between my toes. San Clemente State Park is the perfect place to camp with the gang on an October weekend.

      My mom’s easy, but I’m not sure how most of these kids got their parents to let them come—must be because Garrett, our future alpha, headed up the trip. Either that, or they lied and said it was a school outing.

      I know if I was Sheridan Green’s dad, I would never let her sleep anywhere near the likes of us. Of me. Because she is in serious danger of getting marked right here and now.

      And it’s not just the stolen beer keg talking.

      We’ve never hung out before—we run in totally different circles, but somehow we ended up playing frisbee in the water together this afternoon. Now she leans against me in front of the small beach fire someone lit, the skin of her bare shoulder warm against mine, her scent in my nostrils. I haven’t touched her yet, mostly because I don’t trust myself. I can’t even believe we’re hanging out. Homecoming queen, pack royalty, straight A student—she’s everything I’m not. At seventeen, she works in the upper offices of Wolf Ridge with the rest of the royalty, not on the factory floor, like me and my mom.

      And she’s the most gorgeous she-wolf this pack has ever seen.

      I thought she’d date an alpha kid from another pack, someone like her cousin Garrett, who is and has everything. Or even Jared, who at least has a mid-pack pedigree.

      “You know what I can’t figure out, Robson?” Her voice is husky and soft so only I can hear her.

      “What’s that, sweetheart?” I take a hit off the joint Jared passed me and offer it to her. She shakes her head, but I don’t sense judgment.

      “Why a guy as smart as you sits in the back and screws around during class. If you applied yourself, you could get a full ride to college somewhere.”

      My chest tightens but I force a laugh. I wrote off college a long time ago. Probably about the time my eighth grade teacher told me I was as worthless as my imprisoned dad, and I should get my ass into vocational school. “What makes you think I’m smart?”

      “You wouldn’t be in the advanced classes if you hadn’t tested in. And you ace every test even though I never see you study.”

      She’s been paying attention.

      That in itself makes my world shudder and rearrange.

      “Nah, school’s not for me. I can’t stand authority.” I flash her my bad boy smile and she leans into me, her forest green eyes lit by the flames.

      “You follow his authority.” She lifts her chin in the direction of Garrett Green, our pack leader’s son.

      “He’s different.” I mean it. Garrett may be one-hundred percent alpha, but he’s one of us. He doesn’t care for school or authority, either. He won’t toe the party line. He’s told his dad point blank he will never run the brewery. More than anything, though, he’s a friend. He’s as loyal to his mini pack of teen wolves as we are to him. He’d do anything for us.

      And I’ve had way too little of that in my life, so yeah—I’m sticking close. Where he goes, I follow. And we sure as hell aren’t going to college to become suits at Wolf Ridge Brewery.

      She turns her gaze back to the fire.

      Across the way, Garrett howls and strips off his swim trunks. With a whoop of excitement, the rest of the boys follow, dropping their suits and shifting to howl. A bunch of girls, do, too, calling to me and Sheridan. She stands up and hesitates, shooting an unsure glance at me.

      As much as I’d give my left nut to see Sheridan Green naked, there’s no fucking way I’m going to let her do it front of the rest of the gang. Yeah, we’ve all been shifting together since we were kids, but that was before puberty. Before our teeth bore the serum capable of permanently marking a female.

      “Not here, sweetheart.” I snatch her up by the waist and run, carrying her toward the cluster of tents while she giggles and fights me to put her down.

      I drop her in front of her tent and turn my back. “Last one on four legs is a rotten egg!” I shove down my trunks and shift while she’s still ducking into the tent.

      She squeals in frustration and then darts out, her tawny coat thick and shining. She runs at top speed down to the water and I chase, nipping her heels, my wolf already ready to mate, to mark.

      Down, boy. Sheridan Green is about as far off limits as a nun in the Vatican.

      My wolf doesn’t give a shit.

      He wants her. Preferably in human form, naked and on the beach.

      He wants her tonight.
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        Present

      

      

      Sheridan

      

      For a second Trey just stares at me, eyes wide as if I shot him in the chest.

      Again.

      The pain and shame of that night comes back to me like a black fog rolling over my body. I’ve tried so hard these last twelve years to claw free from it, to believe I did the right thing. Especially since the Tucson pack has done well for itself.

      My first boyfriend then turns and kicks the leg of the desk.

      “Fuck,” he spits. “Fuck fuck fuck.” He kicks a trash can and it goes flying.

      “Lovely,” I drawl, stopping a rolling beer can with my foot. “You always were so eloquent.”

      “You were never this much of a bitch,” he shoots back, and I flinch.

      “I can’t believe I ever loved you,” I mutter. I don’t mean him to hear but he glances up sharply, anger flushing up his neck. Stupid sensitive wolf hearing.

      I raise my chin, daring him to comment.

      “What the fuck is this, Sheridan?” There was a time I would melt when he said my name. Very inconvenient to remember that right now. Trey is angry. Very angry. But the wolf in me feels his heat and interprets it differently. She remembers when Trey’s big body and all his anger at the world became fiery passion he unleashed on me. The perfect alchemy.

      “You show up after twelve years, talking big… let me explain something, sweetheart.” He jabs a finger in my direction. “You don’t have the authority to shut me down.”

      “My alpha does.”

      “So you’re going to turn tail and run to him? You were always good at tattling on us. Twelve years hasn’t changed a damn thing.”

      I flush. Score one for the angry he-wolf.

      “That’s not why you’re here.” Trey crowds me, giving me an eyeful of the flexing muscles of his chest, and suddenly I can’t think straight. “I think you got tired of your pretty little place in the pack and pretty little life. Is that right, sweetheart?” The shaded edges of his neck tattoo fill my vision. It’s hot, almost too hot to breathe. “You always wanted to walk on the wild side. That’s why we were together in the first place. I wanted to get my dirty paws on a pack princess, and you”—his breath warms my ear and I feel dizzy—“you were slummin’.”

      He steps back to survey my dazed expression, a satisfied look on his face. My blood rushes faster, faster, and my wolf wants to know why we still have so many clothes on.

      “That’s why you’re here.” Trey folds his arms over his broad chest, effectively closing himself off. “Another taste of the dog’s life. Then it’s back to your cushy gig, after you piss all over everything I’ve done. Because you’re still out for revenge.”

      “This isn’t personal.”

      “The fuck it isn’t.” He tosses his beautiful head, and I recognize the flash of pain beneath the fighter’s stance. It’s the very thing that attracted me to him when we were teens—what gave him depth. He wasn’t another dumb meathead follower of Garrett’s. His emotions ran deep, and though he kept them bottled up most of the time, they came out through his fists, and with me, through passion.

      I just want to move close and comfort him. As angry as he is, I know he won’t hurt me. He would never hurt me.

      “You still have it out for me.”

      “I don’t.” I swallow, trying to wet my mouth. I need to remember why I’m here. I need to remember that Trey is a player, and any attraction I feel for his beautiful fighter’s body will soon be obliterated because deep down he’s a lying, cheating low-down dirty dog. “I represent the pack.”

      “Not my pack.”

      I want to scream at him, ask why he’s playing stupid. “The Phoenix pack. Wolf Ridge. Your old pack.”

      “That never was my pack.” His lips barely move.

      “Please,” I scoff. “Tell your mom that. She misses you, by the way. Still works in the factory—I see her every week.”

      His eyes narrow. “I talk to her twice a week.”

      Okay, maybe that was a low blow, insinuating that he abandoned his mom.

      “You know, I’m surprised your father lets you descend from on high to mingle with the commoners.” He prowls around me, and I fight the urge to turn, face him, keep from giving him my back. He’s the biggest predator in the room and my wolf knows it. She shouldn’t be so aroused. A little more arousal in my scent and Trey and anyone who walks in this room will know how I really feel. My wolf wants to climb him like a tall, tattooed tree.

      Down girl!

      “I’m not a pack princess.”

      “Could’ve fooled me. What did they make you when you graduated college?  CEO?”

      “I’m a VP of Finance.” I cross my arms over my chest. “But I earned it.”

      Trey scoffs.

      “No really, I did. I interned every summer. By the time I graduated with my MBA, I had worked in every area of the company.”

      “Every area?” Despite himself, he sounds impressed.

      “Yep. Factory floor, janitor. I even did a summer in marketing at our sponsored and outdoor events. When we were short on staff, I helped out wherever—waitressing, even behind the bar.”

      “You slung drinks.” Treys’ voice is dry, disbelieving.

      “Yep. “

      “Good, we need a bartender who can make change. Wednesday night, 7 p.m. Wear a skirt.” He sneers at my outfit. “But lose the jacket.”

      “Aren’t you listening? You can’t run fights here anymore. You’re attracting attention.”

      “Then you’re not paying attention, sweetheart.” Trey crowds me, and heat fills my body. I stare up at him. Every nerve’s clanging like a fire alarm. Evacuate now! “There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you shut me down.”

      He leans forward, eyes on mine. Angling his head, he takes a good long sniff. “Vanilla and orange,” he purrs in his deep voice, and arousal pools between my legs. “Very nice.”

      “It’s the flavor of our new line of seasonal brews,” I parrot my company’s marketing spiel. “Wheat beers. Very popular.” My brain is on autopilot, all available neurons diverted to keeping me from grabbing Trey’s bulging biceps with both hands, and rubbing against him like a cat.

      “Whatever it is, I like it. You smell good enough to eat.” His eyes are glinting silver, his wolf peering out at me. Not good.

      I slam my heel down on his foot. Hard enough to send my pointy heel through the thick boot leather.

      “Ow,” he shouts, jumping back. “What the hell?”

      “Darn it,” I hiss, lifting my leg. My heel is broken. I point to his boots. “Are those steel toes?”

      “Factory regulation.” His lip curls again. God, is he ever going to look at me with anything but contempt? “You know us Robsons. No sense wasting a college education on us. We work the floor.”

      “Stop it,” I snap, no longer upset about my shoe. I hate it when he implies he’s not smart enough. “You have a brain, Trey. I told you that years ago. You just choose not to use it.” I hike up my skirt and prop my foot on the desk, baring my leg right in front of him.

      “What are you doing?” Trey chokes out.

      A tendril of satisfaction snakes up my throat. I may have lost a heel, but I’m regaining my footing. “Taking off my shoes.” I slide my fingers up my thigh to unsnap my garters. “But first, I have to take off my stockings. Don’t want them to get dirty.”

      Trey’s Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. He licks his lips, staring at my legs. “You can’t go out there in bare feet.”

      “I’m a tough she-wolf,” I shoot back, skimming the stocking down my calf. I may take a second or two longer than absolutely necessary, but the stunned look on Trey’s face is worth it. “Watch me.”
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      Trey

      

      For a second, I do. I watch the show, and fates help me, I love it. Sheridan’s slim fingers peel down the stocking, revealing a perfect leg. She removes one, then the other, balls them up and stuffs them into the toe of the broken shoe, straightening to shoot me a triumphant glance. “If you’re not willing to discuss things like a reasonable person, this conversation is over.” Barefoot, she pivots to leave. No fucking way is she walking barefoot across the club—my club—the floor covered in broken glass and dirt and fuck knows what.

      Hips swaying, she takes one step out the door.

      “Not so fast.” I grab her around the waist and hoist her easily over my shoulder. She struggles, shouting, legs kicking helplessly as I secure her in a fireman’s hold.

      “What the heck,” she squawks, but I’m already moving, striding through club, past startled shifters. A few turn and point, hands slapping over their mouths at the sight of me carrying a struggling skirt from my office. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Grizz. The huge bear shifter shakes his head.

      “Trey! Put me down right now or so help me—”

      “Keep screaming, sweetheart.” I laugh, freeing my right hand to give her sweet ass a smack. “Make sure no one in the place misses the show.”

      “I’m going to kill you!” Sheridan bellows, her fists beating my back. She’s strong, but I’m stronger.

      “You can try. We’ll call it an audition. We’re thinking of getting some more women fighters in. Maybe have ‘em mud wrestle, naked. I’d pay to see that.”

      “You, you—” her voice disintegrates into a growl as she digs her nails into my ass. The sting shoots straight to my dick. Goddamn Sheridan, causing me pain, my dick just loves her more. She could cut me off at the knees, and I’d still fucking cum.

      “That’s it, baby, take a chunk outta me. I like it rough,” I mutter as I hit the door and step into the night. Sheridan growls, but she stops struggling so hard. I enjoy the last few strides across the parking lot. I head past a gang of curious bikers straight to Sheridan’s car. The white Mercedes convertible that her dad got her as a graduation present. A perfect gift for his perfect little angel.

      I drop her right into the front seat, as gently as I can, before backing away quickly. Don’t want to get my dick punched. “Where are you staying?” I have to ask—nothing will stop the need in me to take care of her—make sure she’s safe.

      She looks up at me, hair tousled and cheeks flushed and eyes glowing with rage and...something more. “I rented an Airbnb on Meyer Street. Over by the convention center.”

      I can’t focus on her words because the scent of her arousal hits me and I trip backwards. Oh fates. She’s turned on.

      “Well, check out of it, sweetheart,” I tell her. “Don’t come back.”

      She drives out in a spray of gravel. I stand, unflinching, as the stones shower my jeans. The sting is nothing I don’t deserve.

      “Trey.” A tall dark shape emerges from the murky shadows around the bikes. My best friend, Jared, prowls forward, his forehead wrinkled in disbelief. He hooks a thumb in the direction of the retreating Mercedes. “Was that…”

      “Yup,” I answer and turn on my heel to stalk back into the club. I don’t want to talk about it.

      Sheridan Green. Fuck.
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