
  
    
      
    
  


  Dedication


  To the Diva, who will never be allowed to read Mommy’s books, even after she’s an adult, and who was more jealous of the time I spent on this one than the previous ones.


  I hope she’ll understand it was the werewolf lovin’ that paid for a very good school.
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  Chapter One


  Sara’s hands shook as she applied her mascara. With the wand halfway to her eye, she stopped and stared at herself in the mirror, watching a flush bloom across her face. Thinking about the night ahead made her neck burn. A hard, tight knot lay coiled in the pit of her stomach. She felt like she might be sick.


  She grinned at her reflection. There was no way this could last, but she planned to enjoy every minute for as long as it did.


  Sex. They were going to have sex tonight, she’d decided. She’d never done it on the third date, but her life was getting ready to take a big turn and the time felt right for doing stuff she’d never done before. She knew once she left Luxor, she’d never see him again, and she didn’t want to spend the rest of her life wondering what it would have been like.


  Nash Keeton knocked on the door at six-thirty sharp. She loved that he didn’t try to play it cool by keeping her waiting. When he’d asked for her number a couple of weeks ago—after two months of sitting in her section for breakfast, lunch and sometimes dinner—he’d called her the very next day. When he’d said, two days ago, “Maybe we can do something Friday night,” he’d called her later that evening to see if they could do something Friday night.


  He didn’t pretend he didn’t think she was hot. Which was kind of amazing, considering how incredibly hot he was.


  “I knew it,” he’d said when he’d picked her up for their first date two weeks ago.


  “Knew what?”


  “That you had a smoking hot body under that godawful uniform they make you wear.”


  And then he’d flashed the cocky grin that made her stomach flip over.


  Sometimes she was actually glad she could remember every detail of every moment she experienced. Some memories, like Nash Keeton, she’d be revisiting forever.


  Now she opened the door to see him standing on her front step, rocked back on his heels with his arms folded across his chest. Nash’s biceps looked chiseled from smooth, tan stone. His black T-shirt was just snug enough to signal the firm pecs and six-pack underneath.


  She’d never seen him with his shirt off, and that was a damn shame.


  The flush returned as he looked her up and down with that grin.


  “You look kind of delicious.” He had a lovely, slow Central Texas drawl, not the East Texas twang she had and hated.


  “Thank you.” She wanted to say, “So do you,” but was afraid it would sound stupid, so she just smiled.


  He slipped an arm around her as they walked to his motorcycle. Handing her the extra helmet, he asked, “So what’s it gonna be tonight? Italian? Thai? Sushi?”


  She rolled her eyes at him. “What, so we’re going to Marshall for dinner? I have to work a double tomorrow, you know.” Marshall was an hour away.


  “Okay. Guess it’s Café Caddo, then.”


  It was always, only, and ever Café Caddo.


  She wondered what he’d say if she told him she’d never tasted sushi or Thai food in her life, not even when she went to Marshall. Or that the closest she’d ever been to an Italian restaurant was Olive Garden—in Marshall, of course. She’d never been to Dallas or Fort Worth. She’d never even been to Longview. What would Mr. Big City think if he knew that, she wondered as they roared off into the night.


  


  


  The Café was the finest dining establishment in Luxor, which was only one of many reasons Sara couldn’t wait to leave her hometown of seven hundred and thirty-six.


  She knew every person in the place. She’d waited on all of them in the four years she’d been working here. Having dinner at the Café was as interesting as eating in her own living room, except that she couldn’t do it in her pajamas.


  “What is it?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re making a face like something smells bad. Is it me?”


  “Oh. Sorry.” She smiled guiltily. “I was just thinking that I wouldn’t miss this place. When I get to Marshall, I won’t be working anywhere that serves chicken fried steak.”


  “Chicken fried steak’s one of my favorites.”


  “I smell it everywhere, no matter where I am. I swear I smell it on myself when I’m getting out of the shower. I probably smell like it right now.”


  “Wait. Hang on.” He got up and came around to her side of the booth, sliding in and pressing her all the way up against the partition.


  “Hey!”


  He buried his face in her neck and took a deep, loud sniff. It tickled and she giggled, both embarrassed at the attention they were attracting and, at the same time, proud of it. The hottest guy to come through Luxor in probably forever wanted her. And he was from Houston, home to shifters and people of fae ancestry, so everyone in Luxor viewed him a little suspiciously despite his fancy motorcycle and topnotch hunting skills. Dating him made her feel like she was saying “screw you” to Luxor—something she’d dreamed about for years but would never have the nerve to do.


  He sniffed again. “I don’t smell any chicken fried steak in there. Just some girly perfume. I like it.” He kissed her neck.


  “Stop!” she squealed softly, not really meaning it. “Everyone’s staring!”


  “All right, all right,” he said with mock sadness. He sat up straight but didn’t return to the other side of the table.


  “You two need a room?” Susan asked with a smile. Neither of them had heard her approach the table.


  “Nah. We’ll get a room later.” He twisted away as Sara jabbed her elbow into his ribs. “Meantime, Susan, we’d love a pitcher of Shiner. That all right with you?”


  Sara nodded.


  When Susan left, Nash turned to face her with his arm across the back of the booth. “So. Marshall. You still on track for that?”


  She nodded. “Yep. Sent in my apartment deposit this week. Classes start the first week of January.”


  Texas State Technical College, where she’d been taking online courses for three semesters, had approved her for financial aid. She’d be moving right after Christmas.


  “It’s gonna be here before you know it.”


  “I know. I can’t wait.”


  Susan dropped off the pitcher and two glasses and promised to come right back to take their order.


  Sara took a sip of her beer, suddenly self-conscious and very aware of his face so close to hers.


  He ran a finger through the hair at the back of her neck. “You’ll kick ass in Marshall. Matter of fact, I bet after a year it’ll be too small to hold you. You’ll be moving on to Dallas.”


  She basked in his praise. No one but her best friend and cousin, Wendy, ever praised anything she did. He really seemed interested in her, not just her body. “Well, I don’t know. It might take longer than that to get used to a city that size.” Marshall had a population of twenty-eight thousand. “I do want to transfer to a four-year college. But not in Dallas—that’s too close. I’m going to Houston.” Belatedly fearing it might sound like she was dropping hints about a future with him, she hastily added, “Or, you know, San Antonio, or Austin. Someplace with freeways and buildings taller than four stories.” She looked around the Café. “A place with restaurants you have to dress for.”


  Those deep dimples reappeared, but this time his smile was serious. “Wherever you wind up, you’ll do great.”


  His words made her feel all warm inside, like she was glowing.


  “Okay, what are y’all having tonight?” Susan asked.


  “Oh yeah, right, food,” Nash said. “We haven’t even looked at the menu.”


  She elbowed him again. “Oh, shut up.” Anyone who’d eaten at the Café more than three times had the menu memorized.


  “Okay. Guess I’ll have the chicken fried steak.”


  “Fine, but I won’t be kissing you.”


  “Oh, I think you will.” He waggled his eyebrows and leered at her.


  Susan giggled like—well, like Sara had been giggling just a minute ago. Nash had that effect on women.


  “I’ll have the mushroom burger, Sue.”


  “Onion rings, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And another pitcher, please,” added Nash.


  “All righty.”


  They talked about the last couple of charters Nash had taken out on the lake. The guys at JP’s Outdoor Expeditions said he had some sort of mystical rapport with nature. And since he’d arrived in Luxor two months ago, Dallas and Fort Worth businesswomen were showing up, suddenly interested in hunting and fishing.


  Their order came up quickly, but Susan didn’t leave after she dropped off the plates. Instead, she looked around to see if anyone was listening, then leaned in a little bit, propping her tray against one hip. “Hey. Did y’all hear about those folks out by Wake Village?”


  “Huh? No. What folks?” Sara asked. Nash was already digging into his dinner.


  “Five of ’em, three men and two women. Young—or at least they think they were young. It’ll probably take dental records to ID them.”


  “Oh my God.” Leave it to Susan to start a story like this while people were eating. But Sara was curious in spite of herself. “What happened?”


  “Well, they’ve managed to keep it out of the papers, but you know Bobbi’s boyfriend is a Bowie County deputy.” Susan, a semi-pro gossip, repeated everything her daughter told her.


  “Okay, but what happened?” asked Sara.


  Nash looked up from his plate.


  “They were cut to ribbons.” Susan paused for effect before dropping the real bomb. “Sheriff says it was werewolves.”


  “Wait a minute,” Nash said. “I heard the vics had knife wounds.”


  “Listen to you,” Susan scoffed. “What are you, a cop? How did you hear about it?”


  “Some guys on one of my charters know the cops who worked it. But if they were stabbed, it wasn’t werewolves.”


  “Yeah, wolves don’t use weapons,” Sara blurted. “It’s not honorable.”


  It was out of her mouth before she knew she’d said it. Now both Susan and Nash were staring at her. Susan looked shocked, and maybe a little disgusted.


  Nash looked intrigued. “How do you know about werewolves?”


  She shrugged. “Something I read on the Internet once, I guess.” Her hands had started shaking, so she picked up her burger. “I mean, everybody knows that about werewolves.”


  “I sure didn’t know that.” Susan was looking at her like she’d just announced her conversion to Satanism. “Why would you be reading about such things? That’s not how you were raised, Sara Mae.”


  Nash grinned. “Sara Mae?”


  “Don’t start,” she muttered, still staring at her burger and willing Susan to shut up and go away.


  Shutting up was not something Susan knew much about. She set her tray down on their table and crossed her arms, apparently in no hurry to tend to her other customers. A few people at nearby tables were watching the scene unfold.


  “Well, all I know is Lanny Coe says werewolves did it. He passed out silver bullets to all his men.”


  “Who the fuck is Lanny Coe, and what makes him think werewolves are running around northeast Texas?” Nash asked in the mocking tone of voice Sara often wished she had the nerve to use.


  Susan’s mouth had stretched into a prim, tight line at Nash’s profanity. Now her eyes narrowed to angry slits as she snapped, “Lanny Coe’s the Sheriff of Bowie County. And he knows the fairies and skin-walkers won’t stop ’til they’re living in every city in every state. They want to take over this country. Europe was smart enough to stop ’em, but over here they just get themselves elected!”


  “But, Susan, there’s not enough fairies and skin-walkers to live in every city in every state.” Nash’s tone was mild, still a bit amused, but Sara heard the contempt in his voice as he repeated the offensive epithets. It was the contempt of a cosmopolitan big city dweller for an ignorant, small-town bigot.


  Yes, some big city folks could be assholes. But most people in Luxor—well, as far as Sara knew, everyone in Luxor but her—thought exactly the same way Susan did.


  What made it even worse was that she didn’t have the courage to confront Susan about her hateful views. She just sat there, her face burning, while the tables around them turned to stare. Nash probably assumed Sara felt the same way, even though she didn’t. And that made her want to slink under the booth and crawl out of the Café.


  “Well, but…” Susan was only temporarily flustered by facts. “The politicians are still helping them live wherever they want to. The federal government cares more about beasts than it does about human beings!”


  Beside her, Nash had gone very still. “Beasts?”


  “What would you call someone who could do something like that?”


  “I’d probably call them people,” Nash said in a hard tone. “Then again, I call werewolves people too. Seriously, Susan, humans can cut people up. Happens all the time. How does Sheriff Coe know it wasn’t a drug deal gone bad?” Susan gasped in shock, but Nash didn’t seem to notice. “Drug dealers can be pretty vicious, and I know y’all have a meth problem up here.”


  Oh, dear Lord. Why did he have to bring up drugs?


  Susan looked ready to spit. “If it was a drug deal, then it had to be werewolves. We’re good Christian people round here. We don’t take drugs, and we don’t suffer evil to go upon the earth unchallenged!”


  Susan paused as Sara broke out into a strangled, half-hysterical giggle. She couldn’t hold it in. The way Susan said “We don’t take drugs!”—like she really, truly believed it—was bizarre.


  Sara’s English professor had talked about cognitive dissonance, but she’d never really understood what it meant. Now she did. Though she had to admit—in a town as small as Luxor, cognitive dissonance was probably a survival mechanism.


  “Sara Mae, I don’t know what’s got into you,” Susan said, her mouth still pulled into that thin, tight, bitter line. “I really don’t. If your grandmother saw the kind of company you’re keeping, I just know she’d be worried sick.”


  The giggles vanished as hot anger rushed in. Sara jerked her head up to stare at the woman she’d known all her life and never really liked. A minute ago, she’d been too afraid to speak. Now she was too furious.


  How dare the self-righteous old cow threaten her?


  Her hands were shaking again, and so was her voice, as she said, “Nash, I’m not really hungry anymore. Can we go now?”


  He looked from Susan to Sara, and then he seemed to finally realize that people were staring at them.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


  “No, it’s okay. Let’s go.”


  “All right. Susan, I guess we need the check.”


  “No we don’t. Susan, put it on my account.”


  She felt the eyes on her back all the way out the door.


  


  


  Fifteen minutes later they were rolling back into the parking lot of her tiny apartment complex. Nash was uncharacteristically quiet walking her to her door. He didn’t take her hand or slip an arm around her. She fished out her keys and unlocked the door with a small sigh as she remembered what high hopes she’d had for this night.


  But it was still early, and she wasn’t ready to see him go. She didn’t feel like being alone. Figuring she had nothing to lose, she opened the door and turned to look up at him.


  “You want to come in?”


  He seemed taken aback. “You’re not mad at me?”


  “What? Of course I’m not mad at you.”


  “I mean, back at the Café—if you’re gonna catch a lot of shit because of what I said, I wouldn’t blame you for—”


  “No, I won’t. Or maybe I will, but I don’t care. Come on, I don’t wanna stand out here. There’s Shiner in the fridge.”


  He settled in the living room while she went to the kitchen. As she popped the caps and carried the beers to the couch, she remembered how, not two hours ago, she’d been planning to jump his bones. This wasn’t really the mood she’d been going for, and she didn’t know how to fix it.


  She kicked off her shoes and sat down next to him. He fiddled with the label on his bottle before asking, “So…you’re really not mad at me? Because you sure look like you’re mad. I mean, I can feel it.”


  She took a big swig of the cold beer and sighed. “I’m mad. But not at you—at myself.”


  “Why? You didn’t do anything.”


  “That’s just it. I didn’t do anything!” She collapsed back against the cushions and stared at the ceiling as she relived her mortification, not only at Susan’s awful behavior but at her own cowardice as well. “I didn’t do anything, I didn’t say anything, I…I just sat there while she went on and on about werewolves and evil.”


  “What was all that stuff about suffering evil on the earth?”


  Sara snorted in disgust. “That’s standard Apocalyptic preacher talk. The Bible says thou shalt not suffer a witch to live, and Apocalyptics figure the same must be true of sentients.” Did she hesitate as she said the word? She’d often read it on web sites and chat rooms, but to actually use it in conversation was weird. She hoped she sounded natural, not like some hick trying to act sophisticated. “I don’t know why they added the part about going upon the earth unchallenged—maybe because if they said you had to actually hunt the sentients down and kill ’em, it would mean going out in the big, bad world, and they don’t have the guts to do that. Plus, you know, there’s sentients out in the big bad world, and they fight back. So instead, everyone hunkers down in their nasty little Apocalyptic towns, and if some poor fae or shifter happens to show up once in a while, by God they don’t go unchallenged. ’Cause there’s nothing braver than a crowd of pissed off bigots after the sun goes down.”


  He’d been laughing softly as she explained one of the finer points of Apocalyptic theology, but at the oblique reference to mob violence, he sighed and shook his head.


  “That shit’s so wrong,” she added, “but I—”


  “It is?”


  “Huh?” She turned her head to look at him. “It is what?”


  “It’s wrong? I mean, you think Susan’s attitude towards sentients is wrong?” He sounded perfectly natural using the word. But then, he was from Houston—he hadn’t grown up being taught that all non-humans were evil.


  She took a deep breath. “Yes. I know it’s wrong. I know the Devil didn’t make them, and God doesn’t hate them, and they’re not out to destroy humanity.”


  “Wow,” he said softly, with a crooked grin. The way he was staring at her made her feel hot on the outside and gooey on the inside. “You’re really not like everybody else around here, are you?”


  She never could seem to look him in the eye. There was something about him that intimidated her, but in a very “God, I hope he backs me up against a wall” way, not a “God, I hope he doesn’t kill me” way. So she stared at his mouth instead, and the gooey feeling got worse. “No, I’m not.” It gave her a huge, dangerous thrill to sit here and admit something like that. “You’d be surprised how different I really am.”


  His eyes searched her face for a long moment. They were sitting there, next to each other but not touching, and just before she became unbearably itchy (and gooey) beneath his scrutiny, he said gently, “I think I have a pretty good idea. And I’m glad you didn’t say anything, angel.”


  “You are?”


  “Yeah. I’m not from around here, and I’m not going to be here for much longer. I don’t have to care what people think. This is your home. You’re gonna have to see these folks for the rest of your life, so—”


  “The hell I am.” Her throat constricted at his casual mention of leaving town soon. Well, she would be leaving town soon too. If she hadn’t already been so good at hiding her feelings, the urge to cry, or maybe throw up, would’ve been hard to resist. But a long-term relationship with Nash had never been in her future.


  Why did she have to keep reminding herself about that?


  He looked surprised. “You’re not going to come home for holidays or anything?”


  “Hell, no. When I’m gone, I’m gone. There’s no one here for me but Wendy, and she can visit me in Marshall, or wherever I end up.”


  In fact, she planned on dragging Wendy out of Luxor at some point. But she had to rescue herself first.


  “Staying away might be harder than you think, Sara. No matter how much you don’t like this place, it’s your home.”


  “It won’t be, not once I’m out of here. I hate this town! I swear to God, I do. I hate every person in it except for Wendy and maybe three other people.”


  “What about the rest of your family?”


  “Especially the rest of my family.”


  The force of it overwhelmed her, leaving her shaking all over. “I hate this backwards-ass, narrow-minded, locked-in-a-fucking-time-warp piece-of-crap dump.”


  “Hey. Hey, come here. It’s all right.” Nash took the beer from her hand, setting both hers and his on the coffee table. Then he wrapped one strong, warm arm around her shoulders and pulled her in tight against him. She inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of him, shivering as he gathered her hair at the back of her neck and laid a kiss atop her head. “You’re getting out.”


  “December isn’t soon enough,” she said against his chest. “Tomorrow wouldn’t be soon enough.”


  He laughed into her hair. “Well, I’m glad it’s not tomorrow. I need more time.”


  “What for?”


  “To get to know you better. Every time I turn around, you’re surprising me. I keep thinking I’ve got you figured out and then it’s like, hey, here’s something new.”


  She shrugged, even as his words set her heart to pounding inside her rib cage. “There’s a lot of stuff I don’t know about you too.”


  Her face was still pressed against his chest, and she liked it there, but he’d stopped stroking her hair. Something in his body, some subtle tensing, made her look up.


  He wasn’t smiling. His brows knit together as he stared at her with an unreadable gaze. She got a sudden, sick feeling in the pit of her stomach—a feeling nothing like the excitement and arousal of two hours earlier, or the warm comfort of one second ago.


  “What? Please don’t tell me you’ve got a wife stashed away somewhere. Or a girlfriend or a murder conviction or something like that.”


  He mouth quirked in an embarrassed kind of smile. “No. No wife, no girlfriend, no felony convictions. Come here.”


  “What? I—whoa!”


  He put his free hand under her knees and scooped her into his lap. Now both his arms, with those chiseled, bronzed biceps, were wrapped around her. One hand rested on her thigh—between her legs, scorching her right through her blue jeans—while the other one warmed her back through her cotton shirt. Lord, he smelled good. Whatever cologne he was wearing, she wished she could spray it on her sheets and roll around naked.


  “What’d you do that for?” she asked in a shaky voice.


  “Trying to get comfortable, so we could talk.” His smile said he knew he was turning her on. Somehow the hand on her back had slipped inside her shirt, where it now traced tiny patterns of fire across her skin.


  She twisted a little, trying to get comfortable on his legs.


  “Hmm. That’s good,” he said. “I like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “The way you’re wriggling in my lap.” He ran his hand up to her stomach. She gasped as heat flared through her body, her legs going limp and tingly. Instinctively she covered his hand with hers, pressing it harder against her. If he moved it the teeniest bit downward, she’d start ripping her clothes off. It had been so long since—


  “I didn’t know you didn’t like your family.”


  “Huh?” Hadn’t he been about to kiss her?


  “Your family. I didn’t know you didn’t like them.”


  “Oh. Um, yeah. We’re not close.”


  “Your grandmother raised you, right?”


  Why were they talking about this? Why didn’t he kiss her?


  “Yes. But I moved out when I seventeen.”


  “Why? Why didn’t you stay there ’til you graduated and then go to college?”


  “Because…it’s a long story. It just— It wasn’t a good place for me. I needed to get out.”


  “Okay.” He reached up to pull a strand of hair out of her face. “What about your uncles? Are you close to them?”


  “I don’t—no. No, not at all.”


  “Why?”


  “That’s a long story too. Why are you—wait.” She froze as she realized where this was heading. “Wait. Did someone tell you about my family? Is that why you’re asking?”


  “Huh? No, I— Wait a minute, where you going?” She was wiggling again, only this time it was to get off his lap. He tightened his arms around her. “Wait. Wait a minute, stop. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to— Okay, yeah, I was prying. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to figure you out.”


  “Figure me out how? What’s there to figure out? I don’t like my family. I didn’t have a happy childhood, and now I avoid them, even though it’s kind of hard to do in a town this size.”


  “So that’s why you’re moving to Marshall?”


  “It’s one reason, okay? If you want to know about my family, ask the guys at JP’s, but it’s not really something people talk about around here.” He’d either understand what she meant or he wouldn’t.


  “No, that’s okay. I’m interested in you, not them. What about the werewolves?”


  “What?”


  “The werewolves. You knew something about them. I don’t think most people around here know about werewolf culture, and if they do, they sure as hell don’t talk about it.”


  “I wasn’t really thinking. It slipped out.”


  “But it means you’ve read about werewolves, right? You’re interested in them?”


  He still wouldn’t let her off his lap, but she put her hands on his chest to push him back. “Nash, why are you asking me these questions? Why do you—?”


  “Look, I’m sorry, I—damn. I sound like a freak, don’t I?”


  “No. Well, yeah, kind of.”


  “Okay. Let’s start over.” He finally loosened his hold and she scooted back, her legs still in his lap. She tried to smother her moan when he started rubbing her foot, but she couldn’t help it. So, smiling, he went to work with both hands while he talked.


  “It’s just that you’re nothing like I thought you’d be, you know?”


  “No. What are you talking about?”


  He let out a frustrated sigh, as if having trouble finding the words. She didn’t mind waiting, because what he was doing to her feet was almost—almost—as good as sex.


  “All those times I sat in your section and talked to you, I had no idea, and even after I first asked you out, I assumed you were like everyone else around here.”


  “Oh. And I’m not?”


  That made him laugh out loud. “No! And don’t act like you don’t know that! I figured you were some sweet, backwards Apocalyptic babe who was working in the diner ’til you found someone to marry and have babies with. And then you’d spend the rest of your life in Luxor, hiding from the big bad world.”


  That was exactly how she thought of everyone else in this town, even Wendy, and exactly what she didn’t want to be. But for a second, she was tempted to defend Luxor. Even if she hated it, even if she wanted out more than anything, it stung to hear an outsider talk that way about the people she’d grown up with.


  “Well, if you thought I was so backwards and everything, what the hell did you ask me out for?”


  That grin again. “Because you were so hot. And I was lonely.” His strong, supple fingers were massaging the balls and arches of her feet, and she decided that this was, in fact, better than sex. “And then I find out you’re taking college classes and you don’t want to birth a bunch of babies and grow old in Luxor. And that was cool, that was interesting. Then, tonight, I find out you don’t like your family—” now his grin turned evil “—and you have a thing for werewolves!”


  “Hey!” Embarrassed, she slapped feebly at his arm, but she was too blissed out and enervated by the foot rub to sit up and really hit him. “I do not have a thing for werewolves.”


  He reached under her to pinch her butt. “Maybe you do and you just don’t know it.”


  “I don’t!” God, it was like he read her mind sometimes. Was he hacking her Internet account? How could he know about her fascination with shifters, or her desperate dream to meet someone, anyone, with fae blood? “I think they’re interesting, all right? I don’t think they’re evil. Just because they’re not human doesn’t mean they’re not, like, you know…”


  “People,” he said quietly.


  “Yeah! People.”


  “You see? You’re amazing. How many people like you are there in Luxor?”


  “How would I know? We’d never talk to each other about it.”


  “Exactly! Jesus, you’re adorable. Come here.”


  He grabbed both legs to pull her back onto his lap. And before she could say anything, he finally—finally—kissed her.


  It wasn’t their first kiss, but it was the hottest, the longest, the deepest they’d ever shared. His tongue was cold and sweet from the beer, and she shivered as he slipped a hand back inside her shirt—the front, this time, where it rested hot against her stomach. His other hand gripped the back of her neck, holding her head still as he plundered her mouth. He was warm—oh, he was so warm—a big, hard-muscled blanket she wanted to wrap around herself and never take off.


  He ran a knuckle under the wire of her bra. She moaned at the friction of the calloused skin against the tender underside of her breast.


  He started to withdraw his tongue, so she put both hands to his face, reveling in the scratch of his stubble against her palms, hoping to stop him from breaking the kiss. But his mouth slid down the front of her neck, his tongue delving into the hollow of her throat. She threw her head back as every stroke sent shivers of fire coursing through her limbs. The hand beneath her shirt slid down to her waist, his big fingers deftly unzipping her jeans before slipping inside, over her panties. Her legs parted completely of their own volition, and then he was cupping her mound, his skin rough and hot through the thin, damp cotton.


  His mouth moved lower as she arched against him. Her hand shook as she tore at the buttons of her shirt. All she could think about was his hot mouth on her taut and aching breasts. The second she pushed the lacy cotton aside, Nash groaned and took one hard nipple in his mouth. She cried out at the tremors racking her to the core. Her body was on fire, burning from the inside out, and she exulted in it.


  She buried her hands in that tangle of blond curls and pressed his head against her breasts, writhing against him. He wanted her to wriggle? She’d wriggle. She couldn’t stop.


  But apparently he could.


  He broke the kiss with a gasp. “Sara—wait.”


  A loud cry of disappointment escaped her.


  Resting his forehead against hers, he wrapped his arms around her while he struggled to calm down. He had a raging erection—she felt it digging into the underside of her thigh—so why the hell had he stopped?


  “Nash?” she said weakly. “What’s going on?”


  “We can’t—we can’t do this.” He sounded as if he couldn’t catch his breath, as if he were in pain. “We just…not tonight. Not like this. Not…not tonight.”


  “Why not?”


  “You—” He stopped, swallowed, took a deep breath. “You have to get up early and work a double, and if I keep you up all night—which I would—you’ll be exh—”


  “That’s crap.” She grabbed his face again, forcing his head up. She wanted him to look her in the eye, but for some reason, she couldn’t meet his gaze. That only pissed her off. “I’m a big girl—I’ve worked plenty of doubles on too little sleep. Now why did you come in here and get me all worked up and then stop?”


  He hugged her harder. “There’s something we need to talk about,” he mumbled into her neck.


  “Fine. Let’s talk.”


  “Not tonight.”


  “Why?”


  “Because— Because it will take a long time, and it’s complicated, and—we should do it tomorrow night.”


  “I’ll be tired tomorrow night.”


  He laughed hollowly. “Good. Then maybe you won’t freak out as much.”


  “Why would I freak out at all? What the hell’s going on?” She put a hand to his chin and tilted his head back so he’d have to look at her. “Did you lie about the wife or girlfriend?”


  “No. Sara, I swear, I don’t have anyone else. I didn’t kill anyone, I’m not a fugitive or anything. I just have some things I need to tell you, something I need to ask you, and I’d rather do it tomorrow night. Can you wait? Please?”


  He looked so sincere, so concerned. She’d never seen him so serious, and while it scared her, she still wanted to hear what it was.


  After a long pause, she sighed. “Fine. Tomorrow. You want to come over here?”


  “Yes. I’ll be here at seven.”


  “Okay. I’ll cook dinner.”


  Finally, he smiled again. “That sounds great.”


  He stood up with her still in his arms and walked to the door.


  She slapped his back. “Put me down!”


  “Okay, okay.” He stood her on her feet, then put his hand under her chin and lifted her face up. “Tomorrow night. I’ll tell you everything.” And with a whisper-soft brush of his lips against hers, he was gone.


  She ended up having a sleepless night anyway.


  Chapter Two


  “I’ll have the bacon double cheeseburger with onion rings and a chocolate shake.”


  Sara smiled and nodded at the gangly teenage boy. “Okay. What about you, sweetie?”


  The second boy, another teenager, wanted a T-bone with a baked potato all the way and squash casserole. The younger boy next to him ordered cheese enchiladas with rice, no beans and a Sprite.


  The family wasn’t local. They were from Texarkana, passing through on their way to Longview.


  “Excuse me, miss,” interrupted the man whom Sara took to be the father of the large, unruly group. “Aren’t you going to write this down?”


  “Oh no, sir. I’ve got a real good memory for taking orders. My regulars like to test me.”


  The ancient woman at the other end of the table sniffed and frowned. “If you get our order all mixed up, we ain’t leavin’ you a tip.”


  She was way too tired for this. “That’s all right, ma’am. I wouldn’t expect one.”


  The father smiled and shrugged in an “old people, what are you gonna do, huh?” gesture.


  She kept her own smile pasted on ’til she got to the order window.


  When the food came up in the expo window twenty minutes later, she hoisted it all onto one tray and carried it out to the table.


  Sara rattled off the order as she set the plates in front of each person.


  “Chicken fried steak with mashed potatoes and broccoli casserole, meatloaf with green beans and a salad—no croutons, no cucumbers, ranch on the side—bacon double cheeseburger with onion rings, T-bone with a baked potato all the way and…”


  Once all eleven orders were in front of the people who’d placed them, she stepped back with her best service smile, barely suppressing a yawn.


  “There we go. Everything look okay? Did I miss anything? Please tell me I didn’t miss anything.”


  She knew she hadn’t, so she waited, enjoying the wide-eyed wonder on everyone’s faces, including the old lady’s.


  This was the best part of her job. Waiting tables didn’t offer a lot of intellectual stimulation, but she loved impressing people with the way she could remember every order, no matter how long or complex. It made her feel special. She took care not to demonstrate her extraordinary memory in any other situation, so she never attracted undue attention.


  After the family had praised her memory, her service and the food, and she had refilled the drinks and checked the condiments, she left the check and returned to the terminal to run her sales for the day. Then she collapsed in a booth from which she could keep an eye on the table as she did her checkout.


  She’d been on the floor since the breakfast shift, and even though her feet were throbbing and her shoulders hurt, work had helped her not to obsess over Nash and whatever it was he wanted to talk about tonight.


  Wendy slid in across the table from her and started her own checkout. The lull was ending, the old folks and early dinner crowd pouring in, and the next shift of wait staff were already on the floor. Susan walked right by them, greeting Wendy but pointedly ignoring Sara.


  Bitch.


  “How’d you do?” asked Wendy.


  “Not enough for the way my feet hurt, but I made the car payment. And I’m doing another double tomorrow.”


  “You going out with Nash again tonight?”


  “Yes, but…I dunno. Last night we…” She stopped and shrugged, feeling oddly reluctant to talk about it. It would sound so pathetic—the way he’d shut her down after getting her so hot and ready—and she didn’t want to hear Wendy warn her that he was going to tell her something awful.


  “You what? Come on, tell me! Did you get you some hot, sweaty Nash lovin’?”


  She laughed in spite of her worry and exhaustion. Wendy could always make her relax. They were second cousins through their grandmothers and had been best friends since birth. Sara could tell her anything.


  Well, almost anything.


  “No, we didn’t do it.” She sighed. “I thought we would. I’d already decided I was going to jump him, or seduce him or whatever, but then—”


  Wendy waited a whole five seconds, and when Sara didn’t continue, she reached across the table to grab her arm and shake it. “But then what?”


  “Then, nothing. We were eating dinner here, and Susan started talking about a bunch of people who got killed up in Wake Village—”


  Wendy made a face. “Yeah. That’s horrible.”


  “What, she told you about it too?”


  “Yeah. She was all ‘I’m not supposed to tell anybody,’ so you know she’s told the whole county by now.”


  “I wonder if Dwayne knows Susan is a one woman public address system?”


  “Who’s Dwayne?”


  “Bobbi’s boyfriend. You know, the Bowie County deputy?”


  “Really? I can’t believe you remember stuff like that. We don’t even know Bobbi.”


  Sara froze, but only for a moment. “I think Susan mentioned it last night.”


  “Oh. Okay, anyway, what did she say?”


  “Well, you know everybody’s already convinced it was werewolves, right?”


  “Right. But you don’t think so.” Wendy was the only person who knew about Sara’s fascination with shifters.


  “No, I don’t. Werewolves don’t use weapons—or at least, it’s real unusual. And I sort of said that out loud, without thinking, and Susan got all holier than thou on me, because you know she’s a good Christian lady. I mean, she may be screwing Connie Robb’s nineteen-year-old son when Connie goes to visit her mother—”


  “She’s gonna get her ass shot one day.”


  “—but she don’t know nothin’ about no werewolves, ’cause she’s a righteous woman. And then the nasty bitch threatened to tell Grandma.”


  “What?” Wendy slammed her tickets down and leaned across the table. “She did not!”


  “Shh!” Sarah hissed. “Keep your voice down. She sure as hell did. And I got pissed off.”


  “I guess so!”


  “And— I don’t know. The whole thing—the talk about werewolves, and then bringing up my family, and just…” She tossed her hands up to indicate her frustration. “Anyway, I couldn’t stay and finish dinner. We went back to my place and had a couple of beers.”


  “And?”


  “And we fooled around like a couple of Baptist teenagers, and then he said he knew I had to work a double, and let’s get together tonight because he has something very important to talk to me about. But he wouldn’t tell me what it is, even though he said it could make me mad. I don’t know what the hell it could be—he probably thinks I’m a freak and doesn’t want to see me again.”


  Wendy snorted. “He wouldn’t make a date to tell you he doesn’t want to see you anymore.”


  “What if he wants to break up with me?”


  “A guy doesn’t break up with you after three dates. He quits calling.” Wendy’s eyes suddenly lit up. “Hey! Maybe he’s ready to go back to Houston and he wants you to go with him!”


  “Yeah, right. After three dates. We barely know each other. And why would he think that would make me mad?”


  “Well, I can still tell the boy’s crazy about you.”


  She’d love to think so. Beneath her polo shirt and khaki pants—Nash was right, it was a godawful uniform—she could feel every spot on her body where he’d touched her last night.


  But then again…“Yeah, but what’s the point?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, I’m moving to Marshall in a couple of months.”


  “So? It’s only an hour away and he’s got that big-ass Harley.”


  “Okay. How long do you think a guy like him’s gonna stick around?”


  “Who cares? Sara, you can’t be worrying about the rest of your life every minute. You have to enjoy what you’ve got right now, and what you’ve got right now is six feet plus of hot blond with abs as sharp as his cheekbones.”


  Sara narrowed her eyes. “You’ve seen his abs?”


  “No, I just have a better imagination than you do. You listen to me. Guys like Nash Keeton don’t come along that often, not even in Marshall or Houston or wherever. You’re not gonna be twenty-two forever, and by the time another one shows up, you’ll be too old to do anything about it! I’ll tell you something else—you need to figure out how to fit in one of his saddlebags, so when he rolls outta here, you go with him.”


  She was grinning now, grateful to—and for—her closest friend. “Nope, can’t go with him. I’m going to Marshall.”


  Wendy heaved a huge sigh and said in a singsong voice, “Marshall, Marshall, Marshall!”


  Sara started cracking up again.


  “Honestly, girl, what am I gonna do with you? You’d pass up a chance to run off with a guy like that to go to college? There’s colleges everywhere! And you’re young—you don’t have to go right now.”


  “You just said I’m not gonna be twenty-two forever.”


  “Yeah, but you can go to college at any age. Your bod’s got an expiration date.”


  “Oh, stop.”


  Finished with her checkout, she bussed the recently departed family’s table and came back to wait for Wendy, who looked up and said, “You know, they allow werewolves in Marshall.”


  “They don’t allow werewolves. Werewolves live there, which is completely normal to most people, Wendy. Luxor is weird, not Marshall.” Whenever she visited the city, she kept an eye out for shifters, which was just stupid. A human couldn’t recognize one when he was in human form, and it wasn’t like they went running around in broad daylight in their animal forms, so if she’d ever met one, she didn’t know about it.


  “Their kids go to public school and everything,” Wendy continued. “There might be some at the college.”


  “So? It’s the fucking twenty-first century.”


  Wendy sat back and blinked at Sara, who rarely used hard profanity.


  “Seriously, Wendy. You’re always talking about moving to Houston. They have the second largest pack in the country. Do we have to think shifters and fae are creatures of the Devil just because our parents and grandparents did?”


  “So, what, now you’re not an Apocalyptic?”


  Sara shrugged, trying to appear casual. “Apocalyptic isn’t synonymous with Christian.” She was probably the only person in Luxor who thought so.


  “Oh. Synonymous. Listen to Miss Intellectual.”


  “All I’m saying—”


  “Oh, fuck hell.”


  “Hey!” Sara flushed. She’d never told her cousin she didn’t share the religious beliefs of everyone else in town. In Luxor, you’d be better off admitting you were gay.


  “What? Oh, no, not you, sweetie. I mean, I hate to think of you hanging around werewolves—they scare the bejesus out of me. But I just remembered I’m working the breakfast shift tomorrow.”


  Sara laughed a little self-consciously. “Oh. No, no you’re not. I took it for you so you could stay out with Tucker tonight, remember?”


  “Oh yeah!” Wendy said with a grin. “God, what would I do without you and your memory? Okay, I’m out of here. Shit, there’s Wayne.” She dropped a kiss on Sara’s forehead and whispered, “Remember, two more months. And quit talking about werewolves, or Aunt Helen will lock you up.”


  A big ball of lead settled in her stomach as Wayne slid his sweaty bulk into the spot Wendy had vacated. Her heart sank as he pushed a deep rectangular Tupperware container across the table to her.


  “What’s that?”


  “Food for Mama. She’s been sick all week, and she’s out of everything. You need to take her this.”


  The café was full now and Wayne was speaking loudly, as he usually did.


  Susan stopped by their booth, completely ignoring Sara, who would’ve laughed if she wasn’t feeling so ill all of a sudden. “Wayne, did I hear you say Miss Helen is sick? I wondered why we didn’t see her at Wednesday night service. We missed her banana nut bread. Can I get you a beer?”


  Wayne’s smile was open and friendly, the fat apples of his cheeks forcing his eyes into a squint. “No thanks, Susan. I was just asking Sara Mae here if she’d take some food out to her grandmother this evening.”


  He knew how she loathed her full name.


  “Well, Wayne, you tell your mama I said hi, and we hope to see her at church this weekend.”


  “I sure will, Susan, thank you.”


  As Susan walked away, Sara started to protest, even though she knew it was pointless. She’d end up doing what he told her. She always did.


  “Wayne, I have plans.”


  “Your grandmother needs this by five o’clock.”


  “It’s almost four-thirty!”


  “It’s a twenty minute drive, honey. You’ve got plenty of time.” He smiled at Mr. and Mrs. Tomlinson as they walked past to sit down two booths away.


  Anger flared inside her. “Damn it, Wayne,” she whispered furiously, “I have a life. I have things I need to do, and I have a chemistry test on Monday. Why can’t you go out to Grandma’s house?”


  He reached across the table to put a hand on her arm, like Wendy had done earlier, but one squeeze made the tears pool in her eyes. He knew she wouldn’t cry out. She had the physical strength to kick his ass, but he knew she’d never do that, either.


  His cherubic smile didn’t falter, and he lowered his voice so no one else could hear him as he said, “You’ll get your ass out to my mother’s house by five o’clock tonight, girl, and I’m not gonna tell you again, you hear me?”


  She didn’t answer, gritting her teeth against the pain of his grip.


  “I know you’ve been seeing that new pretty boy at JP’s. How’d you like it if I had a little talk with him about you? Matter of fact, how’d you like it if I talked to Wendy?”


  Sara swallowed the tears and closed her eyes. The son of a bitch had been threatening to tell her secret ever since Grandma had figured out what she was. It wasn’t an idle threat. He’d ruin her, and enjoy doing it, if she ever defied him. Once she was out of Luxor, she didn’t give a damn what people knew about her, but she couldn’t handle it while she still lived here. She might not even be safe if people knew.


  So she ran errands for Wayne when he told her to. She couldn’t forget anyone she’d met or anything she’d heard, of course, but she could ignore it. She was good at ignoring.


  He squeezed her arm even harder. That would make a nice purple bruise on her pasty white skin.


  “Well? Don’t just sit there looking at me, you little freak. Say ‘yes sir’ and then get the fuck out of here.”


  Either he was on something tonight or someone had spooked him good. Maybe he’d had another come to Jesus meeting with Grandma. Whatever it was, the malice in Wayne’s eyes, the scowl on his sweaty red face, told her she didn’t have a choice. When he was like this, he might do anything. She jerked her arm. He let her go. She grabbed the Tupperware and stalked out of the restaurant without a word to anyone.


  Her cell phone rang as she was putting the top down. She glanced at the number—Nash. She couldn’t answer it; she was so furious and miserable right now that if she heard his voice, she’d start crying, and she didn’t want him to remember her as weak and weepy. Angrily wiping the tears from her eyes, she pulled out of the parking lot.


  


  


  Bryan Keeton pulled into the parking lot of Café Caddo a little before five. Sara wasn’t answering her phone. He hoped he hadn’t missed her.


  The hostess, a high school girl whose name he couldn’t remember, greeted him as he walked in.


  “Hey there, Nash! How you doing tonight?”


  He’d always liked his cousin’s name, but now he was sick of it and couldn’t wait to drop the pseudonym.


  “I’m fine, thanks,” he replied with an insincere grin, deliberately ignoring the signals she was flashing and the sex pheromones she was shedding. Even if he weren’t on an assignment, he didn’t mess with jailbait. “Sara still here?”


  “No, I’m sorry.” No, she wasn’t. “Sara left about fifteen minutes ago. Was she expecting you?”


  “No. I’m supposed to see her later, but I was thinking I’d buy her dinner so she wouldn’t have to cook.”


  “Well, you just missed her. Want to stick around for dinner?”


  “Nah. I think I’ll head over to her house.”


  “Oh, she’s not there.”


  “How do you know?”


  “’Cause her Uncle Wayne came in a little while ago with some food for Miss Helen. That’s her grandma.”


  Bryan nodded. He knew exactly who Miss Helen was, and he didn’t like where this was going. “And?”


  “The poor thing’s sick again, and Wayne told Sara she needed to take her some food.”


  “What do you mean, sick again?”


  “Well, she is eighty years old or something like that. She gets sick a lot and Sara has to take her food and medicine.”


  “I see.” He should have been excited, but instead it felt like someone had kicked him in the stomach.


  “Sara didn’t seem real happy about it.” The female made a pouty frown of disapproval and shook her head with an expression of concern so obviously fake Bryan would’ve known she was acting even if he hadn’t smelled the pheromones. “I know it’s hard for Sara, working full-time and going to school, and it’s not easy driving out there all the time, but Miss Helen raised her, after all, and we have to take care of our old folks. Sometimes I think Sara acts like she doesn’t care what—”


  “I gotta go.”


  He heard her bitching about his rudeness as he climbed on his motorcycle and strapped on his helmet. He blocked her voice out as he started the bike and then sat there, trying to decide what to do next.


  Chapter Three


  The autumn breeze in her hair and on her face soothed her. She spent a lot of nights driving around with the top down, letting the wind blow her stress away. The 2001 candy apple red Mazda Miata was her joy and treasure. She knew it was sinful to attach such importance to a material object, but it meant so much. It was a symbol, both of what she’d accomplished and what she still had left to do. It would be paid off in November, right before she drove it to Marshall.


  If she weren’t such a coward, she would’ve left Luxor years ago. Wayne couldn’t have found her in Houston or Austin or some other large city, but the idea of picking up and moving someplace she’d never been before terrified her. Marshall was familiar, and it was close enough to keep in touch with Wendy, and Grandma had finally agreed to turn her loose after years of refusing to let her go.


  “Don’t you try to leave town without telling me, Sara Mae. I’d have to send Wayne after you.”


  “Grandma, please, I would never talk about the business. You have to believe me.”


  “I’m not just talking about the business, girl. I’m talking about sin. Luxor is a righteous town, but the world out there is wicked. Look at what happened to your mama. It’s her fault you’ve got the Devil in you.”


  Righteousness wasn’t a virtue Sara associated with her hometown. Bigotry, hypocrisy and violence, yes. Righteousness, no.


  Sara’s mother had moved away from Luxor when she was a teenager, only to end up getting pregnant and running back home. Which was why Sara had put herself on the Pill at seventeen—Grandma would have liked to die if she knew her granddaughter hadn’t been a virgin in a while.


  Sara wasn’t sure how much the old woman actually cared about her. Helen Hedges was not the maternal type. But Wayne had convinced his mother they couldn’t trust her. Wayne liked having an unpaid messenger at his beck and call. Plus, he was an evil son of a bitch and enjoyed making her life hell. He hadn’t been happy when, for reasons known only to her and God, Grandma had changed her mind one day and told Sara she could go to Marshall with her blessings.


  Would Nash be back in Houston by then, or would he have moved on?


  When she thought about him, she felt a tightness in her throat and around her heart. She’d never expected to fall like this. Maybe her feelings for Nash were partly a reaction to the escape he might have represented. He’d told her a little about his life in Houston, his time in the Marines and all the places he’d been around the world.


  A few times she’d caught herself imagining a life with him—a house in Katy or Pearland or some other suburb of Houston she’d spent hours furtively researching on the Internet, holed up in her apartment on her laptop like she was watching porn or something.


  As she turned onto the gravel road that wound its way to Grandma’s front door, she smiled to think of how her high school teachers would react if they knew her plans.


  “Sara! Houston is full of fae and shapeshifters!”


  “Damn straight!” she’d reply.


  In her dreams.


  The hundred-year-old house sat in a clearing on the edge of Lake Caddo. Uncle Jasper’s trailer hugged the lakeshore about a mile and a half to the south, shielded from sight by pine trees and canopied by the dripping cypresses that loomed out of the swampy lake.


  The nearest house was more than five miles away, and the din of traffic on Highway 43 couldn’t penetrate the dense trees. Still, the woods and the swamp were noisy at nightfall, crickets, frogs and owls all competing to be heard. Something slid into the lake with a soft splash. She thought of Nash again, who was probably still on an airboat out there.


  She smelled no acrid, Drano-like scent on the breeze, which meant Jasper wasn’t cooking. When she slammed the car door shut, a startled deer sprang past her and disappeared into the woods. She peeked around the side of the house, where Grandma and Jasper parked their cars. Both were there.


  She knocked, heard no answer, and let herself in. Grandma never locked the front door. Few people ever made it out here. Of those who did, none would dare steal anything from Helen Hedges.


  “Grandma?” She set the Tupperware container on the coffee table.


  “Grandma?” she called again, a little louder.


  Relieved when she didn’t hear anything, she almost laughed out loud. Grandma was out in the woods somewhere, and there was no sign of Jasper. Her mission accomplished, she was free to go. Even if Nash had something bad to tell her tonight, it had to be better than hanging around here.


  She paused with her hand on the doorknob.


  What if Grandma had something she needed Sara to do? What if she were really sick and needed medicine? She was a mean old bitch, but Sara wouldn’t leave an eighty-three-year-old woman to suffer.


  Besides, what if the mean old bitch got pissed at her for running off without saying hi and decided she couldn’t move to Marshall after all?


  With a heavy sigh, she tiptoed back to the master bedroom.


  “Grandma?”


  The sight that greeted her when she turned on the light was so bizarre she just stood there blinking.


  Grandma, clad in the thick flannel nightgown she wore year-round, lay on her back on the same side of the bed she always slept on, eyes closed as if in sleep. But somehow Sara would’ve known she wasn’t sleeping, even if there hadn’t been a large, handsome man in an expensive-looking suit sitting in the middle of the bed next to her. He reclined against the headboard with his hands behind his head, legs stretched out. His smile was violent.


  Her hand went numb. Her purse landed on the carpet with a muffled thud.


  “Hello, lovely. You must be Sara.” He spoke with an accent she didn’t recognize—not that she’d met many foreigners.


  “You look as delicious as your Uncle Wayne said you were.”


  At the mention of Wayne, a small, strangled sound escaped her. Her legs suddenly felt at once both weak as water and far too heavy to move. She clutched the doorframe and tried to swallow, paralyzed by fear. It was like a nightmare, where something horrible was chasing her and she couldn’t scream and she couldn’t run…


  “I wondered if you would come back here or if I would have to go after you. But you are dutiful granddaughter, no?”


  Run.


  The handsome man in the expensive suit patted the bed. “Why don’t you sit down so we can get acquainted? You can tell me all about your wonderful memory until my friend gets here to pick us up.”


  He pulled a phone from his pocket, dialed, said a few words in a foreign language, and slipped it back into the pin-striped coat pocket.


  Move, you idiot! Run! Now!


  Her memory? Why would he want to know about her memory?


  The question jolted her from her paralysis. She shook her head and blinked again. The guy was still smiling at her, savoring her terror.


  Sara let go of the doorframe. She swallowed, picked up her purse and ran like hell.


  When she got to the front door, she found him leaning against it, as relaxed as he’d been in Grandma’s bed, still smiling at her with those huge, white teeth.


  She knew he’d been sitting on the bed when she turned and ran. She knew she hadn’t seen or felt him pass her in the hall.


  She knew exactly what he was.


  “Have a seat, my dear,” said the werewolf.


  


  


  Bryan wasn’t used to indecision. This was a bad time for it.


  If Sara wasn’t taking food to her grandmother but was actually making a delivery, he needed to follow her. Maybe he’d finally see one of the wolves they suspected were moving in on Hedges territory. He could call his contact in the Dallas FBI field office and then stick around to keep an eye on things until the Feds showed up. The Feds would finally get their hands on one of Dominic Kuba’s guys, and Bryan could finally get the hell out of Luxor.


  Sara would probably wind up getting arrested herself, or at least hauled in for questioning. The prospect bothered him.


  He should never have gotten so involved with her.


  Dumbass.


  At first, he’d had a reason for hanging out at the restaurant and managing to bump into her around town—he was investigating the Hedges operation, and she was a Hedges. But after nearly two months of living in this backwards-ass town, tailing and bugging Wayne Hedges and getting to know Sara, he’d become convinced she wasn’t involved in her family’s operation. She worked her ass off at that crappy diner and drove a beat-up old convertible, all she cared about was going to college, and she seemed to hate her family.


  Unless it had all been an act? Wayne Hedges was a moron—it hadn’t taken two months to figure that out. Bryan had never actually seen Jasper. The old lady was the brains behind the operation, despite her Bible-thumping, banana-bread-baking profile. Maybe Sara was just as good at maintaining a front as her grandmother was.


  It didn’t feel that way, though. She was utterly different from the other three, a wildflower among the weeds. Did anyone in Luxor understand how different she was?


  He’d been ready to talk to her tonight, explain his job here, what he was doing and what he needed. He’d thought she’d be open to helping him. Maybe he’d been about to make a really stupid mistake.


  Bryan had told himself that if he didn’t sleep with her, it wouldn’t get serious and he could slip out of town with a clear conscience when the time came.


  Dumbass.


  Maybe she really was taking food to the old lady. Why would she work so many shifts at the diner if she was one of Wayne’s couriers? Unless the sweaty scumbag didn’t pay her, which wouldn’t be surprising. He was rolling in dough, but Wayne Hedges favored cheap cars, cheap booze, cheap hookers and fifty cent slot machines in Shreveport. Maybe the old lady kept all the money.


  The Feds had known about the Hedges for a long time, but they hadn’t been able to spare the resources to go after what was still basically a rural network, not with the heavy urban trafficking they had to combat. All that changed when they realized the European wolves were moving in on rural operations, including the Hedges’s. Nick Wargman offered Bryan’s services. A P.I. with a background in military recon and keen outdoors skills, Bryan made a better candidate for undercover work in a little country town than a Fed would, and he wouldn’t be monitored by a bureaucracy. The FBI accepted the help, which showed how desperate they were for a break in this case.


  Thinking about his Alpha had a profound effect on his resolve. Bad enough that he’d let his dick get involved in this. If he sat here mooning over Sara Hedges and missed his chance to catch one of those guys, Nick would skin him alive and make a rug from his fur.


  He started the bike and headed for Highway 43.


  


  


  “I said sit down, Sara.”


  She had an insane urge to giggle. The heavy accent made him sound like a character in a cartoon. “Seedown, Sara.”


  Those teeth. He wouldn’t stop smiling, so she couldn’t stop staring. If she hadn’t known he was a werewolf, she probably wouldn’t have thought there was anything unusual about his teeth. But she did know, so they looked enormous.


  He stepped toward her. She stumbled back. Her legs remembered how to work just before they buckled. She staggered to the couch and huddled at one end.


  He sat down in the middle, turning to her and putting his arm across the back of the sofa. His fingertips brushed her shoulder as he took a strand of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers, much like Nash had done at the Café last night.


  When this guy did it, it felt like a roach crawling across her scalp. He smelled good, which made it even more horrible.


  “You have beautiful hair, Sara. I am partial to redheads. And your skin—it’s like milk, like marble milk.” His knuckles brushed her cheek and she whimpered. A tiny portion of her mind kept telling her to get a grip, pull herself together, but she couldn’t hear it very well over the screaming terror in the rest of her brain.


  She gasped as he ran his hand roughly into her hair, exposing her ear, which he traced with his thumb. “Hasn’t anyone ever noticed your ears, Sara? No one has ever mentioned the shape? Or do you keep them covered with glorious red hair?”


  Her whole body trembled uncontrollably. She felt herself shutting down, and she was ashamed, but she didn’t think she could fight it, didn’t think she could halt the slide into paralyzing panic.


  


  


  Even though 43 was usually deserted this far outside Luxor, it wasn’t necessarily strange when a car rolled past him doing a sedate fifty miles per hour or so. What caught Bryan’s attention was the make and model. No one in Luxor would drive a black Mercedes CL550. But he knew who would.


  What was it with Kuba’s guys and their cars? Didn’t the sleazy fuckers realize every cop and federal agent between here and Florida was twitchy for werewolves driving high-end Mercedes? Surely, after what had gone down in Houston, and then Atlanta and New Orleans, they knew they were on everyone’s radar.


  Of course, they didn’t get caught in Houston, Atlanta or New Orleans. Or Miami, where they’d first set up shop before oozing west and north.


  They kept slipping through every dragnet and dodging every ambush, leaving the FBI, DEA and various police agencies holding their dicks in their hands. So why should they bother to keep a low profile, especially on an isolated stretch of rural East Texas road?


  Waiting until he was certain the Mercedes was going to turn onto the gravel road that led nowhere but the Hedges house, he veered off into the trees. The path he followed was too narrow for his tires, but it provided a shortcut to the house. He’d discovered it the first time he’d come out here to take a look at the largest meth manufacturing and distribution operation in the tri-state area.


  Halfway to the house, he killed the engine and called Dallas. They’d have four agents out here within the hour—they weren’t taking any chances this time.


  After he hung up, he opened one of his saddlebags, removing a pair of silver handcuffs and a Colt Mustang.


  Honorable werewolves didn’t use weapons unless they were in an army. In personal combat, or even large group combat, weapons were shameful, as were surprise attacks. But honor wasn’t owed to dope-dealing, weapons-smuggling sex slavers, was it? And if he went after them in wolf form, he’d probably kill them, or at least render them difficult to interrogate.


  The only cop who’d gotten close enough to touch these assholes since they’d left Miami was Taran Lloyd. He’d killed two of them. No one blamed him for doing it, since they were on their way to kill Taran’s mate, but still—you couldn’t interrogate dead wolves. The Feds needed suspects, not corpses, and bullets were so much more precise than fangs and claws.


  The Colt in one gloved hand, silver cuffs in the other, he ran for the old lady’s house.


  


  


  Sara squeezed her eyes shut and forced a couple deep breaths into and out of her lungs. She imagined what Wendy would say about this. “I told her to stay away from werewolves, but she wouldn’t listen. She just kept talking about how it’s the twenty-first century and werewolves are people too…”


  Wayne. Wayne did this to me.


  The outrage worked as a brake on the hysteria. She was still scared to death, but she wasn’t going to shut down and give up. She was going to pray very, very hard. If nothing else, she’d figure out a way to kill herself before they had a chance to do whatever they were going to do to her. And if by some miracle she managed to get away, or someone rescued her—yeah, sure—she was going to kill her Uncle Wayne.


  The wolf was still playing with her hair. “My friends will like you very much. Your uncle says you’d like to travel, yes? Well, tonight you will ride on an airplane. We—”


  The werewolf froze, lifting his head as if listening to something. “Ah. Our ride is here. We leave now. See? You get out of Luxor, just like you want.”


  Then she heard the crunch of tires on gravel.


  


  


  He reached the house before the Mercedes. He’d wondered briefly, as he was running through the woods, if maybe he should wait and confirm that the driver was a werewolf and not a wealthy human meth addict. But as he emerged from the trees into the small clearing, he realized that wouldn’t be necessary. He smelled another wolf as he heard a heavily accented voice coming from inside the ramshackle old house.


  “My friends will like you very much. Your uncle says you’d like to travel, yes? Well, tonight you will ride on an airplane. We— Ah. Our ride is here. We leave now. See? You get out of Luxor, just like you want.”


  Bryan knew what these guys did to women like Sara.


  His vision swam blood red, the force of his rage making him shudder, dizzy almost to the point of sickness. He gasped and shook his head to clear it, suddenly understanding why Taran Lloyd hadn’t been able to leave a wolf alive.


  She wasn’t his mate. He’d been out with her three times. He hadn’t even slept with her. Yet the idea of someone hurting her filled him with a fury he’d never felt before, not even in combat.


  And he’d thought he’d just slip out of town without a word when all this was over?


  Dumbass.


  


  


  “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she heard herself saying, and she marveled at the steadiness of her voice.


  That seemed to delight the werewolf. He grinned even wider as he dropped his hand to dangle on her shoulder, sickeningly close to her breast. “You think no?”


  She gritted her teeth as her mind screamed at her body to just. fucking. move. “Yes. I think no.”


  She’d never figure out how she did it, how she managed to shake off the terror, the deadweight inertia experienced in nightmares where you saw the train or the car, or the avalanche or the werewolf, coming straight at you and yet your body was locked in place, refusing to budge even as your every nerve burned for motion.


  But somehow, she did it.


  First she grasped his wrist and flung his hand away. He was still smiling at her, unsurprised at her strength—and why wouldn’t he be? It seemed Wayne had told him all about her. The werewolf’s smile stretched into a leer as he sensed her impending movement.


  But hell, it wasn’t like she had anything to lose. So she leapt from the couch and launched herself across the room.


  She almost made it to the door.


  


  


  As the Mercedes approached, Bryan crouched in front of Sara’s car so the driver wouldn’t see him. He didn’t care if the wolf smelled him—he didn’t plan on giving him time to react. He had to take Mercedes Wolf out fast so he could turn his full attention to the wolf inside the house with Sara.


  He took a deep, cleansing breath and slipped into combat space.


  Mercedes Asshole didn’t even stop to check his surroundings as he climbed out of the car and sauntered toward the house. As the wolf passed ten feet in front of him, Bryan rose from a crouch and popped him with a silver bullet to the side of his right knee. The wolf stumbled. Bryan put another bullet in his right ankle. Mercedes Asshole went down with a hoarse cry.


  


  


  He stood up, took a step, and then he had her by the elbow. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for him to be quick. But all he did was toss her back on the couch, where she landed with a soft thud and stared at him in mute shock.


  At least he wasn’t smiling anymore. “I am not supposed to damage merchandise, but if you do that again, my little suka, I will rip out your heart and feed it to you. Sit there like a good girl until I come back.”


  


  


  A large wolf bounded out the front door and into the light of the porch. Bryan was ready, pivoting and shooting in one movement. The first bullet pierced the very center of the wolf’s left kneecap. The second shot wasn’t quite so perfect, lodging just above and slightly off-center of the right kneecap.


  No matter—the wolf dropped to the steps. Mercedes Wolf and the new wolf—Bryan mentally dubbed him Suit Wolf—writhed and flopped about, yelling to each other in their language.


  He put his fingers to his mouth and whistled as he stepped between them. “Keep it down or I’ll call the sheriff and tell him we’ve got a couple of werewolves at this sweet little old lady’s house. Do y’all know how they feel about werewolves around here?”


  The two wolves froze, staring at each other, then at him.


  The big wolf in the expensive suit snarled, “You are cop?”


  Bryan ignored him. “Sara?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he called again, more harshly, “Sara! Answer m—”


  “Nash?” Her voice, so thin and quavering, so terrified, shredded his heart. For a second he was tempted almost beyond tolerance to strip, shift and tear the shit out of both of them.


  He’d have a hard time explaining wanton slaughter to the Feds, though, or to Nick Wargman. “Stay there, angel. Don’t move, hear me? You’re safe now.”


  He had to make sure the wolves were immobile so he could tend to Sara. Problem was, you couldn’t tell how much silver it would take to kill a wolf. It depended on a lot of physiological factors particular to each individual, and he’d done so well in bringing them down alive…


  “Oh, fuck it,” he muttered. He’d have to take his chances with more bullets.


  Both wolves were still flopping around, the big guy in the suit trying to drag himself across the porch and back into the house, the moron from the Mercedes just scooting around on his ass as if it would accomplish anything.


  He had to believe these two weren’t typical of the wolves who made up Kuba’s gang. If they were, then cops in four major metro areas and two federal agencies should eat their service revolvers.


  Bryan kicked Mercedes Wolf in the head, knocking him back to the ground. He leaned down and fired a bullet straight into an elbow, like punching a nail gun into sheetrock.


  Mercedes Wolf screamed. Bryan reached down, grabbed a hand, and twisted all five fingers ’til he heard them pop. Then he did the same thing to the other hand. Mercedes Wolf passed out.


  Suit Wolf had managed to get back up to the edge of the porch, walking on his hands and dragging his useless legs behind him. Bryan grasped an ankle and pulled the guy back down. Suit Wolf’s chin and nose and forehead did a bump-bump-bump down the front steps ’til his face smacked the dirt. As Suit Wolf lay on his stomach, Bryan did what he’d done to Mercedes Wolf—silver bullet in the elbow, ten fingers broken. Then he dragged Suit Wolf over to Mercedes Wolf and stretched their arms out so it looked like they were trying to touch hands. Suit Wolf wasn’t unconscious yet, but he was pale and sweaty, eyes unfocused and mouth twisted in pain.


  Bryan was stunned, and a little sickened, at the satisfaction he got from the two wolves’ agony. He’d been in combat many times. He’d killed soldiers and terrorists, both human and shifter. But he’d never enjoyed it, never felt such a personal sense of accomplishment as he did now. Knowing what these guys would have done to Sara, and what they undoubtedly had done to other women, enraged him like no mere enemy combatants could ever do.


  He slapped a cuff on each guy’s wrist and tightened the werewolf-strength rings ’til the silver bit hard into their flesh. The silver would keep them in pain and unable to shift. The busted fingers rendered their hands useless, and they wouldn’t heal before the FBI showed up. The wolves weren’t going anywhere. He could turn his attention to Sara now.


  He had to get her out of here before the Feds showed up. They’d probably consider it obstruction of justice, but he didn’t give a rat’s ass—they hadn’t managed to get their hands on one of these fuckers.


  He ran inside. “Sara, are you—?”


  He’d never seen a female move so fast as she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. She buried her face in his shoulder, and he held her so tight he was afraid he might break her. She smelled of chicken fried steak, fear and the citrus perfume she always wore. Relief washed through him, leaving him breathless.


  The rage and panic he’d felt when he’d realized she was in danger, the primal satisfaction he’d derived from taking out the bastards who threatened her–—he didn’t want to think about what it meant.


  The only thing greater than the joy he felt right now was the fear of what she would do when he told her he’d been lying to her.


  Chapter Four


  Nash didn’t need to tell her to stay inside—she couldn’t have moved if she’d wanted to. She could barely breathe. Eyes squeezed shut, terror weighting her limbs, she’d listened to the fight outside, heard the gunshots, and wondered if a werewolf would be walking through the door at any second.


  You’re safe now. Was she? How could a man, even a Marine with a gun, fight two werewolves?


  But there he was, walking through the front door, alive and alone, her big blond beautiful savior. She stared at him a moment, afraid to trust her eyes. Then the terror subsided, releasing her body, and she launched herself across the tiny living room, throwing her arms around his neck with a hoarse cry.


  “Nash! Oh God, oh thank you!” Her body felt like she had the flu, all hot and cold at once, still shaking. His body felt like a rock in the middle of the ocean—hard, strong and safe. “I didn’t—couldn’t—he was here when I got here, and—and—he knew my name, and he said he was—”


  He held her tightly for a few sweet seconds, then suddenly let go. When she started to stumble, Nash grasped her by the shoulders, his eyes locked on her face. “Sara, we have to leave. The FBI are on the way, and if they find you here, they’ll take you in.”


  It took a couple of seconds to understand what she’d heard. “FBI? What— Why?”


  “Because I called them. They’ve been after these guys for months, and they’ll want to haul you and the rest of your family in for questioning.”


  “My fam— Why’d you call the FBI?”


  “I’ll tell you all about it, but somewhere else. We have to go, angel. Now.”


  He started pulling her towards the door. Frightened again, and now confused as well, she jerked her arm away. “I’m not going anywhere with you until you tell me why you called the FBI! Nash, what are you doing here?”


  “Sara, we can’t—” He tried to grasp her arm again, and again she pulled away. He grimaced and blew out a breath. “Look. I promise I’ll tell you everything, but we—”


  “Why’d you call the FBI? How’d you know I was out here? Do you know who that werewolf is? What the hell are you doing?” The rising panic made her voice squeak.


  “I called the FBI because I’ve been helping them track these guys.”


  “What guys?”


  He jerked his head in the direction of the front yard. “Those guys—European wolves. Wait. You don’t know who that is?”


  “No! I never saw him before! Wayne made me come out here, and when I got here, Grandma was— She was— I saw…” She took another deep breath, blinking away tears. He reached for her hands, and this time she didn’t pull away.


  “Is she dead?”


  Sara nodded. “And he was waiting for me. He knew my name, Nash! Wayne— Wayne told him about me. Told him I— I was delicious.” She broke off with a shudder.


  Suddenly he was grinning at her. What could make him smile at a time like this?


  “Wait a minute. You didn’t come out here to meet this guy? You were really bringing food to your grandmother?”


  “N-no. Not food—money. But I was bringing it to Grandma, not that guy.” She fixed her gaze on the perfect blond stubble of his chin. The first time she’d seen him, she thought he looked like the GQ version of a biker. “How did you know who that werewolf was?”


  “They’re why I came to Luxor—I’ve been watching Wayne.”


  “Why? Wayne doesn’t know any werewolves!”


  “Yes he does. These wolves have been moving in on y’all’s operation, and I hoped by tailing him I might run into them. If Wayne set you up like this, it means he’s working with them. Sara, we really need to move.”


  She felt stupid, sluggish, unable to understand what was going on. “It’s not my operation, it’s my grandmother’s. What about JP’s? You’re not a fishing guide?”


  “No, that was a cover. I’m a private investigator.”


  “So everything you’ve told me is a lie?”


  He ran a hand through his long hair and grimaced. She could feel the nervousness and impatience rolling off him.


  “No, Sara, not everything. I did what I did because I was undercover, and it was important. I can tell you all about that later. If we don’t leave, right now, you’re going to be talking to federal agents about how you ran money for your family’s drug ring.”


  “I only did it because Wayne forced me to!”


  “I believe you. They probably won’t.”


  He squeezed her hands and tried to pull her to him. The urge to lay her head on his broad chest and start crying was almost overpowering, but her anger and confusion were just as great.


  “Sara,” he said calmly, “are you going to come with me, or am I going to throw you over my shoulder and then tie you to my bike?”


  “Hey, listen, asshole! I’m a hell of a lot stronger than I look!”


  This didn’t faze him. “I know that. But you’re not as strong as me. I’m not leaving you here to get picked up by the Feds. You can be as pissed off at me as you want—just not here. Hell, for all I know, more of that trash—” he hooked a thumb in the direction of outside “—could show up before the Feds do.”


  If he was trying to scare her, it was working. She was starting to get furious at this stranger who’d apparently been using her for months, but what was she supposed to do about it? Stick around and get arrested on federal drug charges?


  She stiffened as he cupped a hand to her face and laid a kiss on her forehead.


  “I’m going to go get my bike—I left it in the woods.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “Houston.”


  “Houston?”


  He nodded.


  “Why? What’s in Houston?”


  He took a deep breath. “My Alpha. Wait here—I’ll be right back.”


  “Your— Your— Your—Your—”


  And then he was gone. Standing in front of her one minute, gone the next, as fast as the other guy—the werewolf—had moved, leaving her standing there sputtering, scared to death and halfway hysterical.


  


  


  Sara was even tougher than he’d thought she was.


  Or maybe she was catatonic.


  She’d found her grandmother murdered, been pimped to werewolf sex slavers by her own uncle, learned the guy she’d been dating was a werewolf spying on her family for the FBI, then jumped on his motorcycle and left town with nothing but her purse and a Tupperware container full of cash.


  He’d stopped at his dingy rented trailer to grab his duffle bag, but he wouldn’t stop at Sara’s place. The gang was probably watching it. They’d already know something had gone wrong.


  The only time she spoke after they left her grandmother’s was to ask about her car. She wanted to drive it to Houston, but he wouldn’t hear of it. If Wayne Hedges was still alive, he’d be doing all he could to track her down and hand her back to his new buddies.


  For a minute there, he thought he might really have to tie her to his bike. But after he swore he’d send for the piece of crap as soon as they got to Houston, she gave in.


  And after that, she didn’t say another word.


  A helicopter was approaching from the west as they finally pulled onto Highway 59. The Feds would want to know why he didn’t stick around to talk to them. He’d let Nick handle it.


  


  


  They made Lufkin a little before eight. They could’ve made Houston by midnight, but he thought the twenty-two-year-old girl from an Apocalyptic town, who thought Marshall, Texas was the Big City needed time to rest. Limiting her to two huge shocks per day was only right.


  Besides, he was alarmed at her silence.


  He stopped at a Walmart so they could pick up a few things for her. She followed him docilely through the huge, fluorescent store as he coaxed her to show him what she needed. Didn’t she want shampoo? She looked at him for a minute, then pulled shampoo and conditioner from the shelf. Good, good. What about stuff for your face… Okay. Now how about clothes? You need a T-shirt and jeans, and some underwear… He led her by the hand to the women’s section, thinking he’d have to pick them out for her, but she did it herself. She still didn’t say anything.


  The silence drove him crazy, so he started talking. He told her his real name, how Nick had sent him to Luxor, and how he’d planned on telling her everything tonight. He explained that Nick could help her deal with the Feds, who had to know about her involvement in her family’s business by now, if they hadn’t already.


  They checked into a motel. He got the long Tupperware out of his saddlebag and she counted it—out loud, so maybe she was only partly catatonic.


  It was a little over a hundred and sixty grand. He put it in the room safe with the key the desk clerk had given him, and they went in search of food.


  The first decent-looking restaurant they saw bore an unfortunate resemblance to Café Caddo, but he wasn’t in the mood to ride around all night and hey, at least it didn’t serve chicken fried steak.


  She didn’t laugh.


  Once they were seated, he couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Angel, please say something.”


  She took a long swig of her beer before answering.


  “Well, first of all, you can stop calling me angel now that I know you were just using me.”


  So. She wasn’t catatonic—she was royally pissed off.


  He started to say something, but she didn't stop to let him. “And then tomorrow morning you can turn around and take me to Marshall. I'll look after myself from there.”


  Christ, she was tough. He loved tough females, though he’d never dated one of Sara’s kind before. When he’d told her she kept surprising him, he’d meant it.


  Relieved, amused, and a little bit annoyed, he took a long pull on his own beer before answering. “Okay, listen. I'm not taking you to Marshall. I didn't save your life—” he pronounced the words very slowly, leaning across the table and staring at her until she was forced to drop her gaze “—just to put you right back where those bastards can find you.”


  She gasped, but before she could say anything, the waitress showed up to take their order.


  He ordered a ribeye, baked potato, French fries and fried okra. Then he gave Sara a wide smile. “And what are you gonna have, angel?”


  She clenched her jaw and glared at him.


  The last thing they needed to do was call attention to themselves with a big fight, so he turned his smile on the waitress. “My girlfriend’s had a bad day. Why don’t you bring her a mushroom burger with onion rings. And we’ll take a pitcher of beer.” She nodded and left.


  Once they were alone again, he sighed and shook his head, emotionally whipped. “Burgers and beer two nights in a row, huh?” he said a little sadly.


  She’d liked him last night—a lot. He’d planned to tell her everything tonight, and if all had gone to plan, she might’ve heard him out and accepted his story.


  Now she looked like she wanted to reach across the table and punch him. She narrowed her eyes and asked in a low, tight voice, “What makes you think those werewolves could get me in Marshall?”


  “Because right now, if he's still alive, your uncle’s talking as fast as he can. He set you up. Now that you've gotten away, and they’ve lost two of their guys, they're not gonna be happy with ol’ Wayne. He can't do anything about the wolves I busted, but he'll be telling them everywhere to look for you. Did he know you were moving to Marshall?”


  Her eyes widened and, after a second, she nodded.


  “Right. So when they can't find you in Luxor, he'll send them there. That's why I made you leave your car, so they won’t have anything to track you by. That's why you're not going to use your credit cards. I don't want Wayne, those wolves or even the Feds to know where you are until I've gotten you to my Alpha.”


  He was speaking as quietly as he could in such a crowded place, though with all the people talking around them and TVs blasting different football games, it wasn’t likely they’d be overheard.


  The waitress dropped off the pitcher and mugs. When they were alone again, Sara planted her elbows on the table and leaned forward to whisper furiously, “So the whole reason you came to Luxor was to spy on me?”


  Why was she being so irrational? Where had his tough, levelheaded Sara gone? Did she not realize what she’d so narrowly escaped—and why? He leaned forward to meet her in the middle of the table ’til their elbows were nearly touching, his face inches from hers. Anyone watching them might think they were about to kiss. “No, Little Miss All About Me, I didn’t know you existed when I went to Luxor. I was spying on Wayne and your grandmother. It’s Wayne’s fault you can’t go to Marshall now, not mine. He’s the one who’s fucked up your life. All I did was save it.”


  “Asshole.”


  “You didn’t think so last night.”


  “I didn’t know who you—”


  “I’m the same guy, Sara. You have to understand that. I’m the exact same guy. Marine from Fredericksburg, living in Houston, mom and dad and sister, all of it. I went to Luxor hoping to find Kuba’s gang through your family’s network. When I realized the old lady’s granddaughter worked at Café Caddo, I decided to investigate you. And then I asked you out. And then—”


  “So all that crap about how smart I am, how I’ll kick ass in Marshall, I’m so hot, all that was—”


  “All that was true. Shit!” She flinched, but he didn’t care. “Look, this is how it is. You happen to be beautiful. You happen to be smart as a whip and hotter than hell. You happen to be capable of doing anything you set your mind to.” He stabbed the table with his index figure as he ticked off each attribute. “I didn’t have to lie to you. I would’ve lied to you if I had to, because I went to Luxor with a very important job, and I was going to get that job done, you understand? If I’d found out you worked for your family, I would’ve said whatever I needed to get usable intel on Wayne Hedges’s partners. Sara, you do not realize how bad these guys are, but a lot of women like you are dead because no one’s—”


  “Women like me?” she asked in a small, hollow voice.


  The change was instantaneous. One second ago she’d been hissing and spitting and ready to scratch his eyes out. Now her hands, a millimeter away from his, were trembling. He could hear her heart hammering. The scent of her fear—no, panic—was washing over him.


  “Yes, angel. Women like you—women with fae blood. The more the better.” She blanched, turning even paler than her normal alabaster. “And you have a lot of it, don’t you?”


  She swallowed hard. “I— I don’t know. I mean, yeah, but it came from my father and I don’t know who he was. My mother always said she’d tell me when I got older. But she died when I was eight, so…”


  His anger and annoyance had melted away when he saw how frightened she was. How could she do that? How could she annoy the fuck out of him one second and pierce his heart the next? When he covered both her hands with his, she didn’t pull away.


  “There’s nothing to be afraid of now. The wolves don’t know who I am, won’t be able—”


  “I’m not scared of them. That’s not what’s freaking me out.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “I’ve never told anyone I was fae. I mean—” She paused, hiccupping on a laugh. “I mean, my whole life, that’s been the…the number one rule, you know? Don’t let anyone know I’m fae. Don’t let anyone see how I can remember everything in my life the way I do my orders at the diner. Don’t let anyone see how strong I am. That’s how Wayne made me work for him—by threatening to tell everyone.”


  “Yeah, but, would everyone in Luxor really have shunned you, though? You lived there your whole life. They knew you. If they found out you were fae, maybe it would’ve made them stop and think— What? What is it?”


  She had this weird, shocked look on her face. “Are you really that clueless? After Susan, and everything we talked about? I can’t believe you lasted two months in that place.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Bryan, a werewolf was murdered in Harrison County not twenty years ago. Stalked and shot in cold blood. He was from Dallas, and his family raised enough hell that the FBI came in because the sheriff wouldn’t do anything. No one in the county would cooperate. They weren’t ever able to bring charges—even though everyone knew who it was. That’s what Susan meant about the FBI covering up the killings in Wake Village—everyone thinks there’s some big government plot to sneak shapeshifters and fae into the county.”


  He snorted in disbelief.


  “Yeah, I know. Most people don’t know Luxor exists and if they do, they don’t care. But everyone in town thinks the big bad werewolves are itching to come in and take over. Fae too. You know Wendy, my cousin who works at the Café?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “Her mother has Alzheimer’s. She’s only in her mid-forties but it’s already real bad. Sometimes Lydia starts going on about how she’s fae, and Wendy’s fae, and everyone in our damn family’s fae. I don’t know where she gets it—maybe she knew about my dad. But that’s why Wendy takes care of her at home and doesn’t use a sitter too often. If people heard her talking about being fae, they’d run her out of town. They might even kill her. Seriously. It doesn’t matter that she’s been there her whole life.”


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


  “No. They really, truly believe non-humans are evil and it’s okay to kill them. I think if Wendy found out about me, she’d handle it. But I don’t know about other people. If being shunned was the worst thing that could’ve happened to me, I would’ve told my family to go to hell a long time ago.”


  “Jesus, angel. Why the hell didn’t you just leave town?”


  She sat back in her chair, hunched into herself with her arms crossed tightly as she concentrated very hard on some invisible point in the middle of the table. “I wanted to. I almost did it when I was nineteen, but I made the mistake of telling Grandma about it. She mentioned it to Wayne and he convinced her that if I left town, I’d blab about the business and then they’d have the Rangers and the FBI breathing down their necks. He also said he didn’t want to have to find another courier. I promised on a stack of Bibles that I’d never say a word, but she said it was for my own good anyway, because I’d lived a sheltered life in Luxor and if I moved to a real city, I’d fall into a sinful lifestyle.”


  “A sinful lifestyle? She ran a meth operation and she was worried about you living a sinful lifestyle?”


  That earned him a small smile. “Yeah. Grandma was a three times a week church lady. She said if I went to Marshall, she’d send Wayne after me. It took years to get her to change her mind.”


  “Sara, why do you act like Marshall’s the only town in Texas? You could lose yourself in Houston, or Dallas, or Austin, or—shit, there’s other states. Wayne Hedges couldn’t track you that far.”


  “I know,” she replied in a small voice. “But Marshall’s the only big town I ever went to. I’ve always been too scared to go anywhere else. Whenever I thought about it, it just— I’d get so scared I’d want to throw up. I’d look at these places on the Internet, and, and— The traffic, and the crime, and everything…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “So you see, you’re wrong. I can’t do anything I set my mind to. Or maybe it’s that I can’t set my mind to doing something that scares the shit out of me.”


  “Hey. Open your eyes and look at me. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. You’re plenty tough, angel.”


  Their food arrived. They were silent for the next few minutes as they started to eat. Then she put her burger down and took another gulp of beer.


  “How’d you know I was fae?”


  He shrugged again. “I just knew. You hide it well, but I could tell how easy it was for you to carry real heavy table trays, even though you’re so delicate.” Pure fae were on the weak side, but humans with a lot of fae ancestry were preternaturally strong. “I noticed your memory right away. And you just look it—red hair, green eyes, pale, perfect complexion. And your ears.”


  “My ears are not pointed. They’re tapered.”


  He grinned. “They’re beautiful. You’re beautiful. If you lived in any normal city, everyone would know. It’s kind of funny.”


  “What is?”


  “That someone with as much fae blood as you’ve got could hide in plain sight in an Apocalyptic town. They hate shifters and fae so much, but when one grows up right there in front of them, they have no idea.”


  She didn’t smile, nodding kind of absently. “Do shifters have some kind of ability to sense fae?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe.” He paused to finish his dinner—he was still starving—and she didn’t hurry him. He could tell she was thinking about everything he’d told her, processing it. He was beginning to understand how her mind worked, and it kind of fascinated him. He’d never known a woman with so much fae ancestry to think first and react later.


  When he’d eaten the last bite, he drained the pitcher of beer, signaled the waitress for another round, and leaned back in his chair. “See, a lot of werewolves are hot for fae females—it’s like some primitive, leftover urge. Fae and werewolves never got along. The fae always looked down on wolves, and wolves always thought fae women were exotic and sexy. Maybe it’s a forbidden fruit thing.”


  “Wolves and fae can’t have kids together, right?”


  She really had studied his species. And her own. He nodded. “Right. Well, it depends. Lots of humans have traces of fae blood, and that doesn’t seem to be a problem. It’s just women with a lot of fae ancestry who can’t get pregnant by wolves.” And there was no reason at all why that should bother him, was there?


  Most of the tension between them seemed to have burned off. Sara was noticeably more relaxed, and she didn’t look like she wanted to kill him anymore. Whether it was exhaustion or the beer, he didn’t care. But he was grateful when the waitress showed up with another pitcher, and he hastily refilled Sara’s glass.


  She rested her elbows on the table. “Thanks. So are these guys— What’d you call them? Someone’s gang?”


  He filled his own mug before answering. “Dominic Kuba,” Bryan answered. “He’s a Czech wolf, the guy in charge of the gang. Or at least one of the guys in charge. All the wolves in the gang are from Eastern Europe.”


  “Okay. So what’s their deal?”


  “Well, they’ve set up a branch office over here and started doing a little import/export business—gambling, drugs, weapons.” He stopped, cleared his throat. “And women.”


  “Women?”


  “Um, yeah. See, there’s hardly any people with fae blood left in Europe anymore, so the women are even more exotic to wolves over there than they are to us. Plus, if they’re very fae, they can’t get pregnant by wolves, right? Makes them less trouble. So these guys kidnap fae women and ship them to Europe for brothels, and sex clubs, and…stuff.”


  “And stuff? What kind of stuff is there besides brothels and sex clubs?”


  He shifted uncomfortably. “I mean, they cater to anything wolves want to do. They get some sick bastards, according to Interpol.”


  “Sick as in…?”


  “As in shifting while they’re doing it. That kind of stuff.”


  She clapped a hand over her mouth and stared at him with wide eyes. He winced in sympathy and hoped she wouldn’t freak out.


  Of course she wouldn’t. She took a long, long, looong gulp of her beer, burped daintily (he didn’t crack a smile), and said, “Okay. I can see why you’d want to help catch these guys.”


  “Yeah. They almost snatched a friend of mine’s mate back in Houston. She’s not fae, but…yeah. And Nick—my Alpha—took it personally when they showed up in his territory. He figured the Feds could use some help.”


  “So if you hadn’t shown up, I’d have been turned into a squeaky toy by this weekend. Which I guess means I shouldn’t hold a grudge about the undercover thing.”


  He shrugged.


  It was nearly midnight. Her eyes were heavy and her speech had started to slur around the edges. He knew he needed to get her back to the motel, let her get some rest, but he didn’t want to quit talking quite yet.


  That was something else she did to him. He didn’t normally enjoy talking a long time with females, fae or not.


  She was staring off into the distance, and he was wondering if she was about to fall over, when she said suddenly, “I hope they kill Wayne.”


  “They will. Probably already have.”


  “I can’t believe he’d do that to me. I knew he didn’t love me—he treated me like shit—but to set me up with that…” She shuddered. “And his own mother? I mean, as nasty as he was, I still wouldn’t have— Wait. What about Jasper? You think Jasper’s dead too?”


  “Yep.”


  She nodded to herself. “Yeah, I bet he is. Jasper just cooked the stuff. Anyone can do that. Actually, anyone could do what Wayne did too. They wouldn’t really need him.”


  “What did your grandmother do?”


  “All the business stuff—where to sell it, how to move it, how much to charge, all that. Wayne managed the dealers and beat up the people who didn’t pay. He and Grandma fought all the time.”


  “About what?”


  “Everything. He hated the way she controlled the business, and she didn’t like the way he blew money on sinful stuff.” She grinned tipsily. “Because dealing meth is business, but gamblin’ and drinkin’ and runnin’ ’round with Shreveport hookers—that’s bad.”


  “I can’t believe your grandmother did the whole church and bake sale thing, then went home and ran the biggest meth op in the ArkLaTex area.”


  “You don’t know what it’s like to live in a real small town. People are good at ignoring what they don’t want to know about.” She took another long swig of beer. “It’s like…you have to see the same handful of people every day of your life, so everyone just instinctively agrees to pretend everything is the way they want it to be, and no one really talks about it. I mean, it’s not like everybody didn’t know my grandmother was the Redneck Drug Queen of East Texas.”


  He choked on his beer, and she laughed too.


  “Seriously. There’s no way anyone didn’t know what Jasper was doing back in those woods. But Grandma taught Sunday School for sixty years and no one would dream of talking bad about sweet old Mrs. Hedges. I think if anyone ever said ‘Hey, y’all ever notice Miss Helen’s boy is running a meth lab down by the lake?’ all their heads would’ve exploded.”


  He laughed again. “Shit. I’m glad I grew up in the big city.”


  “Yeah, well, I think I might like living in one.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Maybe. Marshall was one thing, but Houston, God…”


  He squeezed her hand. “Hey. It’s gonna be fine. You can stay at my place for as long as you need. And I promise, Monday morning, I’ll make some phone calls and we’ll get your car towed down to my place.”


  “Seriously? Do you think I’ll be able to drive in Houston? I keep thinking about the freeways, and all those cars, and it scares me.”


  “Don’t even worry about it. I’ll teach you the freeways. You’re plenty tough enough.”


  “I don’t know about that.” A big yawn overtook her before she had a chance to cover her mouth.


  “Come on, tough girl. Time for bed.”


  Chapter Five


  Sara had confessed she was afraid to stay by herself, so he’d gotten a room with two double beds.


  Just last night, they’d been all over each other. Just a few minutes ago, at the diner, they’d started connecting again. But as soon as they were back at the motel, with the two double beds dominating the room, they were instantly awkward, looking everywhere but at each other, keeping their distance, unable to think of anything to say.


  He offered her the first shower. She practically ran to the bathroom, closing the door behind her with an audible sigh of relief.


  He flopped down on a bed and called Nick, who answered on the first ring.


  “B, listen,” said his Alpha by way of hello. “First off, I left a present in your bank account. You done good. Second. Why’d you leave before the Feds showed up? I’ve been on the phone with them for hours—they’re going nuts to talk to you.”


  So Bryan told him everything, and Nick had plenty to say about it.


  When he got off the phone an hour later, Sara was still in the shower. He stretched out and laced his hands behind his head, thinking about what Nick had said and wondering if a motel this size could run out of hot water.


  “What are you going to do with her?” Nick had asked him.


  He’d told her she could stay at his place, but the idea of her actually living there, even for a short time, scared him to death. He’d never contemplated her being a part of his real life.


  He’d be responsible for her in Houston, at least for a while. She didn’t know a soul. She needed a job, a place to live. She had to start a whole new life, and it meant a big disruption in his.


  “Since when do you go for fae girls?”


  He didn’t. That was the problem, wasn’t it? Sara didn’t behave like a typical fae female. She wasn’t flighty, impulsive, dramatic, narcissistic, emotionally unstable, trouble with a capital T—all the things some guys found sexy, but Bryan found fucking annoying. None of that meant she was suitable long term.


  He didn’t like thinking that way, but at least it took his mind off the perverse and irrational part of him that loved the idea of having her around on a day to day basis.


  How long could a female stay in the shower?


  He put his ear to the door, but all he heard was running water. He should’ve been able to hear her moving around in the tub.


  So he knocked.


  “Sara?”


  No answer. No sound of a body moving, fingers in hair, picking up soap, arm brushing the shower curtain, nothing.


  Had she passed out? Was she drowning?


  Way to go, dumbass. Leave the drunk chick in the shower all by herself.


  “Sara?” he called a little louder. When he still got no answer, he banged on the door a couple times. “Sara! Answer me!” Jiggling the doorknob, he saw it wasn’t locked and pounded on the door one more time. “Sara, answer me or I’m coming in.”


  He waited one more second, then barged in.


  She didn’t look up when he jerked the shower curtain aside. With her arms wrapped around her legs and her head on her knees, she sat huddled and motionless at the end of the tub, barely out of range of the ice cold water pouring from the shower. She was shivering, whether from cold or shock he couldn’t tell.


  He leaned in to turn off the water, then grabbed a thin towel and dropped to his knees beside the tub. “Sara? Come on, time to get out.”


  She still didn’t answer. As he was deciding she’d gone truly catatonic this time, she turned her face to him. Her eyes were red and swollen, her cheeks splotchy. The look of exhausted misery on her sweet face squeezed his heart.


  “There’s something wrong with me,” she whispered abjectly.


  “You need a doctor? I’ll find an emergency room. Come on.” He took her arms to pull her up, but she didn’t move.


  “No,” she protested weakly, taking a gulp of air and shuddering. “Not like that. Not— I mean— I’m not sad.”


  “What?” Tending to a drunk, naked, traumatized fae chick in the bathroom of a cheap motel was way outside his skill set.


  “I’m scared, and I’m worried, and— And— And—” she took a few more gulps of air to quell the hiccups. “And I miss my friends, but— But I’m not sad. About my family. They’re all dead, and I don’t feel sad. I just— I just—” Her delicate features crumpled into a pained grimace as she wailed, “I just keep thinking about how I’m finally free and they can’t do anything to scare me anymore and I don’t have to worry about people finding out, and I can’t even feel sorry for an old woman who got murdered! What kind of monster am I?”


  “Oh shit,” he muttered, smoothing the wet hair back from her face. He’d never felt dumber or more useless in his life. “Come on now, you can’t stay in here.”


  This time, when he took her arm and pulled her up, she didn’t fight him. She gave a little gasp when he swung her up and over the side of the tub to set her on her feet, but she stood quietly, head bowed, as he briskly dried her off. Then he pulled her into a fierce embrace, laying his head against her wet, fragrant hair.


  “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he said gruffly. “There was something wrong with them. They didn’t love you. They used you and they hurt you. Maybe your grandmother didn’t deserve to be murdered, but she doesn’t deserve to be missed, either. Neither do your asshole uncles.” He kissed the top of her head. “Okay. Let’s get you dressed and in bed.”


  Taking her hand, he led her out of the bathroom. He pulled out the Walmart shopping bags but she took them from him. She waved him away as she pulled on panties and a T-shirt and pajama pants. Then she climbed into the far bed, turned her back to the bathroom and pulled the covers up to her neck. He stood between the two beds, feeling slightly dumber and even more useless.


  “I’m gonna go take a shower now, okay?”


  “Okay,” she said in a voice almost too small to hear.


  He hesitated. “If you need anything, you’ll come get me?”


  She nodded once. With a sigh, he went to take his shower. Surprisingly, he had plenty of hot water.


  When he’d dried off, wrapped a towel around his waist and brushed his teeth, he went back to the room and turned off the lamps. Then he stood there like a dumbass again, wondering if he should put on pants. He normally slept naked, but he didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. He looked over at her, huddled in the middle of the double bed. Was she even— Yeah, she was still awake. Her breathing was too shallow, too irregular for sleep.


  “Sara?”


  “What?”


  “You okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  She didn’t sound okay. He pulled on some boxers and slid under the covers behind her, pulling her back until her head was tucked under his chin. She smelled fresh and girly.


  After a few minutes, she relaxed against him. After a few more minutes, her hand crept up to cover his, lying against her ribs beneath her breast. Her butt settled into his lower stomach.


  I won’t get a hard-on. I won’t get a hard-on. She’ll think I’m an animal, oh fuck, don’t let me get a hard-on.


  “I won’t be like this tomorrow.”


  I won’t get a— “Huh? What’d you say?”


  She sniffed softly. “I said I won’t be like this tomorrow.” He almost felt her gritting her teeth as she said, “I’m not weak.”


  He couldn’t help his snort of laughter. “No shit.”


  “You won’t need to take care of me. I have the Tupperware. So— So I don’t have to stay with you very long. I won’t get in your way.”


  He squeezed her tight. “Shh. Stop it. Go to sleep. You won’t be in my way.”


  Long after she dropped off, he lay in the dark, feeling her breathe in his arms, hoping what he’d said was true.


  


  


  She was in the shower the next morning, eyes closed and face turned up, blessed hot water blasting away the shock and anxiety of the night before, when she felt a rush of cold air. She opened her eyes, turned and screamed.


  “What?” yelled Bryan.


  “Close the curtain!” she squealed.


  “What are you doing?”


  “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m taking a shower! Close the curtain!” She shouldn’t be embarrassed—he saw all of her last night—but this morning it felt different. And she was freezing.


  “I woke up, you weren’t there, I heard the shower, I thought you’d freaked out again!”


  “Well, I didn’t! I just needed a shower.”


  “How could you get dirty while you slept?”


  “I like showers, okay? They— They make me feel better, help me clear my head.” Plus, when she’d seen what she looked like this morning, after sleeping on wet hair…but she wasn’t about to explain that. “Would you please close the shower curtain?”


  Muttering something about crazy fae chicks, he left her in peace.


  An hour later, they were on their way.


  


  


  Houston, Texas shimmered like a mirage, a vision in the distance that never got any larger no matter how long they drove toward it. Twice she thought they’d hit the outskirts, only to see signs proclaiming the city limits of Kingwood and then Humble. The term urban sprawl took on a terrifyingly concrete meaning.


  They roared past the Intercontinental Airport. As the planes flew overhead, she counted more in ten minutes than she’d seen in her life.


  When at last they were in Houston, her heart lodged in her throat as she realized it was bigger, and louder, and denser, and taller and had a hell of a lot more cars and people than any amount of time spent with television and the Internet could convey to a girl raised in a tiny town in the armpit of northeast Texas.


  Bryan Keeton was insane to think she’d ever learn to drive in this place.


  They drove under overpasses and over streets and beneath countless other freeways winding like one long, tangled ribbon through and around the city. Eventually she saw signs for Downtown. At last they were off the freeway and onto Rusk Street, where Bryan’s condo was located, and she thought how weird it was that they could go from Grandma’s front door to his with two left turns and a right.


  She had a crick in her neck from twisting it left, right and up, taking in the spectacle around her. Condos, restaurants, shops and parking lots crowded together, a block of apartments followed by a block of car repair shops followed by two blocks of office buildings, then more apartments. She had to grab hold of Bryan’s shirt when a wave of vertigo hit her as she gazed straight up at the buildings into the sky. She’d been staring at them since she’d first seen them from a distance, way back by the airport.


  If the streets had this many cars on a Saturday afternoon, what in God’s name did rush hour look like?


  The bike slowed as they approached a row of identical three-story condos. Made of red brick, each had a black wrought iron balcony on the top story.


  The garage door in the middle unit rolled up, and they were home.


  


  


  Her almond-shaped eyes were as round and large as silver dollars as he led her onto the balcony off his bedroom. She stood at the railing and gazed without saying a word.


  Bryan suddenly realized how profound the culture shock was going to be. Reading about the big city wasn’t the same thing as living in it. And reading about werewolves and shifters and fae, even looking at videos on the Web and eavesdropping in chatrooms, wasn’t the same as living among them. He couldn’t have brought her here and said, “Here you go, have a nice life.” He was responsible for her.


  The only people he’d ever been responsible for were other Marines.


  She spun around suddenly, leaning back with her hands behind her on the railing. The wind was whipping her long red hair away from her face, molding the yellow T-shirt she’d bought at Walmart to her curves. He felt a little dizzy, and clammy, and his chest got tight, his breathing labored, the way it did right before he was about to go into hostile territory, and he had to let the fear wash over him before he expelled it.


  What if he liked having her around so much he didn’t want her to go?


  She blinded him with an exuberant smile. “I love it!” she crowed.


  And then she burst into tears.


  Oh shit.


  


  


  “She’s in shock, moron,” said Tyler Jean Turner.


  His Alpha’s personal assistant was the first female he’d thought of when Sara broke down. Once he’d gotten her settled on the couch with a glass of water and a box of tissues, he’d holed up in his bedroom and frantically dialed TJ. A crowd of people were shouting in the background. He thought he heard Milo Hamilton, the Voice of the Houston Astros, over a loudspeaker.


  “TJ, are you at an Astro’s game?”


  “Yeah. Hang on. I need to go someplace where I can hear. Excuse me,” she said to someone. “I need to take this. It’s work.”


  “I’m sorry, TJ. I don’t want to interrupt your afternoon, it’s just that I—”


  “Please, please interrupt me.” There was considerably less background noise now. “I’m on a really bad blind date. Now. Listen to me. Your girl’s been through hell.”


  “She’s not—”


  “Shut up. For the time being, she is. From what Nick said she’s pretty tough, but she’s almost three hundred miles from home, in a strange city with the only werewolf she’s ever met, her uncle tried to sell her into sex slavery, and she’s wearing clothes from Walmart. You got any Xanax?”


  “No.”


  “Wine?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Give her wine. Lots of it.” She paused. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. I’m gonna pick her up tomorrow around ten. We’ll have brunch, then go shopping. Having real clothes and her own makeup and stuff will make her feel better.”


  “That sounds good. She’s got some money.”


  “She may not need it.” Before he could ask what that meant, she continued, “So how well do you know this girl?”


  He sighed. “Not that well. We’ve been out a few times. She’s nothing like you’d expect a fae girl to be.”


  “Why do y’all expect every girl with more than a drop of fae blood to be a psychopath?”


  “We don’t. Well, maybe we do. Anyway, Sara’s not like that at all. She doesn’t deserve all the shit she’s been through. She’s an angel.” Oh shit. He did not fucking say that…


  “An angel?” TJ yelled, loudly enough for every human in Minute Maid Park to hear her. “Did you just say she’s an angel?”


  He closed his eyes and softly banged the phone against his forehead.


  “Hello? Bryan? You still there?”


  “Yes, TJ,” he said with a weary sigh. “I’m still here. There’s nothing I can do to make you forget what I said, is there?”


  “Oh hell no. Hell no. Holy shit. An angel. But she’s not your girl, right?”


  He decided to ignore that. “Okay. That takes care of tomorrow. What am I supposed to do tonight?”


  “What the hell is wrong with you? You’re acting like this is the first girl you’ve ever been alone with! Don’t be such a pussy. Go get some takeout, watch some movies. I can’t believe—”


  “All right! Jesus, would you shut the fuck up? Go back to your sad little blind date.”


  “Hey, you know, you could swing by here and pick me up. I could tell Adrian that Nick had an emergency. No, wait. That would be mean. He paid for field tickets.” Bryan snickered at the plaintive whine in her voice. “Shit. All right, I’ll pick the angel up at your place tomorrow.”


  “Thank you, TJ. You’re the best.”


  “Yes. Yes I am.”


  


  


  She had a slight hangover. Bryan had brought home Tex Mex and they’d split a couple bottles of wine and watched TV. It had been both weird and relaxing. Relaxing because of the wine and the food and the comfy bachelor couches, and weird because Bryan didn’t really touch her all night. They sat on the same couch, but they hadn’t cuddled or so much as held hands. She’d caught him staring at her. Several times she was certain he was about to reach for her, but he never did.


  Did he feel trapped? He’d rescued her, and now he was stuck with her for a while. Lots of guys had a hard time sharing their space with a girlfriend; Bryan had a virtual stranger to look after. The sooner she could find an apartment, the better. She needed to prove her independence, make him see he didn’t have to be responsible for her. Maybe then they could start dating again. She wanted another chance with him.


  He’d assumed, correctly, that she knew how to handle a gun, so he gave her his little Colt Mustang and a clip of silver bullets, instructing her to keep it in her purse for a while. He didn’t think it likely that Kuba’s gang would come after her, but they’d managed to turn more than one cop so far. Investigative leaks were a constant threat.


  “You’ll like TJ,” Bryan was saying over coffee this morning. “She’s a redhead, like you, but shorter and louder and bitchier.”


  “Okay.” She gave him a big smile, hoping she seemed relaxed and upbeat as she sipped her coffee. Inside, she was an anxious mess. She longed to call Wendy, but Bryan said she couldn’t do it, and she knew he was right. If Wayne were still around, she couldn’t endanger anyone by telling them where she was.


  She was wearing the T-shirt and jeans she’d bought in Lufkin. He was wearing shorts and tennis shoes and nothing else. It was a good look for him.


  “So you’re going running?”


  “Yeah. I haven’t had a real run since I went to Luxor and it’s killing me.”


  “Why couldn’t you jog in Luxor?”


  Her heart skipped a beat when he flashed that sly, smartass grin at her, the one that gave her butterflies in her stomach and regions lower. Damn, he was beautiful. With the hair, and the eyes, and the dimples and the grin and the body, she knew he must have women swarming all over him in Houston. She swallowed hard, dismayed at the sudden stab of pain somewhere near her heart.


  “I’m not jogging—I’m running. On four feet. I didn’t get to do much of it in Luxor.”


  “Oh!” She blushed, feeling incredibly stupid, but he just stood there rubbing a strand of her hair between his fingers and smiling at her. “Um…what did you do in Luxor? About, uh—”


  “Shifting. Getting furry, going four-footed.”


  “Okay, yeah. Don’t you have to do it regularly?”


  He came to stand in front of her barstool, and she had to tilt her head back to look at him. Acutely conscious of his bare chest inches away, she kept her hands wrapped around her coffee mug so he wouldn’t see them shaking. God, he smelled good.


  He skimmed his thumb across her cheek. Her heart skipped another five or six beats.


  “No. Every wolf’s different. I’m an alpha, so I don’t have to shift as often as betas do. In Luxor I shifted about a dozen times, but only for a few hours.”


  “Weren’t you worried about being seen?”


  “Not really. Sneaking around places I didn’t belong was my job in the Corps. I’m pretty good at it.”


  “Oh.”


  Right as another one of those uncomfortable silences started forming, he said, “Okay, I’m gonna go. The guys are expecting me and it’s a long drive. Don’t be nervous about meeting TJ.”


  “I’m not nervous.”


  “Yes you are. I can smell your fear.” His hand tightened on her neck, keeping her head tilted up to him as his thumb stroked her cheek. He sure didn’t seem in a hurry to go. “I can smell everything on you,” he added huskily.


  Her heels were resting on the rung of the barstool. He pushed her knee away so he could stand between her legs, cupping her head in both hands now.


  She flashed back to two nights ago, when she was ready to jump his bones right there on her couch.


  Oh, dear Lord. Could he really smell everything on her? Because right now she was so turned on…


  He leaned down and ran his tongue feather-light across her bottom lip. She couldn’t repress a shiver, and she knew by the way he smiled that he’d felt it. Ever so gently, he nipped at her bottom lip and licked it again. She parted her mouth wider and his tongue dipped in to meet hers.


  She didn’t even know she was touching him until he growled softly, low in his throat, and then her hand registered the hard muscles of his back, the heat of his skin beneath her palms. The kiss deepened, his tongue warm and insistent in her mouth. “Damn.” He nibbled at her lips as he spoke, as if he couldn’t stop, and the thought made her giddy. “Every time I start kissing you, I just want to keep kissing you. And that’s exactly what I’m gonna do when I see you again.” He brushed a last, swift kiss across her forehead and grabbed his keys.


  “Have fun with TJ. I’ll call you later.”


  By the time she got her voice back, he was out the door.


  


  


  The doorbell rang as while she was reading the Chronicle online. She walked down the two flights of stairs, her stomach in knots, and opened the door.


  “Hi. I’m TJ. Ever seen one of these?” The short, buxom redhead held up a black credit card.


  Sara blinked in surprise. Then she gasped.


  TJ grinned. “This is Nick Wargman’s black Amex. Ever heard of a place called the Galleria?”


  She nodded, dumbstruck.


  “Good. Saleswomen will treat you like dirt because you’re in jeans and tennis shoes and a scratchy T-shirt and pretty as a fairy princess. I’ll wave this card like a magic wand and watch them start kissing your ass. This is gonna be fun. I’m warning you, though, some of them will assume you’re fucking Nick. Get your purse. Oh, do you drink?”


  “Um, yes.”


  “Thank God. I need a margarita.”


  Chapter Six


  The Pack had several acres on the other side of Katy, about an hour and a half from Houston. Nick Wargman’s late and unlamented father, the previous Alpha, had purchased it back in the sixties. It had a big house where the Pack held formal meetings and family gatherings throughout the year, and several smaller bunkhouses with beds and bathrooms.


  After an exhausting, exhilarating four-hour run, Bryan felt better than he had in two months. He even felt a little less stressed about Sara. She wasn’t the clingy type—she didn’t seem to be measuring for drapes or anything. He still wanted to see her—and touch her, and taste her—and after the kiss this morning, he thought she felt the same way. Maybe they could reset the relationship to something more than casual but less than committed and see what happened from there.


  Once he’d showered and changed, he called her. Her phone went straight to voicemail. He left a message, feeling slightly silly—there was no reason for him to keep tabs on her.


  He called her again when he hit Houston, and then a third time as he was running around town. The fourth time he failed to reach her, he hit end before voicemail kicked in.


  Where the hell was she? TJ Turner could easily shop for six hours, but Sara didn’t seem the type.


  He got home to find that a shopping mall had thrown up in his living room. Judging by the names on the bags and boxes spilling off the sofa, he guessed it was the Galleria. Still no sign of Sara, though.


  “Holy shit, angel,” he muttered. “Did you leave anything in the Tupperware?”


  On cue, his cell rang.


  “TJ?”


  “No, it’s me!” Sara sounded very happy. So did a lot of people in the background.


  “Are you at Cowgirls?”


  “Yes! How’d you know?”


  “Because I hang out there a lot. I guess TJ’s with you?”


  “Yeah! We dropped off the loot at your place and then came here. This place is unbelievable! One of the managers said they’re hiring, and he thinks I’d fit in great!”


  All the bartenders at Cowgirls and Werewolves were hot young werewolves, and all the waitresses were hot young females. They brought in the guys, both wolves and men, while the werewolves brought in the females. Bryan was oddly unenthusiastic about the idea of Sara getting hit on all the time.


  “I’ve been trying to call you all day. Don’t you have your phone with you?”


  “Yeah, but it’s out of juice. Piece of crap can’t hold a charge.” She was quiet for a minute. “So…you wanna join us?”


  “Sure. I have to stop somewhere first. See you in a few.”


  


  


  “He says he has to make one stop and then he’ll be up here.”


  “Of course he will,” said TJ. “He’s not gonna leave you alone in a bar crawling with men and werewolves. What? What’s the matter?”


  Sara shrugged, embarrassed to be so transparent. “I don’t think Bryan’s gonna be jealous of guys hanging around me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Well, it’s not like we’re really dating.”


  “You’re not?”


  “No. I mean—you know why he asked me out in the first place, don’t you?”


  TJ nodded, completely serious now. “Yeah. But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have real feelings for you. He brought you back here and you’re staying at his house.”


  Sara waved a hand. “Yeah, but—that’s because he’s a good guy.”


  TJ nodded. “Yeah, he is. He’s a very good guy.” She leaned forward to stare intently at Sara. “You know, those assholes almost got my best friend. They did get a friend of hers. What B did was important. I know it shocked you to find out who he really is, but if they end up busting this gang, he’ll deserve a lot of the credit. And he didn’t have to bring you home with him. He could’ve just turned you over to the cops up in Dallas.”


  She had no answer for that. Feeling vaguely ashamed, but not sure why, she covered her discomfort by taking a big slurp of margarita and looking around Cowgirls.


  It looked like a honky-tonk on steroids, with a huge wooden porch on the first floor and a covered wrap-around wooden deck on the second. She and TJ were on the second floor deck. Two sides of the first floor had rolling metal doors instead of walls. There were two bars downstairs, one up. A staircase in the middle of the first floor ran up to the middle of the second floor. Overhead TVs blared from every corner, and on the second floor were pool tables, pinball machines and a tiny dance floor. Sparkling Christmas lights were strung throughout the place, twinkling in the dusky glow of the early October sun.


  “So how’d you like your first time at church?” TJ asked.


  “Church?” Sara responded, startled.


  “Yeah. Nordstrom’s my spiritual home. See, Burberry and Juicy Couture and Betsey Johnson—those are like the Vatican, or Westminster Abbey. Overwhelming, and way too expensive to visit very often. But Nordstrom is like regular church. You can attend weekly if you want.”


  “Seriously? You think those prices are normal?”


  TJ cocked her head. “Yeah.”


  “I paid a hundred and fifty-eight dollars for a dress! I’ve never paid anywhere near that for clothes in my life!”


  “This is Houston, girlfriend. You’ve got opportunities you didn’t have in Luxor. And besides, Nick paid for it all. And I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed shoving that Amex in those peoples’ faces after they got a look at you. God, that was fun.” She stretched and yawned. “I’ll take you back there soon and we can hit Ann Taylor and the Gap. They’re not expensive. We just didn’t spend enough time there today.”


  “We shopped for four solid hours! My feet feel like I pulled a double!”


  TJ waved a hand. “You’re an amateur. I’m a pro—four hours in that place is nothing. Trust me. We’ll turn you into a real Houstonian, and real Houstonians like to shop.” She paused. “And drive. And drink margaritas and eat Mexican food and bitch about the weather. I love this city.”


  “So you’re a native?”


  TJ grinned and rolled her eyes. “Hell no. Didn’t come here ’til college—I went to the U of H. I’m from Silsbee. Ever heard of it?”


  Sara nodded. “It’s a lot bigger than Luxor.”


  “You could still fit the population inside Reliant Stadium eight or nine times.” She looked up from slurping her margarita, a question on her face. “You been out of Luxor before?”


  Sara shrugged, feeling very country mouse. “Well, yeah, but only to other small towns. I never even got to Dallas. I mean, I wanted to, but it wasn’t something people did.”


  TJ chewed on her straw thoughtfully. “Huh. Weird. See, I grew up Silsbee, and when I was a teenager, all any of us ever wanted was out. First thing you did, soon as you had your license, was drive to Houston.”


  “Yeah, but is Silsbee full of Apocalyptics?”


  “Ah. No, thank God. That’s the difference. I guess it’s like living in a bubble, isn’t it?”


  “I always thought of it as a snowglobe. When we ran into the glass wall we had to turn around and go back.”


  TJ cocked her head with a little smile. “I like that. Very poetic.” She broke into a smile at something over Sara’s shoulders. “Hey, guys!” she called. “What’s up? Y’all play a game today?”


  A big knot of big guys had emerged from the staircase. They headed for the table as soon as they saw TJ. One hulking guy carrying three pitchers of beer in each hand banged them down on the table while the other guys grabbed chairs. Within seconds they were surrounded by more men her age than lived within a hundred miles of Luxor.


  


  


  Cowgirls was hopping, which was normal for a pretty Sunday afternoon. The bar attracted werewolves, of course, and human males as well. Not many cowgirls, since it was in the middle of a huge city, but women of every other description. The vehicles in the parking lot ranged from custom motorcycles to pickup trucks to luxury sports cars and everything in between. Bryan’s only complaint about the place was the way it plugged up his nose—between the scents of Memorial Park, two blocks to the west, and the exhaust fumes wafting from I-10, to the north, and the alcohol and cigarettes and sweat, he couldn’t smell a damned thing. It didn’t do much for his hearing, either.


  When he got to the downstairs bar, he saw Taran Lloyd, a detective with HPD’s Shifter Investigations Unit.


  “Hey, good to see you, wolf,” Taran said with a slap on Bryan’s back. “And great job in Luxor. What are you drinking?”


  “Shiner would be nice. Thanks a lot.”


  Taran placed the order and propped an elbow on the bar. “So you caught two bad guys and rescued the maiden.”


  “Yep.”


  “Congratulations on bringing them down alive.” Taran had killed two of Kuba’s assholes last winter when they tried to attack his mate. He was also on an interagency task force investigating the gang.


  “Thanks. Listen. Have the Feds said anything about Sara? Is she even on their radar?” He assumed Nick had filled Taran in on everything.


  Taran shrugged. “Of course she is. They want to talk to you, and they wonder why you left before they showed up.”


  “Shit.”


  “It would’ve been better if you’d ditched her car before y’all left, but I guess there wasn’t time.”


  “No, there wasn’t.”


  The bartender slid their beers over.


  “You know,” Taran said after he took a swig, “they’d be real interested in her memory. I’m sure they’d be willing to ignore any involvement she had in the family business if she had information to offer.”


  “I don’t know if she does, but I’ll ask her. I’m meeting her here.”


  Taran nodded. “I know. TJ called Lark to come up.” He took another swig of beer and gave Bryan a long, shrewd look. “I hear she’s hot.”


  “Who’s hot?” said a female voice. Bryan turned to see Taran’s mate—and fiancée—Lark Manning.


  “Bryan’s new girlfriend. Hi, sweetheart.” As Lark hugged him, Taran gave her a smile the likes of which Bryan had never seen, or imagined he’d ever see, on the normally dour wolf’s face.


  “Sara’s not my girlfriend,” he mumbled into his beer.


  Lark quirked her mouth and said, “Well, let’s go meet her. TJ said they’re upstairs.”


  When they emerged into the middle of the second floor, Bryan scanned the crowd, looking for Sara. Lark elbowed him in the ribs and pointed at a table on the outside deck.


  “Good thing she’s not your girlfriend. ’Cause that’s a lot of guys over there.”


  


  


  A guy with shaggy black hair and a knowing grin dragged his chair up next to TJ’s.


  “Hi, James.” The redhead sounded both bored and amused.


  “TJ, have you thought any more about what I said?”


  “No, James.”


  With a heavy sigh, he picked up his chair and walked around to Sara’s side of the table, wedging it in between her and the hulk who’d carried the pitchers.


  “Hi. I’m James. You’re pretty. What’s your name?”


  She couldn’t help returning his grin. “Sara.”


  “Sara, you’re fae, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah, partly.” It felt so weird to say it out loud like that. “Why?” She gave TJ a what’s with this guy look, but her new friend just rolled her eyes and kept talking to a big guy with a shaved head.


  “You know, Sara, I’m more open-minded than a lot of wolves.”


  She started in surprise. “You’re a werewolf?”


  His goofy leer made her laugh. “I am. Are you afraid of werewolves, little girl?”


  “No, but I’ve only met one so far.”


  “Well, you need to meet more.”


  “Back off,” TJ said. “She’s new in town.”


  James leaned on the table, blocking her view of TJ. “Anyway,” he said loudly, “as I was saying, I’m more open-minded than a lot of wolves. Lots of wolves are afraid to date fae women.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “’Cause y’all are crazy.” He leered at her again. “But, see, I like crazy. I don’t want to, but I can’t help it. If there’s a hundred females in a bar, and only one of ’em’s ever keyed her boyfriend’s car and held his dog hostage because she thought he was cheating on her, that’s the one I’ll end up with.”


  “But I’m not crazy.”


  He raised his eyebrows in an exaggerated expression of surprise. “Huh?”


  “No, really. I’m part fae, but I’m not crazy.”


  “Damn. I might love you. You got a talent?”


  She caught her breath and blinked. This was even weirder than having someone ask if she was fae. After a lifetime spent hiding her talent, now she was talking about it like it was normal.


  “Well, do you?”


  “Um, yeah. It’s—it’s my memory.”


  “Your memory.”


  “Yes. I have eidetic memory—total recall.”


  He winced. “Ooh. Sara, that’s not a great feature in a girlfriend.”


  “She’s not a car, jackass,” TJ interjected.


  James ignored her. “How come fae chicks never have the ability to bend like Gumby, or suck a tennis ball through a straw? Something useful, you know?”


  She nearly sucked a margarita up her nose when she started laughing.


  “No, really,” he went on, all wide-eyed sincerity. “I mean, if evolution had been more on the ball, it would’ve been—”


  “All right, you’re done here.” A big hand grabbed James by the back of his T-shirt and hauled him to his feet.


  She looked up—the hand belonged to Bryan, and he wasn’t smiling. In fact, he looked a little scary. James apparently thought so too, because he put his hands up in a placating gesture. “Oh—hey, Bryan. Didn’t see you there, bro.”


  “Move along, bro. The rest of you too.” All the other guys stood and started collecting their pitchers and glasses.


  “He wasn’t bothering me,” Sara protested. “They were just talking to us!”


  “Well, they’re done now. Buh-bye.” He backhanded a couple of guys on their heads as they shuffled off.


  TJ was laughing. James was too. He bowed and blew her a kiss. “It’s okay, Sara. The big jarhead can’t help it.” He danced out of Bryan’s reach and joined his buddies on the other side of the room.


  “Why’d you do that?”


  He set a small bag on the table, pulled the chair up close to her, and flopped down. “Because they’re lunatics.”


  A guy and a girl had shown up with him. It had to be TJ’s best friend, Lark, and her fiancé, Taran. He was tall and beautiful, with golden hair and a scar on his face. She had chestnut hair and legs Sara would’ve killed for. Lark smiled at Sara while the guy said, “They’re not lunatics. They’re rugby players.”


  “Same thing,” Bryan groused. “Too many headbutts. And James is a smart-assed beta. Smart-assed betas bug the shit out of me.”


  “So all those guys are werewolves?”


  “Not all of them,” Lark said. “The big guy with the shaved head is human. So’s another one.”


  “And they play rugby with werewolves?”


  “Yes,” said Bryan, “because they’re lunatics.”


  “I like rugby players,” TJ said with a sigh. “They have great bodies and they love to get naked.”


  “They do? Like, in the game?” Sara asked.


  “Oh yeah. In the game, in the huddle—”


  “The scrum,” Lark corrected. “In rugby, the huddle is called the scrum.”


  “What do you know about rugby?” Taran asked, but Lark only smiled and took a ladylike sip of beer.


  “We’re over the rugby players now, people.” Bryan smiled and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Hi, angel. How are you?”


  “I’m good. All the shopping wore me out.”


  “I’m not surprised. You got any money left?”


  “It wasn’t my money!” He loved how her eyes got so big and round when something surprised or impressed her. “Nick Wargman paid for everything!”


  “What?”


  “I told TJ I didn’t feel right letting him do it, but she said—”


  “I said shut up and shop.”


  “That’s what she always says,” said Lark.


  “Excuse me.” The new guy had a lovely, deep voice. “Sara, I don’t think they’re going to introduce us, so hi. I’m Taran, and this is Lark.”


  “Hi. TJ was telling me all about y’all.” She looked at Lark. “And she told me about your run-in with those wolves.”


  Lark nodded. “You and I are real lucky.”


  The three of them shook hands.


  “Nick financed a shopping trip for you and TJ?” Taran asked.


  TJ made a phfft sound. “For me? No. For her, yes. A welcome to Houston, sorry you got attacked by evil werewolves, maybe you can help the FBI with this whole thing gift. It’s not like he can’t afford it, and besides—she didn’t spend much.”


  “There’s dozens of bags at my place!”


  “Well, yeah, she got a lot of clothes, but she didn’t buy the really good stuff.”


  Sara made a face. “I can’t pay three hundred dollars for a cardigan. Just can’t do it.”


  “She looks great in Burberry,” TJ said sadly to Lark.


  “Ooh,” Lark murmured.


  Bryan rolled his eyes. “Enough with the chick stuff. Here, I got you something you actually need.”


  “What is it?”


  “Open it and find out.”


  So she did. “Oh my God! This is awesome!”


  “It’s a smartphone.”


  She slapped his arm. “Duh. I haven’t been living in a cave. I know what they are—I’ve just never been able to justify the expense.” Her cell phones had always been the cheapest models—it wasn’t like she had lots of people to call, never mind texting or getting on the Web.


  “You don’t need to justify this. It’s a gift. I added it to my plan.”


  “I have to at least pay the monthly bill!”


  “We can talk about it later. You really like it, huh?”


  “I love it. I gotta send an email to someone. TJ, what’s your address? Oh, this is so cool!”


  She must’ve squeaked a bit too loud because he and Taran both winced a little, but he didn’t seem to mind when she threw her arms around his neck.


  He turned his head as she kissed his cheek. His mouth found hers. His was open, and though she didn’t normally French kiss guys in the middle of a bar, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to part her lips and welcome his tongue.


  A warm, limp, happy feeling gushed through her, all the way down to her toes. She sort of sagged into him. A part of her was appalled at this very public display. It was the part of her she’d meant to leave behind in Luxor, so she ignored it and gave herself up to the intoxication of his kiss. His tongue was cold from the beer he’d been drinking, and she loved the taste of it.


  His hand was warm and heavy on her knee. As he ran it up her thigh, his thumb tracing the inner seam higher and higher, his fingers bumped into one of the rips on her new jeans. She started to giggle, and after a soft nibble on her bottom lip, he broke the kiss.


  They stared at each other a minute, her gaze locked on his mouth. She couldn’t look in his eyes, but she could catch their expression in her peripheral vision, and she knew his gaze was hungry. A hot knot of excitement was forming in her stomach. When he started to draw his hand away, she surprised herself by grabbing it, holding it against her thigh. His eyebrows shot up and his smile got wider.


  “Alrighty, then,” TJ drawled. “Hey! Can we get the check over here? Like, right now?”


  Chapter Seven


  His body was a live wire, sparking everywhere she touched him. His chest, with her arms wrapped around him, his back, with the length of her body pressed against it, his thighs, cradled between hers, all sizzled in the muggy Houston night as they zoomed toward home. His mind conjured sweetly torturous images of her hands moving over his stomach and sliding between his legs to cup his cock, now rock-hard and straining against his jeans.


  Sucking face in the middle of Cowgirls was one thing. Sara didn’t seem the type to give handjobs on a freeway. Besides, that was no way to drive a motorcycle.


  Climbing the stairs to the second floor of his condo, where the kitchen and living room were located, she stumbled a little. He raced to catch her, and she giggled as he pulled her back and buried his face in her hair.


  “You’re fast,” she murmured.


  “Mmm. I’m a werewolf.” The nape of her neck tasted tender and sweet, her stomach taut and warm through the thin softness of her cotton shirt. She twisted and flexed in his arms as his fingers skimmed inside the waist of her blue jeans. He carefully turned her around to face him.


  “Put your arms around my neck and lift your feet.”


  “Okay, but why—? Whee!”


  With one arm tightly around her waist, he went wolf-speed up the stairs and plunked her down on the island in middle of the kitchen as she panted and laughed.


  He dragged his fingers through the mass of silky red hair, pulling it back from her face so he could gaze at her, and she quit laughing.


  “I can’t ever look you in the eyes, can I?” she asked quietly.


  “No.”


  “Because you’re an alpha and I’m not your mate.”


  “Right. Does that bother you?”


  “I don’t know.” Her eyes were downcast, her hands restlessly stroking his arms. “It’s—it’s very unusual for a werewolf to find a mate, right?”


  “Right. Extremely. As in, most werewolves never do.”


  They didn’t need to have this conversation right now. Hooking his thumbs in the belt loops at the back of her jeans, he pulled her hard against him and heard her breath catch in her throat as he pressed her legs around his waist. He dragged his hands slowly over the smooth, worn denim on the tops of her legs until his thumbs met at the hot juncture of her thighs. She closed her eyes and took a deep, unsteady breath, her hands tightening on his face. Closely watching her expression, he pushed ever so gently against the seam of her crotch and was rewarded with a soft gasp. Her eyes flew open.


  “Bryan, I—”


  Before she could say anything else, he took her mouth, plunging his tongue into the sweet, soft recesses, and she squeezed his hand tightly between her legs and flexed against him. He reached up to run a thumb across her nipple. She rewarded him with the sweetest sigh. Her hands clutched at his biceps as if for support and her mouth trembled against his.


  He was so hard he couldn’t stand it, his hips grinding against her with a will of their own, and he felt like a teenager standing there humping helplessly against the island, but he didn’t want to move, didn’t want to break contact long enough to pick her up and take her to his bedroom. If he’d known back in Luxor how good she’d taste, how sweet and hot and tender she’d feel as she slowly came apart in his hands, he never would’ve asked her out in the first place.


  As much as he liked her, as much as he admired her character and respected her strength, appreciated her intelligence and enjoyed her company, if he’d simply had the sense not to touch her for the first time two long months ago, he might’ve gotten out okay. But now? Now that his head was swimming with her scent and her taste and her soft, strong body melting into his, now that her hands were tangled in his hair as her mouth went crazy under his, consuming his kisses and returning them with just as much heat, just as much need?


  “I wanted to do this a long time ago,” he murmured against her neck before trailing his tongue down to the valley between her breasts. She pushed him away long enough to take off her T-shirt and toss it aside. Then she sat up straight and put her hands behind her back, thrusting her perfect tits at him with a wicked smile.


  “Well, isn’t that pretty,” he murmured, spanning her ribcage with his hands and dragging his thumbs across her nipples, hard and pink and perfectly visible through the sheer green lace. “I like the little roses. And the front snap.”


  “Thank you,” she purred. “I wanted to do this too. Friday night, as a matter of fact.”


  “Uh-huh.” Enchanted with the sheer, lacy slip of lingerie, he’d already forgotten what he’d said. He ran his tongue just under the scalloped roses edging the top of the bra, pushing the straps down her shoulders to give his mouth unobstructed access to the soft, tender flesh. The bra was beautiful wrapping paper, but he couldn’t open the present quite yet.


  Not until he knew…


  “Sara, listen, I need to make sure. Are you drunk? I mean, have you had so much to drink that you can’t—?”


  Her wicked grin was enough to make a wolf forget his honor. “What? That I can’t do it?”


  “No! Don’t— Smartass.” He pinched her butt and she yelped. “I mean I don’t want to take advantage of you. Okay, yeah, I do want to take advantage of you—hard—but not if you’re too drunk.”


  She locked her ankles behind his back and laid her forehead against his. Very slowly, with only a little bit of a tipsy giggle, she whispered, “I hereby give you permission to take advantage of me. Signed, Sara Mae Hedges.”


  “Sounds consensual to me. Let’s go.”


  Lifting her off the island, he carried her out of the kitchen. She was unhooking her bra, and he was deciding that they could just do it on the stairs, when his left jeans pocket began to vibrate and a mechanical voice intoned, “Nick. Wargman. Calling.”


  Why hadn’t he left his goddamned phone in his saddlebag?


  Sara froze in his arms. He stopped at the foot of the stairs, panting and cursing.


  “Nick. Wargman. Calling. Nick. Wargman. Calling.”


  “Do you have to—?”


  “Fuck. Yeah, yeah I do. He’s my— He’s Nick. I have to answer.”


  She took a ragged breath, and he was startled at the expression on her face. She looked like she might cry.


  “Sara, angel, it’s—”


  “It’s okay. I understand. You need— You need to put me down.”


  He set her gently on her feet. “Wait a second. This won’t take long.”


  “No.” She took another deep breath. “No, it’s okay. I’m gonna go take a shower.”


  She darted around him, grabbed her bra, and fled up the stairs before he could think of anything else to say.


  “Angel?”


  All he got in response was the sound of a door closing.


  Smooth, Keeton. Real smooth. When had he turned into such a dork?


  He pulled his still-intoning phone from his pocket. “Shit.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Oh. Sorry, Nick. Didn’t realize I’d hit talk.”


  Nick Wargman chuckled. “Am I disturbing you?”


  Smart wolves didn’t tell their Alphas they were too busy to talk. Smart wolves let phone calls go to voicemail and made excuses later.


  But his little head was still drawing all the blood away from his big head, leaving his brain deoxygenated, so he replied, “Yeah, actually you are. Or were.”


  There was a shocked silence on the other end of the phone. Then Nick sucked in his breath and said, “Oh! Oh shit. Aw, hell, B, I’m sorry. You want to call me back later tonight?”


  Bryan sighed. “No. No, it’s all right. It’s my fault.”


  “You should’ve let the call go to voicemail, wolf.”


  He sighed again. “I know. What’d you need, Nick?”


  “I want to see you in the morning. You and Sara. Say ten-thirty?”


  “Sure. Sure, that’s cool. We’ll be there.” She might not be speaking to me, but I’m sure she’ll be glad to ride along.


  “Good. All right. See you the in morning. Now go get her.”


  So he did.


  


  


  She had the stupidest urge to cry. All that sexual excitement had built up, all that energy waiting to be released, and then bam! One minute he couldn’t wait to have her, the next he was dropping her for a phone call. Sure, it was from Nick Wargman, but hadn’t Bryan ever heard of voicemail?


  Behind the physical frustration was the emotional hurt, and she didn’t know what to do with either one. She wasn’t his girlfriend, wasn’t part of his real life. So when someone from his real life needed him, of course he’d push her aside to attend to them.


  She let her mind go blank, blocking out everything but the hot water, willing it to wash away the anger and embarrassment and hurt. Maybe that was why she didn’t hear Bryan part the shower curtain and step inside.


  Or maybe it was just that werewolves could move so swiftly and silently.


  Whatever the reason, she didn’t know he’d joined her ’til he laid his hands on her shoulders. She jumped, but she didn’t scream or turn around.


  He bent his head to her ear and said in a low, low voice that sent involuntary shivers coursing through her, “I’m sorry. I swear I wasn’t a moron ’til I met you. Being around you turns me into a clumsy, dumbass boot. If you want me to get out, say so now. But if you let me stay, I promise I can make it better.”


  He waited a couple of beats. When she didn’t say anything, he reached down beside her to pick up the shampoo. Next she felt his fingers working in her scalp. She closed her eyes and moaned with the pleasure of his fingers massaging her scalp and neck.


  Then he took the soap and began to wash her, gently and methodically.


  She felt his cock hardening behind her, pressing into her lower back as his big hands moved over her shoulders. When he bent to run the bar of soap over her butt and legs, he brushed a kiss across each cheek, and she actually giggled.


  As he ran the soap across her stomach, she gasped and arched against him. He paused. She leaned her head back against his chest and closed her eyes, then guided his arm up. She moaned again as one hand roamed across her breasts, gently circling, tweaking and teasing, while the other swept the soap across her skin. Jolts of fire ran from each nipple straight to her core, leaving her twitching and gasping. Water poured over her as wetness gushed between her legs.


  He’d aroused her before. She knew she liked his kisses—her flesh remembered his flesh, the heat and strength of his hands and the hard, smooth planes of his sleek body. A couple of days ago, she’d longed to give herself up to his clever, calloused fingers, to let his tongue wander all the places she wanted it to go, to treat her own hands and her own tongue to the warm, unyielding skin she’d craved since the day he’d waited forty-five minutes just to be seated in her section to order a cup of coffee.


  Maybe TJ was right. Maybe he really did want her. It wasn’t as if he had no options. A man—a werewolf—who looked like Bryan Keeton always had options.


  “Sara?”


  His hoarse whisper in her ear disturbed her reverie, but she didn’t open her eyes.


  “Sara, do you want—?”


  She guided his hand lower, parting her legs and whimpering as he dropped the soap and cupped her mound, resting his hand there. His heat poured through her, weakening her knees. Her legs threatened to buckle, so she stretched out her hands to brace against the wall.


  His mouth was at her neck now, tongue licking and swirling as he murmured words she couldn’t understand and didn’t need to. She could hardly breathe as she began to grind against the heel of his hand and his fingers began to swirl around her aching clit.


  “Slower,” she murmured, guiding his hand. “That’s it…that’s— Oh, that’s good, that’s perfect…”


  She felt him smile against her shoulder. “I like a girl who tells me what she wants,” he whispered.


  A drowsy kind of energy seeped in to replace the exhaustion as her keyed up, stressed-out body sensed release in the offing.


  Leaning forward at the waist, she pressed her breasts toward the tile, her legs spread over the faucet and open to him. She was so enchanted with the one hand working its magic between her folds, she gasped when his other hand dipped between her legs from the back, two long fingers suddenly moving deep inside her.


  She cried out with a keening, restless need. “Don’t stop. Bryan, please don’t stop.”


  “Never. That’s good—move for me, just like— Fuck, that’s sweet. You feel so good. Hold it, tight, like— Yes, that’s it.”


  “Harder!” she gasped. “Please. I’m gonna come, I—”


  “I know. I want to hear you.” He leaned forward to nip her shoulder, sucking at the water pouring off her as his fingers plunged in and out, faster and faster. His fingers stroked her clit until her hips were thrusting in a frenzy. Urgent pleasure and fiery need crashed through her in waves, one atop another, higher and higher until they crested and she went under, screaming his name.


  Bryan turned her around and she grabbed his shoulders for support, because her legs couldn’t hold her anymore. But he could.


  With a growl he grabbed her ass and picked her up, pressing her back against the long wall of the bathtub. She locked her legs behind his back, like she’d done in the kitchen, but this was better—so much better. With a harsh cry she arched against the wall as his cock slammed into her. Before she had time to catch her breath, he began to thrust. He held her up high, like she weighed nothing at all, and the angle was perfect, the rigid length of him pounding all the way into her, hard and fast and so, so deep, and she loved it. She loved the way he filled her, the way his fingers gripped her ass and held her tight against him, the hard muscles of his shoulders and back beneath her nails, his hot mouth sucking at her breasts as the water sluiced between them.


  She grabbed a handful of hair at the base of his neck and yanked his head back.


  “Your eyes,” he panted, “they’re glittering. God, you’re beautiful.”


  She crushed his mouth with hers, driving her tongue between his teeth, smiling against his lips as he moaned into her mouth. He was pounding into her harder and faster, like he was going to push her through the wall, and she bucked against him, meeting his every thrust as hard as she could, digging her heels into his ass to keep him even tighter inside her.


  When he started to shake in her arms, she tore her mouth away to whisper in his ear, “Are you coming?”


  “Yes,” he growled in a voice lower and harsher than she’d ever heard from him, and she shivered at the power and the heat of the wolf inside her. The knowledge of what she was doing to him drove her exhausted delirium, and she cried out, amazed to find she was going to come again.


  He climaxed with a harsh roar, one last mighty thrust pinning her to the wall, and she wailed with her own release. He rested his head against her shoulder, still holding her tight. She sagged against him, wet hair plastered to her face, every bit of energy gone in that last instant.


  He lifted his head to gaze at her. She tried to open her eyes all the way and couldn’t quite make it.


  “I liked that,” she mumbled.


  “Me too, angel.” He nuzzled her throat. “But I think I wore you out.”


  “Nah. I could do it again.”


  His shout of laughter roused her from her stupor long enough for him to stand her on her feet. He stepped out of the tub, and then he lifted her out.


  “Come here.” He boosted her up onto the bathroom counter and began to dry her off, just as he had in Luxor.


  “It’s okay,” she protested. “I can do it…”


  Bryan kept drying, lingering between her legs, laughing when she softly slapped him on the shoulder.


  “I gotta dry my hair,” she slurred. “Look awful when I sleep on wet hair.”


  “You can’t look awful.”


  He waited long enough for her to drag a comb through her towel-dried tresses, and then she let him carry her to his bedroom. She never slept naked, but she was too tired and, now that he was spooning her close, too cozy to get up and put something on.


  She yawned as he cupped her breast and tucked her in even closer to his body. “What’s a boot?”


  “What?”


  “A boot. You said I made you act like a clumsy boot.”


  He laughed softly. “Marine term. Means a new recruit.”


  “Ah.” She pulled his arm tighter across her.


  “So we’re okay?” he murmured into her hair.


  She yawned. “Mmm. We’re okay.”


  “Good.” He dropped a kiss on her shoulder.


  Of course, she didn’t know what they were. Right now, warm and safe in his arms and in the throes of afterglow, everything seemed perfect. But when she woke up in the morning, all the doubts and questions would return.


  Were they still dating? Had he been seeing someone before he moved to Luxor? Did he really want her staying with him?


  Was he falling in love with her?


  These were questions she’d never have asked back in Luxor, because she’d never planned on dating him for long. Now here she was falling in love—or was she? Maybe it was a combination of sexual chemistry and gratitude for saving her life.


  What if she was crazy? Wait a minute. James said fae women were—


  “What’s the matter?” Bryan asked abruptly.


  “What?”


  “You moaned. What is it?”


  Great. “Oh. I didn’t— I don’t know. I think I was just falling asleep.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay.” She covered his hand with hers and hugged his arm.


  “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Nick wants to see us in the morning.”


  “Nick Wargman? The Alpha?”


  “Yep. His office, ten-thirty.”


  She tried to stifle a yawn and failed. “What for?”


  Behind her back, she felt him shrug. “Debrief me, meet you, figure out where we are.”


  That was…nerve-racking. “Okay. I’m s’posed to have lunch with TJ anyway.”


  “Oh. Well, cool. Good night.”


  “Night.”


  One minute later, maybe less, “Bryan?”


  “Mmm?”


  “Do you think I’m crazy?”


  “What?”


  “Do you think I—?”


  “No! Of course not! Why would I think that?”


  “Well, James said most werewolves are afraid to date fae women because we’re all crazy.”


  Right before she fell asleep, she heard him mumble, “God, I hate that guy.”


  Chapter Eight


  “Hi there, you must be Sara,” said the older and frighteningly elegant woman behind the reception desk on the sixty-eighth floor of Chase Tower.


  “Yes, ma’am, I am.” The elevator ride had left her a little shaky. And it had been a while since she’d woken up with a hangover two days in a row.


  Waking up with Bryan in the bed next to her made both hangovers a lot easier to bear.


  “Sara, this is Nancy,” Bryan said.


  They shook hands.


  “She spent yesterday day with Hurricane TJ,” he explained.


  “Ah,” replied Wargman Interests’ receptionist. “You’ll get used to her. Mostly. She had to run an errand, but she’ll be back in a little bit. Y’all go on in.”


  “Thanks.” Bryan put a hand to her back and gently pushed her through the double doors into an enormous office.


  She didn’t want to gawk, so she took in as much as she could as quickly as she could. Blond hardwood floors. Bookcases covering most of the walls, big pieces of strange-looking art covering the rest. A round wooden table with chairs in one corner, a sitting area with leather furniture and a glass coffee table in another.


  The wall directly in front of her—a very long way away, it seemed—was made entirely of glass. Through it she could see much of downtown and, apparently, half of Houston. Standing in front of the glass wall was a man—a werewolf—who managed to intimidate her from all the way over there. Even if she hadn’t known he was a werewolf—even if she hadn’t known werewolves existed—she would’ve known Nick Wargman wasn’t a normal man.


  She started to walk forward, but he seemed to sense her fear and made his way to her.


  He gave her a gentle smile. “Hi, Sara,” he said, taking her hand. “Bryan, give us fifteen.”


  She felt Bryan’s hand squeeze her neck. He dropped a kiss on her head and walked out, leaving her alone with the Houston Alpha.


  “Come sit down. Oh, but would you like to get a better look out the window first?”


  She nodded, overcome with the country mouse feeling again. “I’ve never been in a skyscraper before.”


  He guided her across the office to the glass wall and went to sit down behind the enormous, intricately carved wooden desk in the far corner. From there he sat and watched her as she stared out the window, enthralled. After about thirty seconds he cleared his throat.


  “Oh! Um— Sorry. That’s an amazing view. You can see the whole city!”


  “At least the southwest part of it.” He gestured to the chairs in front of his desk. “Why don’t you sit down?” It was phrased as a question, and uttered with an easy, charming grin, but it felt like an order, and she found herself obeying.


  She couldn’t identify anything physical to account for the air of power rolling off him. He looked about six feet tall, maybe a bit more. He was leaner, more compact than Bryan. There was solid muscle beneath the starched white dress shirt, but not the Marine muscles Bryan had. No, Nick Wargman just exuded an air of control that had nothing to do with his body and everything to do, she guessed, with whatever it was that equipped him to be a Pack Alpha.


  He was handsome, but not drop dead gorgeous. Long, lean face with strong features and, she thought, green eyes. Dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Dressed like something that stepped out of Men’s Vogue, or one of the shops they’d passed in the Galleria yesterday. Men who took obvious care in their personal appearance usually struck her as slightly effeminate. Not this guy.


  “I won’t keep you very long,” he said, shaking her from her thoughts. “I know you’re having lunch with TJ and Lark. I hear you and she had a good time yesterday.” He quirked his mouth like he was trying to hide a smile.


  “Oh, we did! It was amazing. And thank you so much for…for everything. I mean, it was so…” She stammered to a halt, not sure how to proceed. No one had ever done anything like that for her, and she was a little embarrassed.


  “My pleasure. You’ve been through a lot, so I’m glad I could help. And to be perfectly honest, I think you might be able to help us in return.”


  “Really? How?”


  “Sara, can you tell me what Nancy’s wearing?”


  Taken aback by the weird question, she gaped at him for a moment. Then she understood what he was doing.


  She took a deep breath. “It’s a deep blue dress with a V neck and sleeves to the elbow, with a ruched front. The—”


  “What?”


  “—skirt is tulip— What? I’m sorry?”


  “What did you say the front is?”


  “Ruched.”


  He frowned.


  “It’s like pleating or puckering, but not exactly.”


  He blinked. “Huh. Never heard of it. Okay, go on.”


  “Her hair’s salt and pepper. She’s got it pulled back. Her earrings are long oval drops, metallic blue with hooks, and her bracelet matches.”


  Nick Wargman nodded slowly with a bemused smile. “That’s pretty impressive.”


  She shrugged. “It’s normal to me.”


  “How about the skyline?”


  “What?”


  “Describe what you saw out the window. Just the big stuff.” His eyes never left her face, watching to see if she sneaked a peek to her left. She had to drop her gaze under the onslaught of his.


  “Okay.” She closed her eyes to see the memory better. “On the left is a very tall building that looks like it’s covered in glass, kind of blue-black. To the left of that are a couple of other buildings that are probably pretty high, but they look short next to the blue glass thing. One’s dark and it has a square hole at the top. Over on the right is a building that looks like it’s made out of pink stone. It’s got silver spikes on the top and looks like a church.”


  He nodded. “It’s an office building. Keep going.”


  “There’s a tall white pole, like for a TV or radio transmission or something. Away to the right is a billboard for a radio station—103.7 Houston’s Adult Alternative—and way back in the middle I saw the tall building I noticed yesterday when I was with TJ, so that means you can see all the way to the Galleria from here.”


  “Damn.” He laughed softly. “It really is eidetic. Don’t be offended—I never take anything on faith. I wanted to make sure you’ve got the memory.”


  “I’m not offended—I just don’t understand why this matters.”


  Instead of answering, he asked another question. “Did you ever meet your uncle’s customers, or the people who worked for him?”


  “Oh! I see what you’re getting at. Yeah, yeah I did. I didn’t see them often—I tried to stay away from my uncle’s trailer when they were around, but I met them. Sometimes I had to make deliveries for Wayne. He actually brought the more respectable ones into the restaurant where I worked.”


  “So you can remember their names, faces, where you met them?”


  “Sure. All of it.”


  He shook his head. “That’s bizarre. You’ve got a recording device in your head, and it’s always on.”


  “That’s a good way to put it.”


  “Doesn’t that, I don’t know, hurt? Isn’t it overwhelming?”


  She shrugged. “No. It’s normal to me. The only problem I’ve ever had is when I was younger. It was hard not to let people see how much I could remember.”


  “Yeah, I’ll bet. Okay, good.” He jotted something down. “The Feds would like a chance to talk to you, but they’ll have to talk to my lawyers first.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to make sure they don’t do something stupid, like try to charge you with anything connected to your family.”


  “Oh my God.”


  He held up a hand in a calm down gesture. “Don’t stress about it. That’s what my lawyers are for. If anyone wants to question you, they have to make you a promise of immunity, in writing.”


  She swallowed hard, hands shaking and heart hammering. “What if they don’t agree?”


  He made a wry face. “Then I don’t let them talk to you, and I might even drop a hint to the Chronicle and the Houston Press about the whole thing. The FBI has tried very hard to keep a lid on this.”


  Nick Wargman had a lot more pull with the police than she’d reckoned. “Keep a lid on what?”


  “All of it. The drugs, the weapons, and especially the whole fae sex slave thing. I understand why they’ve kept it quiet. God knows we don’t need a werewolf panic like we used to have thirty, forty years ago. Plus they look like morons so far. But a lot of people in the fae communities are talking about the women who’ve disappeared, and I know the drug cartels are aware of it, so maybe it’s time to let the general public know about it too.”


  “I don’t think the cops would like that.”


  He flashed a nasty grin. “I don’t think they would either, so I’m not worried about making a deal for you. You could have valuable information and not even know it. You might have information Bryan didn’t get.”


  “I’m not sure what kind of information he got, to tell you the truth.”


  “The usual. He tailed Wayne, put a bug on his phone, bugged and tailed the people Wayne talked to, stuff like that.”


  “I had no idea Bryan could do all that!”


  Nick smiled. “Well, yeah—that’s what he gets paid to do. He used to do it in very dangerous countries.” He chuckled a little, like he thought it was funny she didn’t realize what Bryan did for a living. Then he shrugged again. “Of course, he never saw any of the Kuba wolves until the night he found them at your grandmother’s place. Everyone’s impressed with the way he took them down alive. Your boyfriend’s a smart one.”


  She nodded, too filled with goofy pride in Bryan to quibble about the boyfriend label. “Wayne would’ve had a heart attack if he’d known someone had all that dirt on him.”


  “Sounds like Wayne wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”


  “No, but he was big and mean and good at scaring people.”


  “Well, according to Bryan, a lot of people knew about your grandmother’s operation and turned a blind eye to it. Which I guess is normal for small towns.” He put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “Tell you the truth, if the government would get the fuck over it and legalize drugs, lowlifes like these Euros would have a lot less power.”


  She didn’t hide her grin. “My grandmother would be appalled to hear someone suggesting drugs should be legal. She thought people who took drugs were the scum of the earth.”


  He looked straight into her eyes, and she dropped her gaze again.


  “You had a lousy childhood, didn’t you?”


  “How’d you know?” she whispered.


  “Because I had a lousy childhood, and I can always spot it. I think we carry it in our eyes.”


  She’d have to take his word for it, since she couldn’t see his eyes. “Everything was fine until my mother died.”


  “Same here.”


  After a moment’s silence, Nick stood. “Well, that’s all I have for now.”


  They started the trek back across the cavernous office.


  “I hear you got away with a nice chunk of change.”


  “Um, yeah.”


  “Good. Don’t mention it to the Feds—they’ll seize it as evidence. Give it to Bryan to stick in his safe.”


  “I thought I’d put it in a bank. I didn’t know he had a safe.”


  “Every werewolf has a safe. And you can’t stick a hundred grand in a bank account without raising the wrong eyebrows.”


  “Oh.” She blushed. “I didn’t—”


  “Don’t worry about it.” He flicked a dismissive hand. “You’re a smart girl. You’ll get used to life in the big city in no time.”


  Bryan was standing at the same spot they’d left him. He held out his arms with a questioning look, and she walked into them with a smile.


  “See there, B? I didn’t scare her or anything. When TJ gets here, you and I— Ah. Here she is.”


  TJ started talking before she was off the elevator. “You ready? We’re meeting Lark in the Village and we’re already running late. Oh hey, your ass looks fantastic in those jeans. Didn’t I tell you it would?”


  “Yes, you did. And thanks.”


  She’d felt decadent spending so much money—someone else’s money—on a pair of blue jeans and what was basically a T-shirt, even though the T-shirt was lavishly painted and studded with rhinestones. But she had to admit the outfit looked great with her new boots.


  “The first place we’re looking at is a little complex around the corner from where we’re eating lunch,” TJ continued. “Lark used to date a guy who lived there and she said the management’s great.”


  “I can’t wait to see it.”


  “What?” Bryan frowned. “What complex? What are y’all looking at?”


  “They’re taking me to look for an apartment!” She’d wanted to wait until she’d actually found one before she told him. If he knew she didn’t plan on staying at his place any longer than necessary, then he wouldn’t feel tied down or responsible for her.


  He didn’t seem relieved, though. “Why are you looking at apartments?”


  “Well, because— Because I can’t stay at your place forever, can I? I mean, I need to find a place to live.”


  “No, of course not, I just— I don’t want you to feel like you have to move out, like, today. Have I made you feel unwelcome or something?”


  “No! Not at all!”


  He took one of her hands in his. “I mean, it’s only been three days. I’m not gonna kick you out after three days.”


  “I know, I—” She stammered to a halt as she noticed TJ and Nick staring at them, TJ with a smirk and Nick with a knowing smile. Nancy was smiling as well. Bryan, suddenly aware of the scrutiny, dropped her hand with a shrug.


  “Well, you know. Whatever you want to do is fine with me, but don’t feel like you have to jump at the first place you see. Take your time.”


  “I will. Thanks.”


  TJ took her by the elbow. “All right, now that we’ve got that settled, can we get going, please? I’m hungry, we’re late, let’s go.”


  “Wait a minute. Where’s your purse, angel? Don’t you have your phone with you?”


  “My purse is at ho— Your place, but I have my phone.” She patted the pocket of her thin brown leather jacket, which cost more than everything else she was wearing combined.


  “Good. So if I call you, you’re gonna answer, right? Not like yesterday?”


  TJ made an exasperated sound and tugged at her arm. “Come on. Let’s bust a move before he decides he can’t let you out of his sight. Nick, I’m gone for the day.”


  Bryan grabbed her other arm and pulled her to him, kissing her quick and hard. “I’ll call you in a little bit, and I want you to answer.”


  She laughed. “You are so cute.”


  “I am so disgusted. Now let’s move, Lark’s waiting for us.” TJ was already in the elevator.


  “Y’all have fun.” Nick threw an arm around Bryan’s shoulder. Sara watched them walk back to his office as the elevator doors closed.


  


  


  “So we need to stop at the condo, right?”


  “Yeah, but I promise I’ll hurry. I didn’t think I’d need my purse to run to Nick’s office, and I don’t like putting it in the saddlebags ’cause they’re already so full.”


  “Yeah, well, now that Bryan’s getting ready to settle down, it’s time for him to buy a big boy car.”


  “TJ, there’s no reason to think he’s ready to settle down!”


  “He didn’t seem all that thrilled with you moving out.”


  The memory gave her a warm glow. “No, he didn’t, did he?” She shook her head. “But that doesn’t mean he wants me to move in with him for real. Besides, it would be way too soon. We still don’t really know each other.”


  “You’ve known him for a couple months, right? Been out a few times? Lots of people fall in love in less time than that.”


  She yelped and covered her face with her hands. “Do not use that word. I mean— I’ve thought maybe I— No. No. No no no. Can’t think like that. Have to take this one step at a time.”


  TJ held up a hand. “Okay, okay. You’re right—one day at a time, can’t hurry love, blah blah blah. But I gotta tell you, I’ve—ooh! Wait, wait. How was the sex last night?”


  “Huh? How’d you know we did it?”


  “Oh come on.”


  “Aaargh!” She put her head back on the seat and closed her eyes. “Fine! It was—”


  “What, just fine? I always heard he was great in bed.”


  She turned her head to see TJ grinning devilishly, and she had to grin back.


  “Okay, yeah, it was great. He was great. I mean, really, really good.” She paused. “So…he’s had a lot of women?” He was eight years older than her, so she had to assume…


  “Eh. I’m not saying he’s as big a slut as Nick. ’Cause, you know, no one is. But he’s not shy, and chicks dig him.”


  Another thing to avoid thinking about right now.


  They pulled into the shared driveway of Bryan’s condo.


  “I’ll be back in a sec.”


  “I’ll be right here.”


  She ran upstairs to get her purse out of Bryan’s bedroom. The doorbell rang as she was on her way back down.


  “TJ?” she hollered. “Come on in if you need—”


  “Okay, we will,” said a horribly familiar voice.


  Her legs went weak.


  “Wayne?”


  Chapter Nine


  “Listen, before we get into the Luxor thing, can I ask a favor?”


  They were seated on the leather couch in Nick’s office.


  “Shoot.”


  “Can I kill James Jerezelsky?”


  “No.”


  “You’re not even gonna give it some thought? Why don’t—?”


  “You think you’re the first wolf who ever wanted to kill the guy? No. He’s my wolf. I’ll decide when he’s too obnoxious to live.”


  They grinned at each other. Nick turned his attention to the pile of papers on the glass-topped coffee table. “What’d he do to piss you off?”


  “He told Sara we’re afraid to date fae chicks because they’re all crazy.”


  Nick fixed him with a quizzical look.


  “Well, okay, yeah,” Bryan grumbled. “So it’s true. But she didn’t know that yet. I didn’t want her to think I think that way.”


  “You do, though, Bryan. You won’t date fae girls.”


  “But Sara’s not like most of them.”


  “Normally I’d expect a woman with a talent like hers to be three quarters batshit.”


  Bryan laughed. “I know!”


  “But I think you’re too judgmental about fae women. They’re not all crazy.” Nick continued to rifle through the papers as they talked. “So, what next?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know damn well what I mean, wolf. She’s lost her family, her home, all her friends, she’s in a strange city with new people, and she’s only twenty-two. You can’t string this girl along, play house for a few weeks and then move on to the next—”


  “That’s not what I’m doing!”


  “So what are you doing?”


  “I don’t know!” He was almost shouting at his Alpha now, but Nick just raised his eyebrows and didn’t say anything. Bryan, feeling restless and pinned down, got up to stretch his legs.


  “How long were you seeing her in Luxor?”


  “We went out three times.”


  “Were you fucking her then?”


  “No.”


  “But you’ve fucked her since you’ve been home.”


  “Yes.” He didn’t like hearing Nick talk about Sara like that, which sort of horrified him.


  “If this is easy sex with a hot chick who’s temporarily dependent on you, then you’re being an asshole and—”


  “That’s not what this is.” That’s really not what this is. Oh shit. God help me.


  “So, what? You’re in love?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Bryan?”


  “I don’t wanna be,” he said miserably.


  Nick proceeded to twist the knife by laughing at him. “Why are you acting like such a pussy?”


  Bryan knew he said it in jest—he was still laughing—but it stung. “That’s what TJ said.”


  “What? What is?”


  Flinging himself down on the couch next to Nick, he put his head back and stared up at the ceiling as he confessed, “The other night—the first night we were home. Sara started crying, so I called TJ for advice, and TJ called me a pussy.”


  “That’s my girl.” He was surprised at the pride and affection in his Alpha’s voice. Nick reached over and backhanded him in the chest. “So what if you’re in love with her? What’s so bad about that?”


  “She’s fae.”


  “For fuck’s sake, B, is that all it is? That’s the only thing holding you back? If she’s not crazy, what’s the big deal with her fae blood?”


  “We couldn’t have kids.”


  “Hmm. Yeah, there’s that. I mean, some doctors claim they’ve helped fae women get pregnant by wolves. I don’t know the numbers. But even if y’all can’t conceive, you could adopt.”


  “That’s true.” Werewolf babies were hard to place. Werewolf families didn’t often adopt, and human families, even those who wanted boys, didn’t want the responsibility of raising a wolf. “Can you imagine what my dad would say if I told him I was in love with a fae chick?”


  “I bet they’d like Sara. And I know your mother’s ready for you to settle down.”


  He groaned. “Shit. You’re right. No, I’m not telling them about this for a while.”


  Nick laughed again and sat up. “All right.” He pointed at the papers on the coffee table. “Let’s talk about all this.”


  


  


  “Come on down, Sara Mae, before I hurt her.”


  Somehow she made it down the stairs to the second floor landing, and then she saw him. He was standing in the entry hall on the first floor, an arm around TJ’s neck and a gun pointed at her head.


  “What are you doing, Wayne?” Sara’s mouth had gone dry. Her voice came out thin and scratchy.


  “I’m looking for you. Now get the fuck down here. Me and you’s going home.”


  “Okay. Okay, Wayne. I’m coming. Just please, don’t hurt her.”


  “Move!”


  Slowly and deliberately, she walked down the last flight, making no sudden movements lest Wayne get twitchy. He looked real close to the edge. TJ looked both furious and terrified.


  She needed a second, that was all. The gun in her purse was loaded. She just needed Wayne to take his eyes off her for a second so she could reach in, pop the safety and shoot the bastard.


  As Sara reached the bottom step, she put a hand out to her new friend, but Wayne flung TJ aside, propelling her into a wall.


  He spun back to Sara and ripped the purse off her shoulder. “You don’t need that. Come on.” He shoved her toward the door.


  Behind her, she heard footsteps on the hardwood floor. She turned to see TJ sprinting for the guest room.


  Wayne stopped, turned and fired. TJ went down with a shrill cry.


  Sara screamed. Wayne grabbed her by the hair, forcing her face up to his. “Shut your hole or I’ll shoot her again.”


  Biting her lip to keep from screaming, she stumbled behind him as he dragged her out to a battered blue Chevy. She offered no resistance when he shoved her into the front seat and cuffed her left wrist to the glove compartment handle.


  


  


  “You’re sure the police know about the Hedges?”


  “Yeah. I followed Wayne a few times when he met with the chief—name’s Rice—and he was making payoffs. Wayne’s not too bright, but he’s mean as hell and he’s got a ring of guys working for him in Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, maybe even Oklahoma. It’s way too big for the cops not to know anything.”


  “Damn.” Nick rubbed at the stubble on his jaw. “I had no idea there was that much money in meth.”


  “It’s huge in the boondocks. I think Wayne was running pharmaceuticals too.”


  “Okay. So if the cops in Luxor—”


  “There’s only two of them.”


  “Right. If the cops know the Feds are on to them, and the Feds threaten to prosecute, maybe the cops won’t try to protect Hedges.”


  “Right,” Bryan replied, “but I think Wayne’s dead.”


  Nick’s private line rang.


  “You need to get that?”


  “No. It’ll roll to Nancy. Yeah, I bet you’re right, Hedges probably—”


  “Nick!”


  Nancy’s scream sent both wolves flying off the couch and into the lobby. The receptionist’s hands shook as she held the phone out.


  “It’s TJ. She’s hurt.”


  Nick grabbed the receiver. “TJ?”


  On the other end, TJ gasped, struggling to speak. “Wayne— He—”


  Bryan’s head swam as he heard the gurgle in her voice. Chest wound? God, please, no.


  Nick had gone ashen. “TJ, where are you?”


  “Bryan’s. I—”


  “Okay. Okay, sweetheart, we’re on the way. Hang on!—I’m coming.” He glanced at the phone as he dropped the receiver. “Call 911 to your house!”


  Bryan dialed as they raced for the elevator.


  


  


  They were headed north on 59—right back to Godforsaken Luxor. Wayne hadn’t said a word since they’d left Bryan’s house. He drove with one bandaged hand on the steering wheel, and the other—the right one, the one closest to her—clutching the pistol atop the console between the seats.


  She hadn’t said anything either, too busy fighting panic and nausea, reliving the moment Wayne had fired and TJ had crumpled to the floor.


  Had she gotten TJ killed?


  At this point, she didn’t care if Wayne killed her. If he was taking her back to Luxor to turn her over to the European wolves, she’d rather be dead.


  She could feel her phone pressing against her thigh through her jacket pocket. She’d charged it just this morning, and her free hand itched to pull it out. Wayne would grab it from her, of course. What if it started ringing? Would Bryan be trying to call her? If TJ were dead, he wouldn’t know anything about what had happened, would he? What the hell could she do?


  Okay, drama queen, get a grip.


  “How’d you find me?”


  “The Russians told me where Keeton lived.”


  “How’d they know?”


  “What the fuck do I care? They told me to get you, so I did.”


  Someone had talked—maybe the guy Bryan called when he caught the wolves at Grandma’s house, maybe someone else. He’d said the investigation was riddled with leaks.


  “Wayne, do you have any idea what you’ve done?”


  “Yeah, I’ve saved my goddamned life, that’s what I’ve done.”


  “No, Wayne. The woman you shot works for the Houston Alpha. Your life’s not worth spit now. Nick Wargman’s gonna kill you.”


  From the corner of her eye she saw him turn to her, and she caught an expression of shock on his face.


  “Shit, Sara,” he breathed in a strange, vaguely awestruck tone. “You’re running around with werewolves?”


  


  


  They raced to his place on foot, passing the ambulance as it weaved and wailed down Louisiana.


  Nick was first through the open front door, Bryan right behind him as he followed a trail of blood—Christ, that’s a lot of blood—into the downstairs guestroom.


  TJ lay on the floor next to the bedside table, the phone in her limp hand. The right side of her blouse was soaked with blood. More blood had pooled on the floor beneath her shoulder.


  Nick dropped to his knees and gathered her into his lap. “TJ? Baby, it’s me.”


  He brushed the hair from her face and moved his hand down to her shoulder, as if to probe the wound, but stopped. His hand hovered helplessly above her, his face twisted in agony because there was nothing he could do. The scent of his fear and rage filled the room. Bryan clenched his jaw and ground his teeth to keep from whimpering as Nick’s pheromones washed over him, pushing him to change.


  The ambulance pulled into the driveway. Bryan heard them unloading the crash cart.


  TJ’s voice was so faint no one but wolves could’ve heard her words. “Wayne…he took her. He…”


  “Shh, baby, don’t talk. The ambulance is here. You’ll be fine.” Nick looked up at Bryan. “It went in her shoulder. I think her lung’s collapsed. I can hear it in—”


  “I know. I hear it too.”


  Her face was pale and slick with sweat. As the EMTs lifted her from Nick’s arms and put her on the stretcher, she tried to reach for him. “Nick, don’t— I’m…”


  “I know, baby. I’m right here. I won’t leave.” He grabbed her hand and pressed it to his mouth. “I’m right behind the ambulance. You going to St. Joseph?” he asked one of the EMTs.


  “Yes, sir. You want to ride with her?”


  He swallowed and shook his head. “No. Not a good idea right now. I’ll follow you.”


  The EMT nodded as they rolled her into the ambulance and slammed the door.


  Bryan stood on the bottom stair, clutching the banister, his whole body racked with tension. He’d fight the change with everything he had, but between Nick’s panic over TJ and his own panic over Sara, he wasn’t sure he could stay two-footed much longer.


  He’d known Nick was close to his assistant, but he was still shocked at his Alpha’s reaction. Only the deepest trauma could force the change on a wolf as powerful as a Pack Alpha. Bryan smelled the change on Nick, saw him trembling with the force of resisting it as he bent over, hands on his knees, shuddering and gulping at air just like Bryan was doing.


  If Nick changed, Bryan would change. And Bryan needed to be in human form to go after Sara. The thought of her in the hands of those savages filled him with a crimson rage and a queasy terror at the same time.


  The two wolves said nothing as each battled his body for control. The small entryway filled with the sound of their rasping, labored breaths and the smell of their distress. The dogs in the neighboring condos began to howl as they picked up the scent of the werewolves’ pheromones. The smelly cacophony made his head ring till he thought his ears would bleed. He couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get a handle on—


  Suddenly the air in the room became lighter. The crushing pressure of involuntary change abruptly vanished.


  Now that his Alpha had beaten back the shift, Bryan could too.


  Nick straightened and held out his arms. “Come here.”


  He allowed Nick to pull him in for a tight embrace. Calmed and comforted by the touch, he was able to breathe freely again. Fifteen minutes had passed since they’d gotten the call. It felt like an hour.


  Nick released him. “Her phone.”


  “What?”


  “Sara’s phone was in her pocket.” He frowned. “But if she can’t answer, or Wayne takes it away—”


  “No! Fuck me, I-I wasn’t thinking! I’ve got GPS coverage!”


  His heart tried to thump out of his chest as he looked at his watch. When had he last seen her? Thirty minutes ago? Forty? How far had they gotten? What’s he done to her by now?


  He stabbed at the keys on his phone, cursing at the progress bar as the browser loaded, and then he was online, and he punched in the GPS site, and…


  “There!” he shouted, and the howling outside the condo grew louder. He stared at the blinking yellow dot like it was his own heartbeat. “They’re on 59 going north.”


  “He’s taking her back to Luxor,” Nick said.


  “I gotta go, I gotta—”


  Nick grabbed his arm as he headed for the door. He tried to pull away, but his Alpha’s fingers were an iron band around his biceps and he couldn’t get loose. Nick’s face betrayed no sign of exertion as he held a two-hundred-fifty-pound werewolf in place with one hand and dialed his phone with the other.


  “I’m calling Taran,” Nick said as the phone rang. “We’ll call the Feds and tell them what’s going on. You’ll fly up there and beat Hedges to Luxor. Stop trying to get away from me, wolf, it’s pissing me off. Taran? Listen to me. Sara Hedges just got snatched by her uncle. He shot TJ.”


  Taran began shouting questions.


  “I don’t know!” Nick barked. “Call Lark. Tell her to get to St. Joseph’s. Then come pick us up here at Bryan’s condo.”


  


  


  “What’s so fucking funny? Answer me, goddamn it!”


  Wayne swatted her, the pistol grip striking her hard right behind the ear and knocking her head into the window. She struggled to catch her breath as stars danced behind her eyes.


  “Goddamn it, Sara—”


  “All right, all right! I can’t talk if you knock me out, can I? You want to know why I’m laughing?” Because if I don’t, I’ll lose my mind. Please, TJ, don’t be dead. “Because you’re a moron!”


  Wayne blinked, his tiny, watery blue eyes opening and shutting with a twitch that always made her itch to punch him.


  For the first time, she noticed how awful he looked. Besides the bandaged hand, he had bandages on all ten fingers, bruises on his forehead and cheek, a cut on his temple, and a sickly yellow cast to his face. And beyond that, he looked…scared. She’d seen Wayne Hedges enraged, petulant, resentful, frequently confused, but she’d never seen him scared.


  She wished she could enjoy the spectacle, but a scared Wayne was a dangerous Wayne.


  “You really don’t know?”


  “Don’t know what?” he yelled, fear and uncertainty seeping through his bluster.


  “Those guys—the Russians?” Actually, Bryan had said they were from the Czech Republic and Serbia and a couple other countries she was certain her uncle had never heard of. “They’re werewolves, Wayne. Just like Bryan.” And no wonder Bryan never heard Wayne discussing them.


  Now Wayne looked truly sick with fright, blanching beneath the blue and purple bruises. He didn’t say anything for a few minutes. The wet, raspy sound of his breathing filled the car.


  “You couldn’t tell? You didn’t notice anything weird about them? They weren’t super strong or unbelievably fast?” Of course, she hadn’t realized Bryan was a werewolf. But Bryan had deliberately hidden his strength and speed and senses, while these guys probably hadn’t. Wayne was just that stupid.


  “I didn’t spend a lot of face time with them until your boyfriend fucked everything up, and then I was kind of busy being tortured!” He waved the gun around as he yelled. She regretted bringing up the subject. “Yeah—tortured, Sara! They tied me to a fucking table and worked me over for two days! You don’t know how hard it was to convince them I didn’t know anything!”


  On the contrary, Sara imagined most people would readily believe Wayne didn’t know anything.


  “They only let me go because I promised I’d bring you back. They told me where Keeton lived and said if I didn’t show up with you in twenty-four hours, they’d finish taking me apart!”


  God, the whining. He probably expected her to feel sorry for him. “And then what? You think if you turn me over, they’ll leave you alone?”


  “No. They’re not gonna leave me alone. They’re gonna make me part of their organization.”


  “What?” Could he be that stupid?


  One look at his smug, sweaty smile answered the question.


  “That’s right. They want to add my network to theirs. A merger, they called it. I’ll keep my operation. They’ll probably expand it, give me more territory.”


  “What, so you’ll be their regional sales manager? These werewolves—werewolves, Wayne—make the Mexican drug gangs look like a church choir. What are they gonna need you for once they’ve got all your business? If you’re lucky, they’ll tell you to get lost, but I bet they just kill you as soon as you hand me over, and then—ow!”


  He’d batted her head again, harder this time, and the pistol grip struck her behind the ear again. She squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden surge of tears. She would not cry in front of her psychopath douchebag piece of shit uncle.


  Bryan would expect her to keep her wits.


  “Little Miss College Girl thinks she’s so much smarter than me,” Wayne sneered. “If you’re so fucking smart, how come I’m dragging your fae ass back to Luxor?”


  Yeah. That was a good question.


  Chapter Ten


  An hour and a half after the ambulance took TJ away, a small plane lifted off from a private airport in north Houston. On board with Bryan were Taran Lloyd and a human FBI agent named Mauro. Bryan had turned off his phone to save the juice. Mauro’s laptop had a strong WiFi signal, and the agent was tracking Sara on the GPS site.


  Bryan listened as Taran talked to Nick, who’d stayed behind at the hospital with TJ.


  “She’s in recovery but not awake yet.” His Alpha didn’t sound as lost and frightened as he had when they’d found TJ, but his voice was still tight with worry. Bryan could almost smell his distress over the phone. Nick Wargman’s air of aloof control was legendary among werewolves both inside and outside the Houston pack. To witness him losing it had scared the hell out of Bryan’s inner wolf.


  “But they got the lung reinflated, right?” asked Taran.


  “Yeah,” Nick replied. “She needed a couple pints of blood, but it looks like she’ll be okay. We got to her in time. Nobody here could believe she’d managed to crawl into the bedroom and make the call. I knew she was a tough little redneck, but Jesus.”


  “When she wakes up, tell her Bryan and I said she’s officially the most badass chick we know.”


  “Lark’s with her now—want me to get her?”


  “No, that’s okay. I’ll be calling you when we land in Marshall anyway. Later.”


  Mauro looked up from his laptop. “She’s okay?”


  “She will be,” Taran answered.


  “Good. Okay. It looks like Hedges is still headed for Luxor. He’s a little past Carthage now. We should beat him by an hour and a half. Gives us plenty of time to talk with local law enforcement and get set up to intercept him. Four agents from the Dallas office—all werewolves—are waiting in Marshall. We can head out as soon as we land.”


  “Only four?” He wanted to go in with enough guys to take out all the werewolves they assumed Hedges was planning to meet.


  Mauro started to say something, but Taran spoke first.


  “Look, B, I know you want to take these assholes down right away, and I do too, but I don’t think we need more than six armed wolves. And Mauro, of course.”


  “Hey, man,” the agent protested. “I may be human, but I’m a Marine.”


  “Second Recon,” said Bryan.


  “Fourteenth Marine,” replied Mauro.


  Taran, an Army wolf, rolled his eyes and continued, “There’ll be seven of us. In a place like Luxor, I think Kuba’s boys are keeping a low profile. You didn’t even run across any until the other night.”


  “Yeah, you’re right,” Bryan admitted.


  “So if we’re following Sara’s signal, we go where Hedges is going and grab him when he stops. Hopefully we catch him with some wolves. If not, we make him find them for us. And, Bryan? Hey, look at me. Stop fidgeting.”


  “I’m not fidgeting.”


  “Bullshit. You’re coming out of your goddamned skin. Get a grip. You need to be psyched and ready for when we hit the ground. And we’re hitting the ground on two feet, not four. Guns, not claws.”


  “But—”


  “But nothing. We want Hedges alive. A worm like that will turn state’s evidence in a heartbeat, and we need his information.”


  “But, Jesus, Taran, that just doesn’t…”


  “That just doesn’t what?” Taran asked in a hard voice, wearing his best I’m a cop, you’re a P.I., STFU and do what I tell you face.


  “It just feels wrong!” Bryan exclaimed. “It feels like a pussy move. I mean, it’s what I did with Kuba’s guys, but—”


  “And you were right to do it that way, because you got us our only live suspects so far. Now we’ll do it again to get Hedges, understand? Werewolf scumbags don’t get honorable treatment, and human scumbags don’t either. Besides, we’re gonna be in an Apocalyptic town. Why make things even harder by getting furry in front of the rednecks, you know?”


  Bryan sighed. “You’re right.”


  “I know.” Taran looked at Mauro. “Speaking of rednecks. We still planning on surprising the two local cops?”


  “Yes. They’re as crooked and lazy as anything you’ve seen in a movie. I don’t want them trying to warn Hedges. ’Course, once we tell them he’s running around with werewolves, they might be happy to give him up.”


  Taran made some notes. “We split up and put a couple of guys at different spots around town. Tracking the GPS is great, but we’ll hit Luxor before he does, and if we’re waiting for him…”


  “Good idea,” Mauro replied, “but how do we know where to put people?”


  Bryan shrugged. “There aren’t that many places to choose from. The old lady’s house, Wayne’s house, maybe Café Caddo if he decides it’s safer to meet in a public place. Besides, it’s not like Luxor takes up that much room. Wherever he goes, if we’ve got three or four cars, someone can get to him in minutes.”


  “Good,” said Taran with a curt nod. “Because that’s all it’ll take for the wolves to grab her and run.”


  


  


  Somewhere around Nacogdoches, she had to pee. It was the first time they’d spoken in over an hour.


  “Hell no. Hold it ’til we get home.”


  “Wayne, that’s another hour! I can’t make it.” And she couldn’t call Bryan unless she got away from the scumbag for a minute.


  “I’m on a schedule. I’m not stopping.”


  “Damn it, Wayne! In a couple hours I’m gonna get shipped off to a whorehouse for wolves who like to change while they’re screwing! You’re turning me over to get killed!” He winced, though whether from guilt or from the pitch of her shrieking, she couldn’t tell and didn’t care. “The least you can do is stop and let me pee!”


  She got no answer, but when a rest stop came into view a few minutes later, Wayne pulled off the highway.


  He came around to uncuff her and waited, pistol in hand, as she climbed out and shook her legs awake.


  “Okay, go. Hurry up.”


  The gun poked her spine all the way to the restroom.


  “I’ll be right here when you get out. Don’t try to pull anything stupid. I will shoot you, Sara.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she muttered. She’d have to whisper on the phone and hope he didn’t hear her.


  The foul bathroom contained no window, no second door, nothing to use as an improvised weapon. So she peed, and then she called Bryan’s cell phone.


  It went straight to voicemail.


  “Bryan?” she whispered. “Bryan, it’s me. I’m with Wayne, and he’s taking me back to Luxor. He’s got a gun, and— And he shot TJ, and I don’t know if— God, don’t call me. Don’t call me, understand? I don’t want him to know I have—”


  “Sara!” Wayne pounded on the door. “Get your ass out here!”


  “I don’t want him to know I’ve got the phone and I don’t have time to call 911, so just—”


  “Sara! I said get the fuck out here!”


  “I have to go.”


  She hit end, turned all sounds off, and dropped the phone back into her pocket. Taking a second to put her game face back on, she walked out of the restroom and straight into Wayne.


  “I was about to come in there and shoot your ass!”


  “I don’t think your buddies would’ve appreciated that, Wayne.”


  “Get back in the fuckin’ car!”


  He looked ready to explode. Fortunately there were no other people around. The whites of his eyes showed all around his eyeballs, the right one twitching spasmodically. His head kept jerking side to side like something was catching his attention, but there was no one and nothing to warrant the reaction. He smelled like he hadn’t showered in days, and she knew he hadn’t slept. It wouldn’t take much to push him over the edge. She didn’t want another innocent person getting hurt on her account.


  Sara refused to believe TJ was dead, but she was past worrying about her own life. She’d find some way to get herself killed before she’d let herself be handed over. Since she still had no brilliant ideas for escape, suicide was starting to look like a safe bet.


  Wayne shoved her back in the car and cuffed her left wrist to the glove compartment again. Then they were back on the road.


  


  


  It had seemed to take an eternity from when they’d found TJ and realized Sara was gone to when the plane lifted off from Houston. Bryan had prowled Nick’s office, then the station where Taran worked, and finally the airport hangar, all the while obsessing over everything Wayne could have been doing to Sara at any moment.


  But once they landed at Harrison County Airport in Marshall, thank God, things moved quickly.


  The four FBI wolves were waiting with three nondescript rental cars. After a short discussion, the group split up. Two of the agents went to Café Caddo on the off chance Wayne Hedges would head there.


  The other two accompanied Mauro to the police station to meet Chief Rice and his deputy. The cops had likely never met werewolves before. With Mauro as the Designated Human, they might be inclined to cooperate willingly. If not, the agents would put the fear of werewolves and federal prison into the crooked cops.


  Taran and Bryan pulled out onto Highway 43, headed for Old Lady Hedges’s house.


  


  


  She passed the miles between Nacogdoches and Luxor in a weird, hazy funk, struggling to come up with an escape plan. Her thoughts chased each other around and around in useless circles until her brain locked up. All she could think of was TJ’s body in the hallway, and the countless, all-too-imaginable things the werewolves would do to her. She couldn’t even think how to kill herself. The miles flew by while she sank deeper into lethargic despair.


  Then Wayne broke the spell by putting the gun down on the seat between his legs and pulling out his phone.


  She watched as he punched in a number with a Shreveport area code. He nearly missed the turn off 43 onto the gravel road. She grabbed the glove compartment handle with her free hand as the car fishtailed in the gravel.


  “Yeah. It’s me. I’ve got her and I’ll meet you at my— Huh? What? Wait, you— But— Goddamn it, you can’t do that! Now you—”


  Whatever the person on the other end was saying, it had Wayne turning several shades of red and purple as he sputtered and hollered into the phone.


  “You can’t fucking do this to me! I got her just like you told me to! I need the— Hello? Wait, don’t— Hello? Hello? FUCK!”


  The car swerved and fishtailed some more as Wayne, shouting and cursing, slammed the tiny phone into the dashboard a couple of times before hurling it over his shoulder. It shattered against the back windshield.


  “Problem, Wayne? Your new werewolf homies decide to do an acquisition instead of a merger?”


  “Shut up,” he snarled.


  She shouldn’t have used a four-syllable word on him.


  “Shut up!” he yelled again, though she hadn’t said anything else. “You shut the fuck up! I need to think!”


  


  


  His heart lurched when they reached the end of the gravel road and he saw Sara’s Miata sitting in front of the old lady’s house. Yellow crime scene tape stretched across the front door, but nothing else would have indicated that anything unusual went down here just four days ago.


  “Okay, now what?” he asked as Taran parked the car behind the trailer.


  “What’s the GPS showing?” Taran asked in reply.


  He’d turned the phone back on when they touched down. His heart had stopped when he saw the voicemail from Sara. Then it had started pounding out of his chest when he listened to the message and heard the fear in her voice.


  He’d been logged on to the GPS site ever since. Glancing once more at the comforting yellow dot still blinking its way up Highway 43, he said to Taran, “They’re close.”


  “So now we wait.”


  


  


  “They’re pulling out! The sumbitches are leaving! Thanks to your boyfriend, the Feds are all over the place. All of a sudden, every small-town cop from here to Mississippi is making drug busts! They said it’s too dangerous! They were supposed to be tough shit bad guys! I gave the assholes all my contacts, all my customers. I told my guys we hit the jackpot—we’d be moving into Missouri, and Oklahoma, and, and, shit!” He pounded on the steering wheel. Blood started to seep through the bandage on his right hand.


  “Wayne! Wayne, calm down, it’ll be okay. Let’s forget the whole thing. I’ll get my car from Grandma’s, go back to Houston, and you can—”


  “Forget? Forget what? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Just walk away, Wayne. Let me go, and I swear I’ll disappear. You’ll never hear from me again, and we can pretend this never happened, okay? Please, Wayne?”


  He stared at her, glassy-eyed and shiny-faced with rage, as he made the last turn. Once more she grabbed the glove compartment handle as he swung wide, tires sliding through the gravel.


  “Go? Where am I supposed to go?”


  “Anywhere! You know how big the world is? You don’t have to stay in Luxor. If you let me go, you can—”


  “I can’t leave!”


  “Of course you can! Take all your money and get lost.”


  “They’ll track me down, Sara!”


  “Why? You said they were pulling—”


  “Not the Russians—the cops! I told Bud Rice he’d be set for life, I could pay him twice what I’d been giving him. That’s the only reason he hasn’t charged me with murder. They think I killed Mama and Jasper!”


  “Well, you kind of did, didn’t you?”


  “SHUT UP!”


  Flecks of spittle flew in her face, followed by a vicious backhand. She heard and felt a sickening, squishy crunch as Wayne’s knuckles connected with her nose.


  He threw the car into park. Her head snapped forward, then slammed back. Limp and dizzy, she passed out.


  Chapter Eleven


  “Where are they?” Bryan muttered as he paced the grassy circle in front of the house. “Hedges is still headed toward us, so where are the wolves? Why’s he headed back here, with her, if he’s not meeting the wolves?”


  They both froze as they heard a car turn onto the gravel road. Taran ran to take up position on the south side of the house, where he could see the car as it drove up but wouldn’t be seen himself. Bryan staked the same position on the north side and pointed his pistol at the ground. He flipped the safety off and tensed as he waited.


  


  


  When she came to a second later, blood was flowing from her nose and the gun was poking her in the cheek. Wayne pushed it into her face until her head was pressed against the window, cold glass on one side, cold barrel on the other. Between the taste of blood at the back of her throat and Wayne’s hot, wet, raspy breath on her face, she couldn’t decide whether to puke or gag.


  “You fucked up my life, Sara.”


  “I hate the way you breathe.” Where did that come from?


  She glanced sideways to see him blinking at her in confusion, his whole fat face scrunching up each time his piggy little eyes opened and shut, opened and shut.


  “Huh?”


  The way he said it, slack-jawed and wheezing, snapped her last nerve.


  It would’ve been one thing to die at the hands of evil werewolves. But to start a brand new life, a life that might be better than anything she’d had before, only to lose it to this brutal, stupid, mouth-breathing slug of a bubba who’d tormented her for fourteen years…


  She watched her free hand come up to grab his wrist and wrench it away from her head. Had she always been able to move that fast? His tiny eyes widened with shock as she banged his hand against the dashboard. The gun clattered to the floor by her feet.


  “I said, I hate the way you breathe. And the way you blink, and the way you talk. You’re stupid and lazy and you look like a pig, and— And—” She dropped his arm and ran her sleeve across her nose. “And your clothes are ugly, and no woman would ever—ever—fuck you for free, and you got blood and snot on my one hundred dollar T-shirt, you mouth-breathing, nose-picking, knuckle-dragging, bargain-basement-hooker-fucking pussy!”


  He slapped her.


  Twisting like a corkscrew to reach him, she landed a hard right jab on his nose. She yowled with pain—it hurt to punch someone in the nose—but Wayne started wailing like a girl. The middle of his face was a bloody, pulpy mess, much worse than hers.


  Now that she’d hurt him, she was like a wild animal at the first scent of its prey’s blood.


  “Aw, did I hurt the poor thing? Are you gonna cry now? I’ll give you something to cry about, you whiny little bitch!”


  Grabbing a fistful of his hair, she banged his head into the steering wheel. He tore at his seatbelt as he hollered, scratching and clawing at the door handle until it gave. Then he tumbled into the gravel beside the car, leaving her clutching a few strands of greasy brown hair.


  “Come back here, you fucking asshole! Get the fuck back here!”


  She jerked her left arm until it felt as if her shoulder would pop out of its socket. The cuff held. Wayne was running away while she kicked and screamed, trapped in the car.


  Cursing a blue streak, using words she’d never uttered before and some she’d only read, she reached down to the floorboard (banging her head against the glove compartment, which prompted a fresh round of profanity) and picked up the gun.


  She leaned toward the open door and aimed for Wayne’s doublewide ass as it jiggled slowly toward the trees. The bullet missed him by a mile.


  A frustrated, multi-octave, throat-stripping wail of rage poured out of her. Yanking and flailing her left arm like a creature possessed, she punched herself in the face with her fist.


  Her left fist.


  She was free. Free to find her car and get the hell out of Luxor, this time for good.


  Right after she killed her uncle.


  


  


  When he heard Sara scream, he took off down the gravel road, Taran right behind him.


  “Slow down, wolf! Get back here! We need to have a plan!”


  “Fuck the plan—she’s in trouble!”


  A gunshot boomed. Taran let him go.


  


  


  She squeezed off a couple rounds, but it wasn’t easy to fire while running, especially in cowboy boots. She just kept doing it because she liked to see him jump and squeal like a pig every time she fired a shot.


  “You can’t run away from me, you piece of shit! You were gonna let them KILL me! I’m gonna kick you ’til you’re fucking DEAD!”


  He’d reached the edge of the woods, but he was already slowing. A drinker and a smoker, Wayne never exercised. Running flat-out for more than ninety seconds would kill him. She had plenty of time to stop and check the clip.


  Shit. Only one bullet left.


  She planted her feet, took her time and fired.


  The bullet struck the ground by Wayne’s foot, sending up a cloud of grass and gravel all around him.


  Wayne squealed and fell down.


  Sara roared and kicked his ass.


  And his gut, and his shoulder, and his back, and any other spots she could reach as he rolled on the ground with his arms wrapped around his head, bawling for mercy.


  “Ow! Stop! Please don’t—oof—oh— Please! Goddamn it, Sara, stop, I’ll—”


  “You bastard!” Kick. “You dirty rotten fucking asshole! You let them kill your mother!” Kick. “You sold me to those sick fucks!” Kick. “You shot TJ!” Kick kick. “I hated—” kick “—every fucking—” kick “—minute I spent” kick “—doing shit for you!”


  “Help! Aaaagh!”


  


  


  “What the hell is going on over there?”


  Bryan shook his head, transfixed by the scene.


  He’d come tearing around the bend in the road, certain he’d see her dead or dying. Instead, he’d stumbled to a shocked and sudden halt at the sight of Sara kicking the ever living shit out of Wayne Hedges. She was waving a gun in one hand, and in the other…


  “What’s that dangling from the cuff?” Taran whispered.


  He felt a huge smile break across his face. “I think— I think it’s the handle off a glove compartment.”


  “Come on. We have stop her before she kills him.”


  “Yeah. Okay.” Pride and relief and joy washed over him. Why did it take something like this for him to figure things out? “Fuck it,” he muttered as he ran to her. “We’ll adopt.”


  


  


  “No one can hear you, asshole!” Kick. Kick. KICK.


  “That’s enough, angel. You can’t kill him ’til the Feds have talked to him.”


  “You think anyone cares what happens to you?” Ki… “Huh? What?”


  Strong arms—familiar, safe, beloved arms—grasped her around the waist and hoisted her up. Now her legs were kicking empty air.


  Bryan buried his face in the back of her neck. Although she couldn’t be sure, she thought he was laughing.


  Taran appeared behind Bryan. He bent down and with one hand hauled Wayne to his feet.


  Bryan set her down. She turned around and collapsed into his arms and he cupped her face in his hands to gaze at her. His joy turned to fury in an instant.


  “Your eye, your— Your nose. He hurt you! The bastard broke your nose! I’ll kill him!”


  She flinched and pulled away from him as she suddenly smelled something weird, something musky and almost overpowering.


  Moving faster than she’d ever seen any living thing move, Taran grabbed the back of Bryan’s neck with his free hand, lifting him an inch off the ground.


  “You will not get furry on me, wolf. Keep your shit together ’til this asshole’s locked up and we’re out of here, then you can stay four-footed as long as you like. Sara, hold on to him. Calm him down. Wait. Hold out your hand. No, the left— There you go.”


  He let go of both Wayne and Bryan—Wayne, still sobbing and gibbering, promptly collapsed into a wailing puddle again—and with a flick of his wrists snapped the cuff in two.


  Taran stood watching her as she moaned with relief, rubbing at her chafed wrist.


  “You know, you’re as badass as TJ,” he said with a small smile. “Just don’t tell TJ I called her a badass.”


  “She’s okay? She’s not— She’s not…”


  “She’s fine,” Bryan answered. “I mean, she will be. She’ll recover.”


  He explained how TJ had managed to crawl to a phone and call for help.


  “Wow. That’s incredible.”


  “So are you,” Bryan said quietly, unmistakable pride in his voice.


  “All right, I think we’re done here,” Taran broke in. “I’ll send one of the Feds to pick y’all up at the house. See you back in town.” As he shoved Wayne into the back seat, he said over his shoulder, “I think she’s your girlfriend, B.”


  Taran drove away as Bryan pulled her into a tight embrace. She gave a small gasp of pain when her nose pressed into his chest, but then she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her cheek against his heart. She hugged him with all the strength she had left.


  “Your nose,” he murmured in a weirdly shaky growl. “He broke your nose.”


  “I’m okay. I promise. He didn’t really hurt me. I punched myself in the eye. I’ll be fine.”


  He shook in her arms as she whispered slow, soft words of comfort. Gradually he stilled. The strange, pungent smell dissipated.


  “Oh, Sara. Oh God. I thought you were dead. I thought—”


  “Yeah, me too. But I’m all right now. You got here in time.”


  His chest rumbled with laughter against her ear. “No I didn’t! You did it all yourself! You kicked his ass but good, angel.”


  “I did, didn’t I?” Now that it was over and she’d calmed down, she was a tiny bit awed with herself. “It’s weird. I knew I was strong, but I never knew I could move so fast.”


  “Yeah, well,” he murmured, “I never knew I could fall so fast.”


  She caught her breath at that. “What are you talking about?”


  He rested his forehead gingerly against hers, careful that their noses didn’t touch. “I’m talking about how I didn’t know I could fall in love so quick. I can’t believe I thought I could do my job and leave Luxor without ever seeing you again. I’m such a dumbass,” he muttered.


  “You don’t have to say you love me, you know.”


  “You have to say you love me, or my life’s going to suck for a long time.” He cupped her face in his hands and gave her a soft, slow kiss. “Well? Do you?”


  “Yeah, I do. Of course I do,” she whispered.


  “Thank God. Okay, come on. Let’s get back to your grandmother’s house and wait for a ride. We need to set your nose, and I want to get you out of this place as soon as we can.”


  He took her hand, and they started up the gravel road.


  “Bryan?”


  “What?”


  “Have you seen my car?”


  Chapter Twelve


  “So you’re definitely, definitely certain the FBI won’t come after you?” asked Wendy.


  “That’s what Nick says. Bryan talked to him last night and he said everything’s been taken care of.”


  “I can’t believe you call the Houston Alpha by his first name.”


  Taran passed through the tiny living room with another armload of boxes.


  “Are all werewolves as hot as those two?” Wendy whispered.


  “No,” Taran said without a trace of a smile. “We’re way hotter than most of ’em. But we all have really good hearing.”


  Wendy blushed ten shades of red.


  She and Taran and Bryan had kept their presence in Luxor as quiet as possible. Bud Rice and his deputy didn’t want anyone to know werewolves were in town. Besides the possibility of a riot, the two cops didn’t want the whole town to know they’d almost done business with a gang of them—even though most everybody, including the ones who’d sat next to Grandma in church three times a week, knew about the Hedges family business and the bribes Wayne had paid.


  Sara wouldn’t miss small-town hypocrisies. Big towns had plenty of hypocrites, but the shopping was better and you had more places to eat.


  She’d told Wendy everything. Her cousin’s eyes had filled with tears when Sara described the years she’d spent terrified of people learning about her fae blood.


  “I can’t believe you had to live with that all those years. What kind of bitch am I if my own cousin couldn’t trust me with something so important? I’m so glad you’re getting out of this craphole! I’m gonna miss you so bad I can’t stand it, but at least I know you’re not dead.”


  Then they’d cried some more, and now they sat on the floor of Sara’s apartment as Taran loaded the last of her meager belongings into a small U-Haul. Another friend was taking over her lease.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to take any of your furniture?”


  “Greta needs it more than I do. I’m gonna raid the Tupperware money and buy some more. I’ve never had new furniture.”


  “Why don’t you just move in with Bryan?”


  “He asked me to, but I think it’s better if we take things slow. I need time to adjust, get back on my feet. I’ll find a place close to his condo.”


  “But, Sara, what if he’s the one?”


  “That’s just it. I’m pretty sure he is the one, which is why I don’t want to mess it up by moving too fast. We’re not dating other people, but we’re not moving in together right away.”


  Taran came back in. “That’s the last of it, Sara. Here’s the key to the U-haul. Mauro’s here, so we’re gonna get on the road. You need anything else before we go?”


  “No, I think that’s it.”


  “Your phone charged up?”


  “Yes, Taran, my phone’s charged up and I’ve got your number in it.”


  “Don’t get snippy with me, little girl.” He grinned as he said it. Beside her, Wendy nearly swooned. “Bryan expects me to look out for you. All right. Mauro and I will be right ahead of y’all, so if you need anything, you call me. I already let Bryan in the car.”


  “Okay. Um…do I need to do anything for him? Can I drive straight through, or, or what?”


  Taran grinned again. “If he needs to stop, he’ll let you know. Just let him relax for a while—he needs it after everything that’s happened.”


  “Okay. Thanks, Taran. See you in Houston.”


  He gave her a quick hug and left.


  Wendy looked confused as she followed Sara outside.


  “Why would Bryan need anything? What did—? Oh.”


  Her cousin stopped and stared at the tiny Miata, the backseat filled with suitcases, the front seat filled with Bryan.


  “Yep,” said Sara briskly, surprised at how comfortable she felt with the whole thing. “I mean, I gotta get used to it at some point, don’t I?”


  The two of them fell silent as they tried to think of how to say goodbye. They each took a deep breath at exactly the same moment, and for some reason it cracked them up.


  “God, I’m gonna miss you,” Wendy wailed, throwing her arms around Sara, who hugged her back just as tightly.


  “You have to come visit me. Have to. It’s a straight shot down 59.”


  Wendy released her and stepped back with a sheepish look on her face.


  “Sara, the thing is…I know it sounds stupid, but I’m scared. You know? I’m scared to drive that far, to a city that big.”


  “I know. I know exactly what you mean, but I promise, it’s like anything else that scares you. Once you’ve done it, you’re not sure why you were so frightened to begin with. I swear you’d love it. You might get there and decide you don’t want to come back.”


  “I know. That’s one of the things that scares me.”


  Once Sara was in the car, with her seatbelt on and the top down, Wendy leaned in to give her one last, fierce hug and a kiss on the cheek.


  “You’re going to do like I told you, right?” Sara said.


  Her cousin’s face fell. “I don’t know if I can, sweetie.”


  “Wendy, you have to. No matter what Bud Rice does, people are going to find out about Wayne and the werewolves, and sooner or later they’ll find out about me. And when that happens, they’re gonna start looking at you and Aunt Lydia.”


  She stopped, craning her neck to look all around them. Her condo was on the edge of town, and at eight-thirty on a Wednesday morning, there was no one about. Still, she was worried, for Wendy’s sake, about anyone seeing them say goodbye.


  “You have to act like you had no idea. You can’t let them think you knew anything about me being fae, all right? Whatever they say, go along with it.” She grabbed Wendy’s hand and pressed it to her cheek. “Don’t cry. I’m gonna be fine.”


  “But I’m not!”


  “Yes you are. You’re the next one out. But ’til then, you have to keep your head down and look after your mom. Promise me. I’ve got enough on my plate right now, I can’t worry about y’all getting run out of town or killed.”


  “No, no, you’re right.” Wendy took a deep breath and nodded firmly. “If anyone ever finds out about you being fae, I’ll say, ‘Oh my God, that bitch is going to hell! She’s gonna burrrrn in the lake of fire! The Devil placed a serpent in our bosom, and she—’”


  Sara laughed. “See? You can do this. Now give me one more hug. I love you.”


  “I love you too. Call me so I know you got there okay.” She started to reach across to Bryan, then stopped and smiled nervously. “You better be good to my girl. I’ll be checking up on you.”


  He just yawned. He was almost too big to fit in the seat, but he curled up tight and rested his head on the top of the passenger door, tongue lolling and tail wagging.


  Both women laughed. “I think he’s ready to go,” Sara said.


  Soon after that, she was on Highway 59, headed south to Houston. It was like she’d always imagined—except for the werewolf riding shotgun.
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  Yours, Mine and Howls
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  Werewolves in Love, Book 2


  Thirteen years ago, Ally Kendall died defending her young cousin from his werewolf stepfather.


  She hasn’t been the same since.


  Ally returned from the hereafter with strange new powers, burdened with the secret of why and how she survived. She managed to scrape her life together and raise her cousin, but now he needs a pack to guide him into adulthood. That means pulling up stakes yet again and heading for Colorado to find the only werewolf qualified for the job. A werewolf, she discovers, who tempts her to give up control in a thousand sinful ways.


  Cade MacDougall, Alpha of an unrecognized pack, has a tragic history, a sizable ranch, and a daughter who thinks she’s a cat. Time to find a mate? Don’t make him laugh. Until Ally shows up with a smokin’ hot, preternaturally strong body that smells like mine, and introduces him to a nephew who holds the key to unraveling mysteries about Cade’s family—and himself.


  But Ally’s holding something back. As Cade’s enemies gather, the cowboy and his secretive new mate must come clean about their mysterious pasts…or else all hope of protecting their newly formed family—and their future—will be lost.


  


  Warning: A sexy, smartass alpha hero, a heroine who could kick his ass if she wanted, heart-pounding action, and some serious werewolf cowboy lovin’.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for Yours, Mine and Howls:


  “His daddy was an alpha! A real wolf! Not a drunkass loser like you!” Humans could’ve heard the woman screeching in the next parish. Werewolves probably heard her all the way to Houston.


  “You’re a lyin’ whore! The brat’s mine! Where is he? Dylan? Dylan!” The werewolf, smashed on moonshine, couldn’t change easily. But a drunken wolf on two feet could still tear a human apart.


  “Get outta my trailer, asshole!”


  “It’s my trailer and I’m not going anywhere, you fuckin’ bitch!”


  Next came the sound of breaking glass, followed by the bellow of a liquored-up beta, more breaking glass, the woman screaming, rinse, repeat…


  Allison Kendall, exhausted after a day’s work at the stable, turned up the television and longed for a remote to mute Guy and Gracie Fontenot. Her trailer and the Fontenots’ stood a hundred feet apart, the last two left in the otherwise deserted Bayou Estates Mobile Home Park. The next nearest house lay a half mile away. It made living next door to the violent couple creepy, even though they were kin.


  The window unit in the living room sputtered, useless against the suffocating August heat. Listening to the White Trash Werewolf Show was better than stewing in her own sweat, though, so she left the windows open. At least the unit in her bedroom still worked.


  Carefully she opened the door to her room, where five-year-old Dylan Fontenot slept. The din of domestic war couldn’t keep the tiny veteran awake. She dropped a kiss on his forehead and tiptoed out. When the phone rang, she dove to catch it before Dylan woke up.


  “Hey. I just got home,” said her cousin, Seth. “You up for something?”


  “Can’t. I’ve got Dylan. Gracie brought him over this afternoon.”


  “Shit. How bad?”


  “Real bad.” She slumped as she sighed, her emotional exhaustion equal to her physical fatigue. “Your bimbo sister just told her psycho husband he’s not a daddy.” The rest of Lake Charles had figured it out five years ago.


  “I wish you’d stay out of that mess.”


  “Seth, we’re family! I’m not leaving him in that hellhole when they go at it.”


  “But you can’t keep him all the time, either. He doesn’t belong to you. We’re only—oh, fuck it,” he muttered.


  She didn’t feel like arguing again either. “Guy’s lost it this time. Should I call the cops?”


  “Don’t. Gracie won’t press charges. She’ll just get pissed off at you and take it out on Dylan. God, our family sucks.”


  So did living in the middle of a never-ending episode of Cops.


  “I guess it’s pizza again,” said Seth. “Want me to re—”


  Gracie Fontenot’s shrill, skull-piercing scream drowned out the rest of his words. Her terrifying wail ended as abruptly as it began, like someone had snipped a cord.


  Or snapped her neck.


  The world held its breath. Then Guy Fontenot’s moonshine-maddened roar shattered the night. The Fontenot trailer door opened and slammed.


  Seth screamed, “Get the shotgun—I’m on my way!”


  She dropped the phone and raced for the second bedroom at the back of the trailer.


  Aunt Jackie always kept it loaded, please God, please, let it still be loaded it has to be loaded…


  Thank God. She pumped it once and started back for the living room, shaking with fear. The shotgun rattled in her hands. Bile rose in her throat as hysteria began to squeeze the air from her lungs.


  “Ally?”


  Dylan’s sweetly sleepy voice stopped her cold, instantly quelling the panic. She paused outside her bedroom door.


  Mine or not, no one touches him.


  “Stay in bed, baby,” she called softly. “Everything’s all right.”


  She reached the living room and found it empty. No sound came from outside.


  Maybe Guy had passed out.


  Maybe he was stumbling to the biker bar a mile down the road.


  Maybe he’ll get run over.


  The front door went flying as if sucked out by a whirlwind. Guy Fontenot lurched across the threshold, staggered, and steadied himself with one hand against the doorframe. His slack, sallow face gleamed with sweat. He squinted at her as he tried to focus. The acrid stench of moonshine and unwashed werewolf filled the tiny room. She stifled a gag while her mind raced.


  Guy couldn’t move that fast, this drunk—but he didn’t have far to reach her. The shells were silver-loaded—but how much would it take to stop him? If she fired and missed, she wouldn’t get another chance.


  She’d never imagined she could die at eighteen.


  “Where’s m’boy?” He looked ready to pass out. God, please.


  “Go home, Guy. You can see Dylan tomorrow.” Her voice came out several octaves above normal, but still steady. A human’s fear pheromones could push an enraged wolf over the edge. Moonshine made it worse. She swallowed, silently begging her heart to slow down and her hands to quit shaking. She kept the shotgun pointed at the floor.


  “Gracie’s dead. M-my wife. I killed m’wife.”


  Learning his wife had borne someone else’s child could drive a stable werewolf to murder. No one would mistake Guy Fontenot for stable.


  He sagged against the jamb, but she hesitated to raise the gun. She’d never killed anyone before. If she held him off until Seth showed up, she wouldn’t have to.


  “It’ll be all right, Guy. You need sleep. Tomorrow you can figure out what to do.”


  “Want the boy.”


  “No, Guy, I’ll take care of Dylan. You go on home now.”


  He stared at her for a moment. His eyes widened. He snapped his mouth shut as he stood a little straighter.


  Guy was slow, not stupid.


  “You wanna get ridda me so’s you c-can call the cops.” He sneered at her and she shuddered. “Think you can shoot me, girly? You wanna sh-shoot me?”


  She watched in horror as his nails began to lengthen and the bones of his hand began to move beneath his skin, twisting, stretching, popping. Oh, shit. She’d been so focused on his body she’d ignored his eyes. The irises had begun turning yellow. He stank so of moonshine and sweat, she hadn’t caught the rich, earthy scent that was another signal of impending change.


  Guy stumbled toward her. She couldn’t back up. She didn’t want him near Dylan.


  The howl of an enraged werewolf on four feet filled the air, and she nearly fainted with relief. ThankyouJesus.


  Seth was here.


  It happened so fast, and all at once. Through the open door behind Guy, she glimpsed a streak of brown fur as Seth reached the front yard. Guy didn’t turn to see death running at his back, but rushed at her just as she raised the shotgun.


  Her trembling hands betrayed her. The shot went wide.


  Guy closed the distance. She swung the gun at his head. He knocked it from her hands. With a strength born of terror she kicked, sole first, straight into his balls. It didn’t stop him. He clutched at his groin with one half-changed hand as the other swiped wildly. His claws raked her belly. She stumbled backwards.


  It took a moment for the pain to penetrate. She looked down to see a blossoming red stain soaking her T-shirt. Touching it, her hand sank into a gaping wound.


  She looked up at Guy’s yellowing eyes and saw tears.


  In dreamy slow motion, he grabbed her by the throat and flung her aside. Guy roared as Seth landed on his back. Ally went flying across the room, her skull striking the metal window ledge. A brilliant, bright white pain exploded behind her eyes, like a camera’s flash going off at the end of her nose. She crumpled to the floor as someone whispered in her head.


  Dylan’s cries, Seth’s howls and the disembodied voice were the only sounds in the trailer now. Guy was dead.


  A second later, so was Ally.


  She was never the same after that.


  He’s the one who taught her to ride. Now all he wants is to ride her.


  


  Rocky Mountain Heat


  © 2011 Vivian Arend


  


  Six Pack Ranch, Book 1


  Blake Coleman is old enough to know that acting on impulse causes nothing but a heap of trouble. But when trouble’s a western-hat-wearing blonde with slim legs that go on forever, what’s a man to do? Wanting the sweet girl next door is just wrong. The responsible thing to do is keep his hands off.


  Jaxi has other plans for Blake’s hands, and his heart. She may have once considered him a big brother, but that was a long time ago. She’s all grown up now and ready to convince him that she’s perfect for him. Except he can’t seem to see past the big “don’t touch” sign that’s apparently still hanging around her neck.


  When Jaxi ends up living right under Blake's nose, the undeniable heat between them slides off simmer and leaps up to barn-burning levels. However, a few of the younger six-pack Colemans have decided Jaxi’s brand of trouble is worth risking a few busted bones.


  That is, if Blake’s finally ready to let go the reins and fight for what he wants…


  Warning: Sexy cowboys seducing and being seduced in trucks, pool halls and barns. Droolworthy country charm, a little double-teaming, a few secrets and a whole lot of brothers to look forward to. Anyone wanna go for a ride?


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for Rocky Mountain Heat:


  Blake dragged a breath of air into his lungs in an attempt to cool his burning body. This wasn’t right. She was a guest in their home, and yet here he was, acting like a hound dog. He should be ashamed of himself.


  He grabbed his travel kit from under the bed and marched down the hall toward the large shower room in the annex. He, Matt and Daniel had promised to use the larger bathroom and let Jaxi have the privacy of the other for herself.


  The sound of running water met his ears and Blake stepped into the dimly lit room, wondering why his brothers had turned on only half the lights. Splashing noises echoed. Leaving his kit on the sink counter, he rounded the corner to the showers.


  And froze.


  The three showerheads in the open room were separated by nothing but space. Steam filtered the dim lighting into a moonshine glow.


  All he saw was wet, naked skin. Jaxi’s skin. Every inch of her bare to his gaze as water poured from the middle shower, streaming in waves over her body. She faced away from him, head thrown back as she shifted to allow the water to slip over her face and down her chest. Blake, his body hot and needy, watched in a daze as the shampoo rinsed from her hair and undulated down her back, tiny bubbles racing over the curve of her waist. His gaze followed the bubbles along the gentle swell of her hips and the full curves of her ass. Her skin was pale pink from the heat of the water, faint tan lines showing on her thighs and arms.


  His mouth went completely dry. Retreat. It had to happen—he had to turn and leave before she spotted him. Yet, no matter how loud his brain screamed at him, his feet remained glued in place as she slid the soap over her body. As she lifted her hands to brush her hair back from where it clung to her shoulders in white ribbons.


  Blake’s cock tented his boxers as Jaxi rotated under the showerhead, turning the front of her body to his sight. Her nipples were soft. Tender, juicy pink berries crowning full, taut curves. The perfect size to fill his hands and still allow him to take her into his mouth. Water slid in rivulets over her belly and through the pale blonde curls visible at the junction of the long legs he’d fantasized about so many times. Jaxi’s eyes were closed, and she swayed as she washed, her hands slipping over her body in a way that made Blake heat to near boiling just from watching her. She hummed, quiet and low, her hips moving to the faint tune.


  Guilt shot through him. He had no right to watch her, no right to invade her privacy and treat her like anything but the beautiful, caring person he knew her to be. She wasn’t his to admire.


  God help him, he wanted her to be.


  He swallowed hard and tried to peel his gaze away. Tried to not watch as her hands covered her breasts, then slicked over her belly in slow circles. Tried to glance away as she slipped her fingers gently through the curls covering her pussy, over her ass, washing every inch of her luscious body clean.


  Blake watched, motionless and noiseless for so long he felt like a statue, every bit of his body gone as hard and rigid as his aching shaft. Indecision held him, immobilized him. The rush of blood through his veins drowned out the part of his common sense saying he needed to leave. The pounding faded everything logical and rational away in him and stripped him bare to need and desire.


  His eyes needed him to stay here, to fill his brain with the vision of her glowing skin, her seductive movements. His hands needed to touch her, run over her curves in imitation of the water caressing in endless sweeps. His mouth needed to taste—not only her lips, but her breasts and the spot on her back where the skin dimpled above her ass.


  He desired her. Every fiber of his being wanted to show her how much, but his conscience kept kicking his feet from under him before he could cross the room.


  This was Jaxi.


  He wished he had never walked down the hallway.


  Jaxi opened her eyes, her gaze unfocused for a second before she noticed him standing in the steamy room like some ghostly Peeping Tom. Her quick intake of breath showed clearly enough she didn’t expect anyone, hadn’t realized she’d been putting on a show.


  Now was a perfect time for him to drop his head and slip away. He couldn’t do it. She stared back at him through the mist hanging in the air, her eyes as big as silver dollars. She bit her bottom lip, and he fought a mental battle to leave, fought to stay quiet.


  Then he noticed her nipples change. Tightening even as he looked at her. Electric pulses shot through him, and his hands itched to touch her, to lift the weight of her breasts and lap at those gems that had grown erect beneath his gaze.


  Jaxi turned off the water and stepped slowly toward him, head held high. She sauntered up, slippery and wet, naked as a jaybird. Her skin glowed with heat as she stopped inches away, staring unendingly with those mesmerizing grey eyes. She reached out, her naked skin brushing his shoulder. She drew back, her arm clasping a towel she’d grasped from the hook beside his head.


  He thought she’d wrap herself up quick. Instead she rotated her fingers and let the towel hang as she held the fluffy fabric to him. He glanced down, saw the way her hand trembled even as she put on a bold face and kept her body motionless under his heated gaze. He reached for her, his hand moving of its own accord before his brain fully engaged.


  What brain? All the blood he needed for thinking had pooled in his groin.


  This was the second time she’d taken him by surprise, and he couldn’t make the same mistake. He’d been haunted since the first incident.


  He couldn’t let anything happen. It wasn’t right for them to be together.


  Blake withdrew his hand.


  And fled.


  To save his lover, he must become his own worst nightmare…
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  Dr. Nick Sewell. Non-conformist. Werewolf. The first puts him at odds with his colleagues’ idea of how an All Saints College lecturer should behave. The second, bestowed upon him by an ex-boyfriend, puts him at odds with himself.


  There’s his tendency to change into a wolf on the full moon. And his visceral attraction to Julian Lauder, a troubled young German student. Despite his determination not to act on his desire, Nick’s brutal response to seeing Julian with another man frightens them both. At first.


  Then Nick learns that Julian is not only a naturally submissive werewolf, but one who has learned better how to deal with just being a werewolf. That explains the attraction, but it doesn’t make it any easier when the tables are turned, and Julian—once the student—is now teaching Nick…who still isn’t happy about conforming to the “werewolf way.”


  Meanwhile, reports of a strange wolf stalking the town barely register on Nick’s radar—until Julian disappears. Accusing eyes—both wolf and human—are turned toward Nick. Even with the help of friends, hope is growing cold as the kidnapper’s trail. Unless Nick gives free rein to the wolf’s inhuman power…


  Warning: Contains hot outdoor man-on-man sex, alliterative insults, allusions to abuse, and really awful sherry.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for Camwolf:


  Nick found himself smiling up at the boy from his desk. Julian appeared a little flushed. As usual, he was rather more nicely dressed than the average student, in well-fitting jeans and a soft cream sweater Nick strongly suspected to be cashmere.


  “I wanted to ask, have you enjoyed the books?” Once again, his tones were oddly formal and German-sounding.


  “Ah, yes, thank you—although I should return this one to you,” Nick said, handing over the Kästner with an inexplicable feeling of reluctance. “I already have a copy. It’s a favourite of mine, as it happens.”


  Julian smiled. Nick wasn’t prepared for the feelings that engendered in him, either. “I’m glad. I have read his other books, but I like this one the best.”


  Nick nodded, feeling a little foolish at not quite knowing what to say. “Ah—can I offer you a coffee?” he asked. Surely, even among werewolves, the offering of refreshment was traditional? Although, of course, a pack-raised werewolf might have very different ideas of what refreshment to offer. No. He was being absurd.


  “Thank you. White, no sugar, please.”


  Well, if Nick wasn’t behaving how a werewolf should, Julian at least seemed to be taking it into his stride. Perhaps Nick would pluck up the courage to offer him a digestive biscuit. Or, if he was feeling really brave, a Jaffa Cake. Nick grinned at himself under cover of boiling the kettle.


  As they sat together with steaming cups of instant, Nick found himself hoping like hell Julian would take the conversational initiative soon, or any minute now he’d be saying “Well, this is nice, isn’t it?” like a member of the Women’s Institute taking tea with the vicar, and then he’d have to kill himself. He managed not to sigh in relief as Julian rested his mug on his knee and cleared his throat.


  “We should go for a run together sometime. You know, as wolves.” Julian’s manner was a little hesitant, and his finger traced a circle around the top of his mug.


  Was he offering because he thought he ought, or because he wanted to? “I—well, are you sure that’s wise?” Visions of Carl shot through Nick’s head. God, there’d been so much blood…


  “As long as we don’t go to Coe Fen, why not?”


  “You don’t think we might, well, fight?”


  From the look Julian gave him, one might have thought he’d just suggested they invite the Master and all the fellows along for the trip. “Of course we would not fight.” He blinked. “You have places you like to go?”


  “Ah, yes. Well, a place. Some woods out to the south of town.”


  Another sidelong look. “You think it’s safe to go to the same place all the time?”


  “Well, it’s only once a month, after all.”


  “Once a month? You mean you don’t change any more frequently than that?”


  Nick was getting rather tired of Julian’s incredulous expressions. “Since that is the approximate frequency of full moons, no, I don’t,” he told him rather shortly. “What on earth are you talking about?”


  Julian stared at him in that curious way of his, tilting his head away and looking at Nick out of the corner of his eye. “You mean you’ve never changed except at full moon?”


  “I wasn’t aware that it was even possible,” Nick said slowly. “In any case, why on earth would I want to? It’s hardly a barrel of laughs. Why would anyone want that kind of pain any more often than they had to endure it?”


  Julian drew in a sharp breath. “If you change more frequently, the pain lessens. Considerably. I can’t believe you didn’t know that.”


  “Well, forgive me for not having been brought up by werewolves!” Nick regretted his temper immediately, as Julian’s face took on that closed look he’d seen all too often. “Look, I’m sorry,” Nick forced himself to say. “It’s just a little galling—I’ve been a werewolf for three years now, and here you are, telling me I’ve been doing it wrong all this time!”


  Julian shifted position on the sofa, looking uncomfortable. He looked at the mug in his hand for a moment, then carefully placed it on the floor by his feet. “What about the one that turned you? Didn’t he teach you anything?”


  Nick snorted. “Apart from not to go sneaking round my boyfriend’s house on full moon nights to see if he was cheating on me, no, he didn’t.”


  He sighed, remembering. He’d met Carl whilst doing his PhD at Durham University, a place he’d chosen on a whim because he’d never really been up north and he’d fancied a change of scene. It hadn’t hurt that it had something of a reputation as a home from home for Oxbridge graduates. Carl had been a postgrad Modern Languages student doing French and German.


  They’d met at the Durham version of the CUGS Stammtisch, which Nick had been disappointed to discover involved rather less beer and rather more discussion of worthy topics than its Cambridge counterpart. They hadn’t hit it off straight away, and in truth the relationship had always been a little uneasy, each of them seeming to feel a need to score points off the other. Nick had been rather appalled to discover this hitherto unsuspected side of himself.


  And then one afternoon Carl had told Nick abruptly that he wouldn’t be seeing him that evening. Somehow Nick hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that Carl wasn’t telling the truth about his reasons.


  So, fired by motives he hadn’t cared to examine too closely, he’d borrowed a friend’s car and driven out to Carl’s little rented cottage, way out in the back of beyond. There had been a light shining from the living room window. Nick had been planning to simply knock on the door—of course he had—but hadn’t been able to resist just taking a look through the window. Just to reassure himself. As he’d made his way around the house, something had leapt at him. He’d been knocked flat on his back, looking into bloodthirsty eyes. Hot, reeking breath had flooded his nose, making him gag, and he’d been paralysed with fear. And then the creature had bitten him. Hard, on the shoulder, tearing his flesh and drawing blood—lots of blood. Nick had never known pain like it. He’d screamed with the agony of it, but there had been no one there to hear. And then the creature had howled, and he’d passed out.


  He’d woken up on Carl’s sofa, his shoulder feeling so bloody awful he’d actually checked to see if his arm was still there. Carl had been hovering around agitatedly. He’d had the gall to blame Nick for what had happened. Said it wasn’t his fault Nick had come sneaking around. Had said a lot of rather confusing stuff about instincts and claiming that Nick hadn’t understood at all. Not at the time, anyway.


  These days, of course, he understood it all rather too well.


  And then had been the worst part—Carl telling him he’d been the beast that had attacked Nick. That he was a werewolf—had been bitten by one during his year studying in Heidelberg and turned into one himself. Nick hadn’t believed a word of it, of course. He’d let Carl drive him back to town, where he’d gone straight to the doctor’s for a rather better patch-up job than Carl had managed, and a tetanus jab. They’d parted on extremely strained terms, as was only to be expected.


  He hadn’t seen much of Carl after that. He’d been aware that something was—not quite right, as the weeks went on, but he’d put it down to the trauma of being attacked by a ravening beast and the same night finding out his boyfriend was insane.


  On the afternoon of the next full moon, Carl had turned up out of the blue and practically forced him into his car. Nick hadn’t known what had appalled him more—Carl’s almost violent manner, or his own reaction to it. He’d had to restrain himself from attacking the man, had felt a fierce urge to fight him, to dominate.


  When they’d reached Carl’s cottage…the angry wait for the moon to rise—after all, might as well humour the madman…the almost comical shock of seeing Carl strip in preparation for the transformation that Nick was firmly convinced would not happen…and the tearing, gut-wrenching agony of his own first transformation.


  And then, it seemed, the wolf’s instincts had taken over.


  Julian was looking at him. As Nick registered this, the boy’s eyes dropped once more. Nick took a deep breath, trying to control himself. Thinking about Carl when he was with Julian was, he decided, a very bad idea. Although the instinct involved was rather different.
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  Sometimes a girl’s gotta save herself.


  


  A Werewolves in Love Story


  Sara Hedges had planned to escape the backwater, bigoted town of Luxor, Texas on the wings of a college degree—not on the back of a Harley, riding for her life.


  Just a couple months shy of loading up her Miata, however, betrayal bares its ugly fangs. Her scumbag uncle has sold her to a pack of werewolves willing to pay any price for her special bloodline and it looks like there’s no way out. She never expected the new-in-town, sex-on-a-stick loner to come riding to her rescue. Or to discover he’s a werewolf, too. A good one...with one too many secrets.


  Bryan Keeton waited two months deep undercover for the chance to get his hands on one of the gangster Eurowolves wreaking havoc across the South. After calling in the FBI to blow the lid off Luxor, he’d planned to leave town before he did something he might regret—like get involved with the suspect’s niece.


  But Sara makes him stupid. And now they’re on the run from the Feds, who aren’t interested in her innocence, and from the wolves who want her for their own personal squeaky toy…


  


  Warning: This story includes an undercover alpha with a sexy Texan drawl, a heroine with a dangerous secret, a ring of wolves willing to pay just about anything to own her, and a small town that needs to learn a little something about tolerance.
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