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    Falling for her means losing everything…


    She’s his muse, his mate, and she’s completely off-limits.


    He’s a jerk, a recluse, and her newest assignment.


    Until he broke her heart, Vivianna Lopez loved Logan Reynolds.


    Five years later, she’s an aspiring music journalist and he’s the camera-shy lead singer of Logan and the Howlers.


    Armed with a backstage pass, Vivi’s back in her hometown of Reno, nestled in the shadows of the Sierra Nevada mountains. She must score an interview with Logan to land her dream job—otherwise it’s back to Boston, with no scoop and no job. It’s just business–at least that’s what she keeps telling herself.


    Logan still loves Vivi, his soul mate, but there’s something even she doesn’t know about him: He turns into a werewolf every full moon and a secret organization is hunting down his Pack.


    Vivi may not have Logan’s senses, but she can sniff out that he’s hiding something. He knows it’s only a matter of time before the truth about him—and his Pack—is revealed.


    And then he really will lose her.
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    This one is for all the music makers…

  


  
    Chapter One


    Logan


    Paul jogged onstage with my Gibson. I swapped the electric guitar for the acoustic and slid the strap over my shoulder. Amazing that I could be sitting on a cold stool in the hot lights of a open-air college amphitheater with five thousand screaming fans and still feel so damned alone.


    I sucked in a slow breath, my fingers instinctively reaching for that first chord. My Gibson was my focus. With her in my arms, everything else faded away.


    “I love you, Logan!”


    I peered into the blinding spotlight and leaned into the mic. “Love you, too.”


    The crowd went ballistic. Tonight was my twenty-third birthday, and I was spending it with my alt-rock band, Logan and the Howlers. We were finally starting to see some success. Our songs climbed up iTunes charts as fast as we could release them, and our concert venues were getting bigger without the backing of a big record label. We were busy.


    Even on my birthday.


    Luke, my twin brother, was waiting somewhere in the wings. After the show, we were going to grab a couple of beers to celebrate, and I’d paste on a smile for my brother. For me, it was just another empty year. As my Pack brothers each found their mates, the one woman he would ever love, the ache for mine grew, but unlike the rest of the Pack, there was no hope of me being with her.


    I blew my chance years ago.


    Pushing the memories away, I leaned on the stool while the rest of the Howlers vanished offstage for a water break. This was my song. The crowd erupted as I strummed the first chord. “Madness in the Moonlight” was still one of our top selling singles, and a favorite at live performances. My pain on display.


    She haunts my dreams.


    Shadows of the past.


    Ripping my heart down the seams.


    No one to blame but me.


    I’m a lone wolf now, but I still stare up at the moon,


    Call her name, and wonder if she’s looking, too…


    I sat back, letting the crowd finish the chorus, wailing the anger and rage.


    Madness. Madness. Madness.


    Wishing won’t change a thing.


    Tell that to my fucking heart.


    Welcome the pain, feel something.


    Got to let her go.


    Another verse, another chorus, but as I hit the key change, a familiar scent, clean and spicy like cinnamon ignited my senses. Oh shit. From where?


    I was the only member of the Howlers who actually howled. Once a month, the wolf in my soul came forward and I shifted my form, surrendering to the animalistic part of my spirit. And right now the dormant wolf was clawing toward my consciousness, no longer content to rest in the background. Even as a man, my senses were heightened—especially my senses of smell and hearing, but my vision didn’t suck, either.


    I’d performed this song hundreds of times. My fingers found the chords instinctively, but I almost missed my vocals, stumbling over the next verse while I scanned the crowd. Finally I turned toward the wings.


    In the shadows offstage, my brother Luke waited for me…with a ghost from my past.


    Anna.


    Fuck.


    I forced myself to face the crowd. This was no time to lose my shit. What the hell was she doing here? I powered through the ending of the song and stood to accept the cheers.


    Grabbing the hand mic, I tried not to check the wings again. “Thank you. There’s no place I’d rather be for my birthday!”


    A deafening roar erupted from the crowd. “Happy Birthday, Logan” signs waved back and forth as my bandmates came out to join me, taking the decibel level even higher. Stryker jogged out, still shirtless, his untamed long hair bouncing with each stride. The guy was a monster on the drums. He raised his drumsticks while Levi, tall and slender, pumped his fist from behind the keyboard.


    Levi had a degree in music, and a knack for fleshing out harmonies. Plus he was our de facto social media manager, saving the rest of us from being near a computer. We loved him for that.


    And finally Zane hustled out with his bass guitar on his shoulder, waving to fans. He was the “Old Man” of the Howlers. It didn’t help that he liked to keep his hair slicked back in a 50s pompadour.


    Zane stopped next to me. “You okay, man?”


    There was no way any regular guy would’ve heard it through the roar of the audience, but I caught every word. I glanced at the wings, relieved to see them empty. Maybe I’d imagined her.


    Wishful thinking. I’d recognize her scent anywhere.


    “I’m good.”


    I swapped my Gibson for the electric guitar and hit a chord. The Howlers had my back, filling the concert hall with a wall of sound, but I couldn’t lose myself in it this time. Any movement offstage had me jumpy and tense. This concert couldn’t be over soon enough.


    …


    “Night, Logan.” Zane grabbed his guitar case. “Good show, and happy birthday.”


    “Thanks, man.” I dried the sweat from the back of my neck and tossed the towel in my bag.


    Stryker was still dismantling his drum set. We could afford roadies to do it now, but he got territorial when it came to his drums.


    “Later Stryker.”


    He looked up, flipping his mop of hair out of his face. “Later. Have a birthday beer for me.”


    “Will do.”


    My bandmates had grown accustomed to me being on my own. It was tough to keep secrets from people you care about, so I kept my distance.


    I hit the exit, and her scent assaulted me. Luke sat on the bumper of my pickup with Anna standing beside him. Their conversation halted as I came closer. As impossible as it seemed, she was sexier than I remembered, her curves more pronounced in her tight black dress.


    Something inside me came unglued. The wolf howled, filling the empty space in my chest where my heart should have been.


    Luke hopped off the bumper. He kept his dark hair shorter than I did, and working outside on the horse ranch made his skin a little more tan than mine. But he wasn’t wearing his faded ranch clothes now. He looked sharp in his black denim and white T-shirt, trying to impress a ghost from my past.


    My eyes narrowed on my brother. “I didn’t know we were bringing dates.”


    He frowned, draping his arm around her shoulder. “Oh, come on. Vivi’s like family. Did you know she’s staying up in Lake Tahoe right now?”


    No, I didn’t know. She haunted every dream, every quiet moment. Her face fueled my muse.


    And if he didn’t stop touching her, I’d go out of my fucking mind.


    “Hey Logan.”


    Her voice was deep, rich and smooth like melted chocolate. She had dark eyes that used to see all the way into my soul. Could she see how empty I was inside now?


    I swallowed the lump in my throat and did my best to sound flippant. “I didn’t know you were a fan of the Howlers, Anna.”


    “You don’t get to call me that anymore.” Her brown eyes flashed. She shook her head and took a step back. “It’s Vivi or Vivianna.”


    Not to me.


    Her heart was pounding. I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to hurt her.


    Too fucking bad.


    She brushed her hair over her shoulder. “And I’m not a fan. I was here for work.”


    I needed to touch her. Clenching my fists, I fought the desire. I’d never be strong enough to walk away again. She needed to leave me. Now.


    “Were you selling merch?”


    Her brow furrowed, her jaw dropping a little. “Seriously?” She shook her head. “Thanks for reminding me what an asshole you are.”


    “Good to see you, too. I’m going to get a beer.” I pinned my brother with a stare. “I’ll meet you at Lou’s.”


    Without waiting for an answer, I put my guitar in the cab. I should’ve gotten in and driven away, but I turned back one last time.


    Anna grabbed Luke’s hand. My brother turned toward her, and bitterness burned my stomach. Maybe they were on a damn date. The light from the streetlamp glistened on her long black hair, teasing me. Every angle of her face tempted me. I hadn’t spoken to her in just over five years, but my hunger for her hadn’t faded. Far from it.


    “Happy Birthday, Logan.” My name sounded cold on her lips, like a dagger in my chest.


    What could I say? I broke her heart, but I’d do it all over again if it meant her dreams would come true. Our futures were always headed in opposite directions. I made the right choice.


    It took every ounce of my will to get in my truck. I slammed the door and drove away. Longest damned drive to Lou’s in my life.


    The dive bar was dimly lit, with a pool table in the far corner. The juke box blared “Hotel California” while I nursed my second whiskey, neat. I sat on a stool in the shadows at the end of the counter. The last thing I was in the mood for was some drunk chick to recognize me. A few years ago, I tried to drown my sorrows in fast women and band groupies, but nothing filled the void Anna left behind.


    No amount of no-strings-attached sex was ever going to hold a candle to making love to her. Ever.


    My brother finally walked through the door. I held my breath, but it didn’t open again. Anna wasn’t with him. The only trace of her was her scent on his fucking shirt.


    “Hey, Logan.” We clasped forearms, the traditional Pack greeting. “Happy Birthday.”


    “Yeah. You, too.”


    He glanced at my glass. “Moved on from birthday beer, huh?” He took the stool next to me. “What the hell happened back there with Vivi? I thought you’d be happy to see her.”


    I growled, downing the last of my whiskey. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    He ordered a beer then turned my way. “She’s been staying up at Lake Tahoe with a college friend. I ran into her a couple weeks ago. She’s never seen you in concert…” He shrugged. “I thought it would be fun.”


    Maybe it was her scent on his shirt, or the way she held his hand as I drove away, but I caught his wrist before I realized what I was doing. My grip tightened like a vise. “You can have any woman in the world. Not. Her.”


    My final words were more animal than man. Luke’s eyes widened, and I let go of him, dragging a shaky hand back through my hair. My wolf was dangerously close to the surface, and the full moon was still two weeks away.


    “First, we’re just friends, and second, I hate to break it to you, but you don’t get to call the shots here.” Luke leaned in close. “You dumped her and never even told her why. She waited for you in her prom dress. You humiliated her.”


    “I was there. I remember.”


    He groaned. “She hates you.”


    “She should.” My voice cracked as I signaled for another drink. Anything to kill the ache inside.


    “Okay, then why threaten me about seeing her?”


    I met his eyes, staring at my mirror image. “Because she’s my mate.”


    His jaw slackened for a second as my words sank in. I wasn’t sure how I expected him to react, but shoving me back into the bar wasn’t it.


    “You selfish prick.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “How could you not tell me?”


    “What was I going to say?” I took a swallow of my drink. “Anna is my mate, but we’re too young? It’s complicated?”


    “It could have been that simple.” He shook his head. “But you didn’t trust me to understand.” He slammed his hand on the bar. “Our whole Pack blew off the stories of one mate for life. You knew it was true all this time, and you never said anything.”


    “You don’t understand.”


    “So help me. Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “Because it was none of your damned business.” I pushed the glass away. It wasn’t helping anyway. “It was between me and Anna.”


    “And five years later, she’s still clueless. You never told her, either.”


    I dug inside the pocket of my jeans and pulled out a few bills. Slapping them on the bar, I glared at my brother. “I’m not doing this here.”


    He caught my arm. “Logan.”


    I sighed and met his eyes. “Yeah.”


    “If she’s your mate, then she’s the only one for you.” A crease formed on his brow as he lowered his voice. “You’re choosing to be alone…forever?”


    My gut twisted. “I loved her. I still do. So I’m walking away.” I yanked free from his grasp. “Just do me a favor and stay out of it. And stay away from her. The sooner she gets out of town, the better.”


    He glanced at his boots, shaking his head. “Good luck with that.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She’s got a chance for a staff job at Rolling Stone. Her dream job.” The bartender set Luke’s beer on the bar. He took a swig and tried not to smile. “That’s why she came west to stay with her friend. She’s here to be the first to get an interview with reclusive indie rocker, Logan Reynolds, from Logan and the Howlers.”


    Aw fuck.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Vivianna


    I ripped my top off and pulled on my faded nightshirt. The bastard had the nerve to assume I was a fan. Like I would ever sell merch for his band. Ugh. I wanted to scream. He knew better than anyone I wanted to be a journalist. I graduated from Boston University, and it sure as hell wasn’t so I could sell Howler T-shirts. Bastard.


    And to top it off, he called me Anna. I wasn’t sure if I was more furious at him, or at myself for loving it.


    Would I ever get over that asshole? I’d had three semi-serious boyfriends over five years.


    And not one of them ever got to me like he did.


    Enough.


    I shoved the memory aside, replacing it with reality. Tonight he’d been a dick to me, but I gave him something to think about. He could probably hide his emotions from most people, but I knew him too well. It shook him when I held Luke’s hand.


    Good. Let him stew about me dating his brother.


    Calling me Anna didn’t mean anything. I slammed my dresser drawer closed, right on my damned finger.


    “Shit!”


    I popped my throbbing index finger in my mouth as Madison peeked in my bedroom. “Everything okay in here?”


    “No, but I’ll live.” I sank onto the bed.


    Madison was my best friend in our sorority. We both came from blue collar families and worked our asses off getting good grades and chasing down scholarships and fellowships every semester.


    A journalism degree from Boston University was far from cheap, and we were surrounded by plenty of affluent peers with entitlement issues. Madison’s looks made it a little easier for her to blend in among the elite, with her bright blue eyes and long blond hair. My dark complexion, dark hair, and Mexican last name made it tougher sometimes, but we braved the shark infested social waters together. Finding Madison had been a huge blessing.


    She sat beside me. “I’m guessing you got to talk to him? Is he going to give you the interview?”


    “Pfft.” I groaned. “Yeah, I saw him.”


    “And?” She nudged me with her shoulder.


    “And I didn’t even get a chance to ask him about the interview before he took off.” I dropped my hands in my lap with a sigh. “He’s even hotter than I remember.” I met her eyes. “But he also reminded me why I hate him.”


    “Sorry, Vivi.” She patted my leg. “What happened?”


    “First he assumed I was a fan, then insulted me when I told him I was only there for work.” My tone softened as the truth came out. “He called me Anna.” My heart clenched, the memory of his voice echoing through my mind. “I told him he can’t call me that anymore, and he blew me off and left.”


    She leaned back on her elbows. “How are you going to get the interview?”


    “I have no clue.” I lay on the bed and turned toward her, propping my head up on my hand. “In some romantic delusion, I imagined he’d see me again, beg for my forgiveness, and then make time for my questions so I can get my shot at a staff position at Rolling Stone. He owes me that much, at least.”


    “Would you have?”


    “Would I have what?”


    She rolled her eyes. “Forgiven him.”


    “No.” I sat up. “No way. I could never trust him again.”


    “Forgiving him doesn’t mean you’d have to take him back.”


    “True.” I rubbed my face and looked over my shoulder at her. “I guess I still remember who he was, and I can’t reconcile it with who he turned out to be. If he would just tell me what happened, I might be able to move on.”


    Madison stared at the ceiling. “You’re not the first girl who got stood up for the prom by some jerk. Maybe he met someone else, or he didn’t have the money, or he just got cold feet.”


    “No. None of those things would’ve mattered to Logan.”


    She got up and stood in front of me. “You’ve got to let this go. You can’t keep every great guy at a distance because of this ass who didn’t realize how lucky he was to have your heart.”


    Her older brother was one of the “great guys” I let slip away. I wanted to love Chandler, but when he proposed, I had to face the cold fact that he’d never really touched my heart. It was locked up, and I didn’t know how to open it again. It was like Logan walked away and took the key with him.


    Madison went to the door. “It’s his loss, Vivi, and in the grand scheme of things, your prom doesn’t matter.”


    “It’s not about that.” I wrapped my arms around my middle.


    When I’d met Madison, losing Logan had been a fresh wound. I’d talked shit about him, desperate to make myself believe it. She didn’t understand. How could she?


    I lifted my gaze. “He was much more than just a boyfriend who dumped me without any warning.” Pressing my lips together, I tentatively opened the chest of memories. “We met in the third grade. I had these horrible coke-bottle glasses and got called four-eyes more than my real name. School was rough.”


    Jesus, this hurt. “One day he saw me crying on the swings. I tried to dry my tears and be tough. I was so sure he was going to tease me.” I rolled my eyes. “Instead he told me his name, as if I didn’t already know. He wasn’t in my class, but unlike me, he was beautiful and smart, and stronger and bigger than the other boys. Everyone knew him and Luke. I expected he’d be mean like the other kids, but he was kind, and when I told him my name, he couldn’t pronounce his v’s right.”


    I hadn’t thought about that day in years. Tears welled in my eyes as I smiled. “So he decided he’d call me Anna, only he pronounced it ‘Ah-na.’” I shook my head, staring at my feet. “From then on we were best friends. He defended me from playground bullies, and I helped him with schoolwork.”


    Madison leaned against the doorframe. “So he wasn’t always evil.”


    I laughed and wiped my nose. “Yeah. It’d be much easier to hate him if he hadn’t been my closest friend, my first love.” I shrugged. “We lost our virginity together, planned our future…I just wish I knew what happened.”


    “It wouldn’t change anything.” She straightened. “You’ve got to let Logan go. Get your interview and get on with your life.”


    “You’re right. Seeing him again tonight has me all messed up.” I groaned. “You know what? Screw Logan Reynolds. I’ve got a bigger story cooking anyway. I can focus on that and get into real journalism, not pop culture.”


    She raised a brow. “You didn’t tell me you had another story.”


    “I’ve been too obsessed with the opportunity at Rolling Stone. But I stumbled across something during the Masquerade last October.” I got up and went to my desk. “There was a man there who told me his company just purchased a property from Taryn Goldstone. When I ran into him later that night after he’d had a few drinks, he mentioned something about government defense contracts.”


    I flipped through the cards in my drawer and finally plucked it out. “Damian Severino.” Turning the card over, I smiled. “If nothing else it’ll help take my mind off of Logan, right?”


    “Definitely.” Madison grinned. “I only met him in passing at the office, but I can see if I can find out anything interesting.”


    She was the community relations manager for Goldstone Properties. Without Madison, I never would have been covering the annual Masquerade Ball for the Lake Tahoe elite. Goldstone Properties sponsored the annual event. It was an opportunity to network and raise money for local charities.


    “I don’t want you to get in trouble with the Ice Queen.”


    “She won’t need to know.” Madison waved it off. “Besides, Ms. Goldstone is much happier since she and Jared moved in together.”


    “Please be careful.” Madison already let me crash in her spare bedroom. That was plenty. “Don’t lose your job because of me.”


    “You know me better than that. I’m always careful.” Madison chuckled as she slipped out the door.


    …


    My phone buzzed, interrupting my online skimming of federal grant awards. Madison had managed to find me a business name on Damian’s documents. The Nero Organization.


    But I was quickly discovering the Nero Organization was a shadow, and the more I dug around, the more confused I became. These days, any business that worked so hard not to be discovered had something to hide. Something big.


    Which meant my first instinct was right. There was definitely a story here.


    I picked up my cell, glancing at the text. Luke was going to be a few minutes late to pick me up. Instead of using the time to check my makeup and hair, I kept combing Google and Yahoo, searching for any clues about the Nero Organization.


    My gut was telling me this Nero lead was going to be big. Once I discovered any facts about them. So far, I’d only found two references for government contracts, but the links led to dead ends.


    Classified. Shit.


    Eventually I’d track down their headquarters, and when I did, I’d chase the story. I couldn’t stay in Reno and Lake Tahoe forever.


    A knock interrupted my thoughts. I peered through the peephole. Luke. I grabbed my purse and opened the door. He started to smile, then stopped and stared at his boots. “Before we go, can we talk?”


    I frowned and stepped back so he could come inside. “Sure. Come in.”


    He sat on the chair by the sofa. “After seeing you and Logan together the other night…” Lifting his gaze to meet mine, he cleared his throat. “What was with the hand holding? As far as I know we’re just friends.”


    I blinked. “What do you mean after seeing us together? We were together for what, half a minute? He was a jerk and left.”


    What was my problem? Luke and I were “just friends.”


    “There’s still something between you two.”


    I crossed my arms. “Yeah, hatred.”


    “Whatever it is…” He got up. “I don’t want to get mixed up in it.”


    Luke was a great guy and every bit as sexy as his brother. They both had bright blue eyes set against otherwise dark features. Strong jaws, regal brows…they were striking. When either one looked at you, your pulse raced, and you knew every person in the vicinity wished they could be you.


    Being with the Reynolds brothers was intoxicating to say the least.


    And I was lucky to call Luke a friend.


    “I’m sorry. Part of me wanted to hurt Logan like he did me. I didn’t mean to drag you into it. Did Logan say something to you? Is that what this is all about?” And there it was. That stupid wide open door. Why couldn’t I just accept that I was never going to get closure?


    “Not really. He said it’s between you and him.”


    “It’d be nice if he let me in on it.” I got up and grabbed my purse. “Friends can still go to dinner, right?”


    Luke smiled and opened the door. “Definitely.”


    In some ways, it was comforting to be back in my childhood home in Reno. The Biggest Little City in the World had offered me opportunities to stay. I had a steady job, and UN Reno offered up a full-ride scholarship, but after my dad was killed fighting a wildfire, it turned into a ghost town for me. Memories lurked around every corner.


    Logan’s parents, Nick and Laura, reached out to help my family. I don’t know what we would have done without them. Laura brought meals for me and my mom and brother, and Nick helped with the insurance settlement. Once the shock wore off, I started applying to schools on the east coast. I wanted a fresh start without running into painful reminders of my loss. I tried to lure Logan to follow, but he was a hometown guy. He didn’t want to leave his family behind.


    Sometimes I envied him.


    “Vivi?”


    I glanced over at Luke. “Yeah?”


    He chuckled. “I asked if pizza was all right.”


    “Sounds great.” I nodded, heat rising in my cheeks. “Sorry about that. Some days it still feels strange to be back in Reno.”


    “How do you like living up on top of the mountain in Tahoe with Madison?” He made a left and pulled into the pizzeria parking lot.


    “It’s beautiful up there. After living in Boston for a few years, it took me a while to get used to the quiet nights. Hard to sleep without traffic and sirens in the background.”


    We went inside and found a table in the corner. It would’ve been romantic if we hadn’t just agreed to keep things platonic.


    After we ordered, Luke looked my way. “How’s your mom?”


    “She’s good. She and my brother moved to San Francisco. Last year she got remarried to another fireman, if you can believe it.” I smiled, shaking my head. “I think she’s so accustomed to their work schedule and that knight in shining armor streak, she can’t help herself. He’s a great guy, though.”


    “I’m glad she’s happy.” He cleared his throat and added, “So what are you going to do about the interview?”


    “I think I’ll just tell Rolling Stone I’ve got a line on a bigger story and leave it at that.”


    He raised a brow. “It’s not like you to give up.”


    “You saw Logan last night. There’s no way he’s going to answer questions for me. Besides, I really do have a bigger story cooking, with a wider scope, too.” I glanced around the restaurant and lowered my voice. “A government contractor bought a place in Tahoe the end of last year, and it turns out they work on top secret defense contracts.”


    “How do you know?” Luke clenched his jaw, leaning in a little closer.


    I sat back against the booth. “I met a guy at the Goldstone Properties Masquerade. He worked for them and arranged the deal through Ms. Goldstone herself.”


    “Why would they have any interest in Lake Tahoe?” Luke took a swallow of his drink. “That makes no sense.”


    “Right?” I toyed with my glass. “It’s called the Nero Organization, and if I get lucky, I’ll find a juicy story to expose. It could make my career.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Logan


    “It could get her fucking killed.” I raked my hair back from my forehead. “Why didn’t you stop her?”


    Luke rolled his eyes. “And what exactly was I going to tell her? She’s a hungry reporter, and she smells blood in the water. If I tell her they’re dangerous, she’ll just chase the story even harder.” He crossed his arms. “Besides, the contact she met at the Masquerade was probably Damian, and as far as we know, he’s been dead for a few months.”


    My brother was right, but it didn’t calm the raging wolf in my soul, struggling to protect our mate. “Tell her I’ll do the interview.”


    “Oh, please.” Luke got up from the stool. He came around the bar into my kitchen and put his mug in the sink. “You’d have to answer her questions. You can’t even talk to me, and supposedly I’m your closest friend.”


    Silence engulfed us, the hurt plain in his stare.


    “I’m sorry I never told you, okay?”


    He turned to face me and leaned against the sink. “Why keep the fact you found your mate a secret? I don’t get it. I would’ve been shouting it from the rooftops.”


    “Easy to say that now. When you finally find her, you might feel differently.”


    “If I find her. There’s no guarantee.” He passed by and went to the sofa.


    He was right. “You’re not going to end up like Uncle Niko.”


    “It’s a possibility, and we both know it.” Luke glared at me. “Your mate was already in your life, already perfect for you, and you’ve been an asshole to her ever since. You guys were good together. How could you break her heart and walk away?” He shook his head. “You don’t deserve her.”


    “You’re right.” I sat in the chair across from him. “Where do you think all my songs came from? She’s all I see when I close my eyes, and hurting her…” My voice broke. I cursed under my breath and got up. “Even when we were kids, she wanted to be a journalist.” I glanced over my shoulder at my brother. “I can’t tell her we’re werewolves.”


    “Vivi would never expose us.”


    “But what if she did? She might even believe she could help us by getting our story out there.” I shook my head. “Remember the day dad took us to that jail cell to say good-bye to Uncle Niko? It was the first time I ever saw Dad cry. Niko took his own life to keep from shifting and exposing all of us to the human world. I can be alone. Vivi’s not a wolf. She’ll find a guy without secrets and have a good life.”


    I ground my teeth, biting back a scream. The thought of her being with someone else tormented me. I needed her to get out of town before I lost my mind.


    “Just tell her I’ll do the interview. Tomorrow morning. Then she can head home, and I can work on getting my wolf under control again.”


    Luke got up. “I’ll tell her about the interview, but you should think twice before you send her packing again.”


    “It’s way too late for second chances, bro.” A humorless chuckle escaped my lips. “I don’t deserve it anyway. I just want to get her out of town and keep her safe from the Nero powder keg.”


    It had nothing to do with missing the sound of her voice, the spicy scent of her hair, or the way she’d always fit perfectly in my arms.


    Shit. There was no way I’d be strong enough to let her walk away again.


    But I had to. Somehow.


    …


    I tied the top of my hair back and gave myself one more look over. Shaking my head at the guy in the mirror, I chuckled. I didn’t primp this much for a sold-out concert.


    A car pulled up outside, and the wolf inside me was alert and near the surface of my consciousness. Anna. A knock sounded at my door. She’d agreed to meet me in Reno at my place so we could have some privacy. I couldn’t go anywhere anymore without being recognized, but my house was at the end of a quiet street surrounded by a fenced acre of land. Peaceful, private, and groupie-free.


    Occasionally Luke reaped the benefits of a fan thinking he was me. My brother was too good a guy to fall into bed without letting them know their mistake. But more than once, it didn’t make any difference.


    Being the twin brother of a rock star had a few perks.


    I opened the door to find Anna in a tight black skirt and an emerald green top with a plunging neckline, her long hair down her back, and a defiant glint in her eyes. She’d come ready for battle. Perfect.


    “Come on in.” I held the door open a little wider.


    She moved by me, careful not to touch. Probably for the best. Her scent filled my lungs like a drug, igniting a fire throughout my entire body. Anna sat in a chair at my dining room table and opened a little laptop. Next to her computer she set a digital recorder.


    “Shall we start?”


    I rubbed my suddenly sweaty palms on my jeans and took the chair across the table from her. Jesus, I was nervous. But judging by the hammering of her heartbeat in my ears, I wasn’t the only one at this table wound a little tight.


    Rubbing the back of my neck, I tried to figure out where to look. I’d lose myself in her eyes, and any lower and I’d be admiring the way her top hugged her curves. I opted for the safety of the cabinets behind her head.


    “Yeah, let’s do this.”


    She cleared her throat, her fingers clicking the laptop keys. She pressed the button on her recorder. “I’m sitting with Logan Reynolds of Logan and the Howlers. Thanks for agreeing to talk to me. You’ve never given a press interview before. Why is that?”


    My pulse raced as I wet my lips, struggling to keep my gaze from her face. “I’d rather spend my time writing songs. Talking about myself and my music seems…” I reached over and clicked the pause button. “I can’t do this.”


    She clucked her tongue. “Wow. My bet was you’d bolt after five minutes. Never dreamed you wouldn’t make it through the first question. I should’ve known.” She closed her laptop, catching me off guard. My eyes met hers before I could stop myself. “Have a nice life, Logan.”


    Suddenly she shook her head, a crease marring her smooth brow. “No. You know what? Don’t. I have no clue what happened to my best friend, the one who played with me on the playground when no one else would. But this Logan…” She gestured from my shoes on up. “This Logan can kiss my ass.”


    She got up, and I put myself between her and the exit, jamming my hands in my pockets to keep from touching her. “Anna, wait.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t call me that.”


    “I’ll do the interview. I just need to tell you something first.”


    “Fine.” She set her computer bag back on the table.


    “You have every right to hate me.” My fingers twitched in my jeans. “Please believe me, I’d tell you everything if I could.”


    “Spare me.” She groaned, balling her hands into fists. “What did I ever do to you?”


    I shook my head. “It’s…God…you…I just…” My fucking heart was tearing in two. “I just can’t be with you. It’s not you, Anna. It’s me.” My voice dropped to a raw whisper. “And knowing that kills me. It’s easier if…I don’t see you.”


    “You’re just going to leave it at ‘it’s me, not you’? Seriously?” She crossed her arms, her dark eyes shining with tears I didn’t want to notice. “You’re such a self-centered jerk. Do my feelings or my dreams matter at all, or is this all about you?”


    I frowned. “Jesus, Anna, since the first day we met I wanted your dreams to come true.”


    “Stop calling me that. I’m not your lover or your girlfriend. We’re not even friends anymore. My name is Vivianna Lopez. In fact, you can call me Ms. Lopez.”


    There was the fire that first drew me to her.


    Even though I didn’t start shifting until I was seventeen, Luke and I always stood out. We were first picked on sports teams, and most kids wanted to be with us. They were probably scared to be against us.


    But not Anna. She played alone, worked alone, and she was the first girl I’d ever been nervous to meet. She had passion and drive, and no apparent interest in me. She confused me and intrigued me all at once.


    She still did.


    An unexpected smile tugged at my lips. “Are you serious?”


    “Yeah.” She nodded. “Dead serious in fact.”


    I crossed my arms. “Fine. I’m going to get a glass of water. Can I interest you in one, Ms. Lopez?”


    She took her seat at the table. “That’d be nice. Thank you.”


    Nice? Claiming her lips again would be nice. Sliding my hands up her body would be nice. Shit. I opened the cupboard, forcing back the thoughts before I had a raging erection. No woman had ever turned me on like Anna…Ms. Lopez. I rolled my eyes and filled the glasses.


    When I brought them to the table, she had her equipment all set up once more. She looked at me. “Ready to try again?”


    Oh shit, was I ever.


  


  
    Chapter Four


    Vivianna


    Logan leaned over me to set the glass of water down. I’d forgotten how great he smelled. Gnawing at my lower lip, I struggled to stay indifferent. I was a professional, not one of his obsessed fans. Over the years, I’d envisioned what I would say to him if I ever got the chance.


    Asking about his next album wasn’t even remotely on that list.


    “I’m still writing the last few songs, but we’re hoping to have it all finished by the beginning of the year.”


    I took a sip of the water. “Fans of your music claim you’re a gifted lyricist, pulling out the pain and pouring it into a melody. What inspires your songwriting?”


    He shrugged. “My emotions, mostly, I guess.”


    “If that’s true, you’ve been angry for a long time.”


    “So, you’ve listened to my music?” He raised a brow.


    “No.” My heart skipped a beat. And he leaned forward just a little, that sexy almost-smile curving his lips like he was the Big Bad Wolf and I was wearing a red hood.


    I had more than a few of his songs on my iPod, but there was no way I’d admit it.


    Clearing my throat I added, “I’ve done my research, that’s all.”


    He leaned back in his chair humming a familiar melody. “You helped me write a song once. Remember that one…Ms. Lopez?”


    I frowned and paused the recorder. The bastard was enjoying this. “I’d like to get this interview over with as soon as possible.” I brushed my hair back over my shoulder, unable to miss the way his eyes tracked my every move. I straightened in my chair. Let him look. I wanted him to remember what he lost. “I didn’t come here for a walk down memory lane.”


    “Sorry.” His jaw clenched as he stared outside. “I never should have agreed to this.”


    “Excuse me?” I shook my head.


    He got up, pacing near the window. “I thought I could answer your questions and you could walk back out of my life.”


    Pressure built up behind my eyes, an ache pulsing through my head. “News flash. I’m not in your life. I haven’t been since you walked out of mine.”


    Damn him for being even sexier than I remembered, and for making my heart race with a look, and for making me wish for the one thing that could bring me to my knees.


    No way. Never again. “I’ve moved on.”


    Logan turned, his head tilted slightly. “Have you?”


    He crossed the room and had me in his arms. His lips caught mine, and my body responded like I’d just found water in the desert. I clutched the back of his hair, and he held me so tight against him I could barely breathe. Our tongues wrestled urgently—hungry, angry, hurt, and desperate. He slid one hand down my back, pressing my hips to his. His rock hard erection had my leg wrapping around his, every part of me aching to be even closer.


    Closer to the one man who destroyed me without ever looking back.


    I shoved him, stumbling away from the sanctuary of his arms. Reality settled onto my shoulders like a boulder. What in the hell was I doing?


    Slamming my laptop shut, I swiped the recorder into my bag. I needed to escape before I went to pieces in front of him.


    “Anna, wait.”


    He reached for me, and I slapped him so hard the sound made me freeze. I opened my mouth to apologize, but no words came out.


    His hair was mussed, his shirt disheveled, and that sexy smile was replaced by…hunger and something else…regret? “I deserve that.”


    “I…You…” I jammed the computer in my bag and took a breath before facing him again. “Don’t ever touch me again.”


    A deep sound rumbled in his chest, like he was…growling?


    “I had no right to kiss you, I know that. But hearing you say you moved on—I panicked.”


    Crossing my arms, I let out a frustrated groan. “Do you often make out with women when you get upset?”


    His gaze held mine, his expression stoic. “Never.”


    “So why me?” My head pounded in time with my heart.


    “Can we sit?”


    I shook my head. “Not a good idea.”


    He sighed. “I swear I won’t touch you without your consent.”


    “You’ll never have it.”


    He put his hands up in surrender. “All I’m asking for is your time.”


    I kept my things in my hands, ready for a quick getaway, but I followed him to the sofa and sat on the opposite end from him. My entire body was hot and achy. Turned on. Bastard.


    He stared at his shoes. “You never should have come back to Reno.”


    “And you never should have told me you loved me and then vanished from my life.”


    He nodded without making eye contact. “I know you won’t believe me, but I did it for you.”


    “Enough.” I rolled my eyes and would’ve smacked him with my laptop if I wasn’t worried his hard head would break my computer. “Please don’t make me throw up.”


    He finally glanced my way, the corner of his mouth quirked up into a crooked smile. “God, I’ve missed you.”


    I groaned. “You’re certifiable. I must’ve been too young to recognize the insanity.”


    He chuckled. “I was seventeen, and something…huge…really huge happened to me the night before prom. Until we met for lunch that day I didn’t realize…” He shook his head. “I should’ve handled everything differently, but you’re so incredible, Anna. You deserved to have all your dreams come true.” He moved toward me, but I held up my hand warning him off. His shoulders tensed, but he didn’t come any closer. “I was still a kid. I couldn’t tell you what happened…” Logan leaned back against the sofa, glaring at the ceiling. “I didn’t know what else to do but walk away.”


    “Is this supposed to make me feel better?” My gaze went to the window. The kiss still had me rattled. I’d been with other men since Logan, but no one stoked my desire like he did, and if I looked at him, I’d crack. “You have no idea how long it took me to get over you. I trusted you. I shared everything with you, and then you walked away like I never mattered.”


    “All through school you wanted to be a journalist. You were applying to big schools and they accepted you. I had different dreams, and I didn’t want you to give up and stay.”


    “Bullshit.” I shook my head. “We used to talk about everything. You knew I’d go whether you were with me or not. We even talked about staying together while I was away.”


    He rubbed his hands down his face and met my eyes. “I just want you to understand that I didn’t want tie you down here. You’re too good for that.”


    Heat flared in my cheeks, and my grip tightened on my laptop. “So, instead, you told me you loved me and walked away.”


    “There’s more to it than that.” He rested his elbows on his knees. “I’d tell you if I could.”


    “So why are we here? If you’re asking for forgiveness, you’re going to be disappointed.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m asking. I guess I just wanted you to know I never stopped caring about you.”


    “You made me feel like I was the most important person in the world to you, and then you showed me I never really mattered at all.” I stood up. “I hate you for that, Logan.”


    He got to his feet and came closer. The intensity in his eyes left me frozen, and some sick part of me ached for his touch. His deep voice rumbled. “You are all that ever mattered to me.”


    I broke free of his stare, turning to go. “If that were true, you never would have shut me out of your life.” I went to the door and stopped. “Forget the interview. I have a bigger story that needs my attention.”


    …


    I closed my eyes under the hot water of the shower, doing my best to wash away the memory of Logan’s touch. It was time to move on. Now, if I could get my mind to stop replaying the hungry kiss, the passion his touch awakened inside of me, maybe I could focus on other things.


    What had he meant about something huge happening?


    Without meaning to, my mind wandered back, way back, to Logan’s arms. My head rested on his chest as we stared up at the stars, basking in the afterglow of making love. The moon was huge above us.


    “Do you think it’s full?”


    Logan kissed my temple. “Nah, tomorrow night is the full moon.”


    “And the next night…”


    He lifted his head to smile down at me. “Prom.”


    I nodded. “You’re going to look amazing in a tux.”


    He chuckled and dropped his head back. “No one’s even going to notice me. The prom is all about you, Anna.”


    I smiled and shifted so I could see his face. My legs were tangled with his, nothing between us. And I thought we’d have forever.


    I fast-forwarded to the last time I saw him. He came by that afternoon before the dance to take me to lunch. He’d seemed…distant, lost in his thoughts. I leaned in to kiss him, and the second our lips met, he’d moaned and pressed me back against the front door. Hard.


    I’d been so lost in the hunger, I didn’t look any deeper.


    I opened my eyes in the shower. That kiss had been our last.


    He’d been saying good-bye.


    Our lunch was short. He stayed quiet while I rambled on about the latest acceptance letter for journalism school on the east coast. But this time, he didn’t mention saving money for a plane ticket to come see me. And when he dropped me back at my house, he didn’t kiss me.


    His blue eyes demanded my attention, and for years his words would torment me. “I love you, Anna. Always.”


    He never showed up for the prom that night. All my calls went to voicemail. I called Luke, but he hadn’t seen Logan all day. When I got desperate enough to call his parents, the knife plunged into my chest. Logan’s father, Nick, told me not to worry. Logan was with them, but he’d asked him to take a message.


    I hung up, baffled and humiliated. It didn’t get any better. I’d tried to corner him at school the next week, but he wouldn’t speak to me. Word of our breakup spread, and I switched tactics, trying to make him jealous. But one date with our varsity quarterback was enough for me. As far as I could tell, Logan didn’t notice. If he did, he never let me see it.


    I left Reno for college and never looked back.


    And he never reached out.


    But his music did. I bought every album, and in his lyrics, the rough edge to his voice, he shared his pain and mine. It was no wonder his band was so hot. The honesty in his heartbreak was refreshing in a world of emoticons and frenemies.


    What had happened between the night we made love in the back of his truck and the day he told me he loved me and walked out of my life?


    Today cemented the fact that I would probably never know. And as a journalist, nothing made me want to dig in more.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Logan


    I drove to the ranch in a daze. Whispering Pines Farm was the hub for our Pack. Trees lined the circular driveway in front of the sprawling ranch house and down the second drive leading to the sixteen-stall barn. The stable was on ten acres. During full moons, we ran in the forest at the top of Mount Rose by Lake Tahoe, but the rest of the month, the ranch was the perfect spot for our growing group to meet.


    Whenever Adam, our Alpha, called the entire Pack together, it was important. You didn’t bow out, even if you just kissed your mate again for the first time in years.


    What the hell had I been thinking?


    I wasn’t thinking; that was the problem.


    Now that I’d tasted her lips again and pressed her curves against my body, staying away from her was going to be impossible. I loved her, I always had, but I also couldn’t tell her everything. I could see the headline on Rolling Stone now, Logan Reynolds: Rock Star and Werewolf. The government would be collecting my entire Pack for study, or worse, extermination.


    People killed what scared them.


    To protect my Pack and family, we had to be sure the human world didn’t know shifters existed. Loving a woman with dreams of being a nationally recognized journalist was dicey at best.


    She also hated me.


    I should walk away again. But “should” could go fuck itself. Giving her up the first time nearly killed me, and hurting her again wasn’t an option.


    None of it would matter if I couldn’t convince her to give me another chance. While she said she hated me, her body told another story. Her pulse had raced, and the scent of her arousal haunted me.


    Plus, she kissed me back.


    I pulled into Adam’s ranch and drove down to the barn to park. Luke had worked for Adam since we were in high school and was now the assistant horse trainer. Other than Adam, I’d never seen anyone better with a horse. My brother stumbled into the job after almost being expelled from school for fighting. Adam thought stacking hay bales and hauling wheelbarrows of manure around every day would give him a better outlet for his aggression. He was probably right.


    The second I stepped into the barn aisle, the horses welcomed me. Bruce, the bay stallion in the corner stall, beckoned me closer, nickering and pawing at his door. I headed over for a visit, scratching his neck until his upper lip quivered.


    “Hey, Logan.” Luke came down from the other end. We clasped forearms and he tipped his head toward the feed room. “Want to help me serve dinner?”


    “Yeah, sure.”


    We loaded flakes of alfalfa onto the wheelbarrow, and he started mixing grain into buckets. “How’d the interview go with Vivi?”


    I blew out a pent up breath and shook my head. “Not so great.”


    He chuckled. “Told you she isn’t fond of you.”


    “She may say that, but her actions tell another story.”


    Luke raised a brow and lifted the wheelbarrow, rolling it down the barn aisle while I dropped the hay into the feeders.


    “Bottom line is, I was a seventeen-year-old kid who’d shifted into a wolf for the first time, and then the next day when I picked my girlfriend up for lunch, I kissed her, and my wolf went ballistic inside me. I panicked.”


    “Maybe if you had confided in someone, we could have stopped you from making a huge mistake.”


    My voice dropped. “That’s the rub. Deep down, I still think I did the right thing.”


    Luke parked the wheelbarrow in front of Bubbles’ stall. I scratched the mare’s neck, avoiding eye contact. My brother could stare at me all he wanted, it wasn’t going to change my mind.


    I clenched my jaw and forced out another explanation. “Christ, her whole life, all she ever wanted was to change the world and sniff out stories. Dig around for the truth. Even if I can convince her to give me another chance, I still can’t let her find out what we are.”


    “You could try trusting her.”


    I stopped, crossing my arms. “And put our whole Pack at risk? My happiness isn’t worth all that.”


    Luke yanked off his work gloves and tossed them in the empty wheelbarrow. “Vivi had your back and you had hers all through school. She’d never do something that would put you in danger.”


    “Because she wouldn’t believe we were in danger. Don’t you see?” I clenched my fists, struggling to keep my voice even. “This isn’t a game, Luke. This is the survival of our family, our Pack.”


    “She could be part of our Pack.”


    “Only if she gives up her dream to expose stories and educate the public. This would be a huge secret for her to carry, and what if someone in her circle started digging? How can I ask her to hide?” I raked my fingers through my hair. “This is insane.” I met his eyes. “I can’t hurt her again, but selfish bastard that I am, I also can’t walk away.”


    “Then don’t.” Luke hooked his arm around my neck. “Besides it’s a little early to worry about this. You may never get her to forgive you.”


    “I don’t deserve another chance, but I’m going to do everything I can to get one. I just hope I’m not too late.”


    …


    Adam was already pacing. Bad sign. Our Alpha wasn’t the tallest, or the burliest, but he wore authority and responsibility like a second skin. His dark green eyes had a few new lines around them since his father’s death forced him to become our leader, but I couldn’t imagine a better man for the job. I’d lay down my life for him, and probably every Pack member in the room would make that same sacrifice.


    I glanced around the open living room. We’d outgrown the main room and now spilled into the dining area, too. A few Pack members sat at the table with their mates, and the others were on the sofas. The ranch house used to seem giant, but now that more than half the Pack had found mates, and some had children, the living room wasn’t nearly so spacious.


    Our Alpha’s little twins, Malcolm and Madeleine were almost two years old now, but no one would believe it. Shifters matured much faster than humans at first. It kept us out of preschool for sure. The twins still had the chubby cheeks of toddlers, but they spoke in full sentences, and stood a head taller than kids their age.


    Madeleine beckoned Jared’s ten-year-old son, Charlie, to come play in their playroom. He started to roll his eyes when Jared gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. Charlie met his gaze. “Okay. I’m going.”


    Jared grinned. “Good man.”


    With the kids out of the way, our Alpha turned to face all of us.


    “A security fence just went up around that damned house Nero bought in Lake Tahoe.” Murmurs swelled, but he went on anyway. “Sebastian is my only intel with Nero. He is checking around on his end, but I’m not trusting that son of a bitch any farther than I can throw him. We need to be alert and ready. If Nero starts bringing their jaguar shifters into our territory, I don’t see any way around a fight.”


    My brother met my gaze. This was the story Anna was planning on investigating. Shit. Adam was right about not trusting Sebastian. He was the heir apparent to the entire Nero Organization, Antonio Severino’s oldest son. His loyalty was always in flux. He helped us when it was in his best interest, and even then I never really trusted him.


    I cleared my throat. “Has Sebastian said anything about Damian? We’re still assuming he’s dead, right?”


    Jared’s mate was a strong psychic with a powerful gift of pyrokinesis. When Damian Severino, youngest son of the head of the Nero Organization, had shot Jared, she’d incinerated him. Or we hoped she had. Luke and I had searched for a body after the fight.


    We never found anything.


    But no one could have survived the heat of that blaze.


    And ever since that night, we’d been preparing for war. Antonio Severino ran the Nero Organization under the radar. He bred and trained jaguar shifters, molding them into deadly assassins. His jaguar shifter sons, Sebastian and Damian, were his future, and we had no doubt he’d retaliate against us for killing one of them.


    Suddenly Adam froze. We all did. The scent hit us before the knock sounded on the door.


    “Gareth, you’re on the door.” Adam kept his voice at a whisper, but the roomful of werewolves had no trouble hearing every word. “Kilani and Jason, you’re on guard in the nursery with the kids.” They nodded and headed down the hallway.


    The rest of us stood, putting ourselves in front of our Alpha. Gareth was probably the bulkiest of our entire Pack, and judging by the scent, there was a rogue werewolf and possibly a jaguar standing outside our door. Gareth’s intimidating presence was welcome.


    I wished I had my gun. But one werewolf versus my entire Pack wouldn’t stand a chance—even with a jaguar shifter at his side. We could take them. No human weapons needed.


    Gareth cracked the door, his voice low and menacing. “We don’t want any.”


    “I’m not selling anything.” A deep, cultured voice replied. “I need to speak to your Alpha.”


    Gareth scanned the area. “Where’s your friend? I can smell him.”


    “I have no friends.” A throaty chuckle escaped the rogue wolf. “What you smell is coming from me.”


    Gareth shut the door and turned to face us. “This guy’s wearing a clown mask. I can’t see his face. I don’t like it.” He crossed his arms, staring at Adam. “Your call, but I know there’s a cat out there someplace, even if I can’t see him.”


    “Fuck.” Adam growled. “This can’t be a coincidence. Nero puts up a fence, and we’ve got a stranger on our doorstep.” He shook his head. “Maybe we can squeeze some intel from him. Block the hallway.”


    Jared and Taryn, his mate, got up and crossed to cover the area. If the unwanted guests went after the kids, they’d have to get past a werewolf and a woman who could start fires with her mind, and then they’d face Jason and Kilani. The little ones were safe.


    The rest of us surrounded Adam. He nodded to Gareth and he opened the door.


    “Give up your weapons, and you can talk to Adam.”


    The masked stranger put his hands up. “Why would I carry any when I am a weapon?”


    Gareth patted him down anyway. Hard.


    Adam stepped up. “Lose the mask.”


    He shook his head. “It’s best if I don’t.”


    “You’re in my territory, my house, my rules. Lose it or we’re done here.”


    He shook his head, refusing again. Adam glanced at Gareth, and he grabbed the stranger’s hands, pinning them behind his back. He struggled, but he wasn’t going anywhere.


    Adam reached up and pulled the latex free.


    The air sucked out of the room. Damian Severino.


    Or what was left of him.


    Jared came unglued. Rushing forward, he tackled Damian and knocked him to the ground. “You son of a bitch! You should be dead.” He landed a solid punch to Damian’s midsection. “Why won’t you die?”


    Adam nodded to me, and Luke and I sprang into action. It took both of us to pull Jared off Damian. Our Pack brother kept struggling, but we managed to get him back far enough for Adam to move in. He got down on one knee, frowning at the scarred creature on his living room floor.


    “How is this possible?” He took a breath. “You’re…”


    “A wolf. Like you.”


    Jared jerked free from my grasp and returned to his mate’s side. I couldn’t take my eyes off of Damian. His hair must’ve grown back, but the right side of his face drooped like he’d melted. His hands were scarred, too, covered in pink shiny scar tissue. His eyebrows and eyelashes hadn’t recovered like the hair on his head, leaving his expression even more alien. But nothing physical was more shocking than the gleam in his dark eyes. He was definitely teetering on the edge of madness.


    Six months ago, he’d shot Jared in the leg, and Taryn, Jared’s mate, had turned Damian into a living inferno. Now his scent was definitely wolf…and jaguar.


    Adam shook his head. “You aren’t like me.”


    Our Alpha glared at Jared over his shoulder. During the full moon, when the fight broke out, Jared had been in his wolf form and bitten Damian. Was this the result? I didn’t know a hybrid was possible but this…was very wrong.


    Adam growled. “Why are you here?”


    “Because your wolf changed me. I have a rightful claim to be a member of your Pack.”


    Adam frowned, and then laughed and got to his feet. “Sorry to disappoint you, but that is not how it works.”


    “Hear me out, wolf.” Damian sat up. “I can be an asset. I know my father’s plans for Nero.”


    “And why would I believe anything you have to say?” Adam took a step back.


    He opened his disfigured hands. “Because I have nowhere else to turn.”


    Adam crossed his arms over his chest. “Your father owns the Nero Organization, which has deep pockets and plenty of secret laboratories to help you. Go home.”


    “If you refuse me, you’ll regret it.” Damian stood up, wiping a trail of blood from the corner of his lip and narrowing his eyes at Jared.


    “Threaten me or my Pack again, and I’ll end you right now.”


    “You misunderstand me.” His words slurred as his agitation grew. He searched the room and stopped when he saw Adam’s mate, Lana. “Talk some sense into your mate.”


    She got up. “He’s making perfect sense to me. You’ve hurt so many people in this Pack, you’re lucky to stand in this room and still be alive. There’s no way we’d ever trust you.”


    He swung his attention back to Adam, tipping his head down, his wolf recognizing Adam’s dominance. “I already told you I have nowhere else to go. I’m an abomination to my father now. My bloodline has been tainted.” Keeping his head bowed, he glared over at Jared. “Your wolf did this. Help me.”


    “For all I know, you’re a mole for your father.” Adam shook his head. “We owe you nothing. You attacked us.” He pointed to the door. “I’m allowing you to leave, this time. Next time”—he glanced at Jared and Taryn—“I’ll let Jared finish you.”


    He shook his head. “Kill me and you finally give my father a reason to annihilate your precious Pack.” He went to the door and turned back, a twisted smile contorting his disfigured face. “I will not be ignored.”


    The door slammed behind him, and Adam sighed. “I guess we know why Nero hasn’t come calling yet. Damian’s not dead.”


    “He’s a monster.” All our attention shifted to Lana, Adam’s mate. The color had drained from her face. Lana grew up in foster care with no idea about the identity of her parents. Recently we discovered she shared a father with Sebastian and Damian, but for now, Damian didn’t know, and we intended to keep it that way. The crazy hybrid creature was Lana’s fraternal twin, but he was also after the Nero empire. “He won’t stop until he gets what he wants.”


    “Over my dead body,” Adam growled.


    “That’s what I’m worried about.” Lana stood, crossing to Adam.


    I shook my head. “We can protect Adam and our Pack. Now that we know Damian’s unique scent, he’ll never get close again.”


    She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “He may have something else in mind.”


    Adam pulled his wife into his arms and met my eyes over her head. “Tail him. See if you can find out what he’s planning.”


    I nodded. Luke followed me to the door.


    “Be careful.”


    “Always.” We turned and headed out into the darkness.


    …


    “Do you think he seriously believed Adam would take him into our Pack?” Luke adjusted the binoculars.


    We’d followed Damian up the mountain to his fortress at Lake Tahoe. I stared at his place from across the street. “I don’t know what to think. I still don’t understand how he’s walking and talking. He shouldn’t have survived that fire.”


    Luke glanced my way. “It was snowing. When he fell down the mountain, maybe he hit a drift. It could’ve snuffed out the fire. It’s been six months, and he has money for the best doctors.”


    “Maybe.” The new security fence made seeing into the cabin compound impossible, but a light blazed in a third story window.


    Luke kept the binoculars trained on the house. “Do you think it’s true Nero turned him away now that he’s got some wolf DNA floating around inside of him?”


    I shrugged. “His egomaniacal father can’t be happy about the turn of events, but I’m kind of surprised he let him leave. Wouldn’t all the scientists at Nero be chomping at the bit to run tests and study him? Plus, months have passed since that fight on the mountain. He’s had six full moons. Has he been shifting into a wolf? He still smells like a jaguar, too. What if he’s shifting twice a month?”


    Luke turned his head to meet my eyes. “Wouldn’t it kill him? Can a body handle that much mutating in a month?”


    “I don’t know. But he had to be desperate to come to us. And a desperate animal is a dangerous one.”


    “Speaking of danger…” Luke pointed to the lit window. “There he is.”


    “Bingo.” I pulled out my phone and texted Adam we had confirmation of Damian in the Lake Tahoe cabin.


    Luke set the binoculars on the seat. “You can’t let Vivi get caught up in this.”


    “I know.” I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “But she doesn’t trust me. She’s not going to drop the story because I ask her to.”


    “Then you’d better work on fixing that, and protect her.”


    “Yeah. There’s a shit storm brewing on the horizon, and I need to keep her out of it.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Vivianna


    When the “Nero Organization” turned up a bunch of dead ends, I switched tactics. Damian Severino. Google still had nothing to report about him. How could this big-time businessman, a government defense contractor, not have any digital footprint? No Facebook, no LinkedIn, no Twitter—and stranger still, not a mention in a single news article or blog.


    I flopped back in my chair and took a long, slow sip of my iced tea. There had to be an angle I was missing. Grabbing his card, I flipped it end over end while my thoughts spun through possibilities.


    Severino. I dropped the card in my lap, my fingertips flying on my keyboard. A pasta company, a doctor, a truck line… I kept skimming, clicking through page after page of search results until I hit an obituary. Sylvia Severino from Virginia. I snatched up the copies of real estate paperwork Madison had brought me from Goldstone Properties.


    Flipping through the documents, I stopped on a FedEx slip for his title deed paperwork. Damian listed a Virginia address. Interesting.


    I clicked on the obit. Chills started in my toes, rising up my legs. Sylvia was the right age. She could’ve been Damian’s mother. I read further. No mention of Nero, but she had been the principal of a private boarding school for girls. Brightwood Academy.


    Another search and I had their website. My excitement faded as I skimmed through their pages. The school was in New York, not Virginia, and it looked like any educational website. No top secret corporations or link to Damian Severino.


    I’d scrolled the mouse over to the upper right corner to close the screen when a quote at the bottom of the page caught my eye.


    “Hidden talent counts for nothing. – Emperor Nero”


    “That can’t be a coincidence,” I mumbled to myself.


    There had to be a connection. Sylvia Severino had the right last name, and she worked at this school with a motto from Nero. It was the best lead I had. I clicked every available link I could find on the website, jotting notes until I found it. On a page about funding, in the middle of their fine printed list of donors…The Nero Organization.


    “Jackpot.” I grinned and scribbled a note on my pad.


    Why would a government defense contractor be donating to a boarding school for girls? And how did the dead principal fit into the puzzle with Damian Severino?


    I didn’t know yet, but I was going to find out.


    Opening my email, I crafted a simple ice breaker.


    Hello Mr. Severino –


    We met at the Goldstone Properties Masquerade. I’ve been working on a new story about the future of boarding schools in America, and noticed the Nero Organization is a donor for a school in New York.


    If you’ve got time, I’d love to ask you a few questions about your company’s involvement.


    Thanks for your time.


    Vivianna Lopez


    I hit send and hoped for the best.


    …


    I checked my email on my phone while I poured milk in my cereal. Nothing. Well shit. I sent the email yesterday evening. It was probably too soon for Damian to respond. At least the message hadn’t bounced back. There was still a chance he’d get it.


    Whether or not he’d answer my questions was another story completely.


    Madison came in as I munched my cereal. Her blond hair was pulled back in a French braid, and her dark gray linen suit fit her perfectly. I glanced at my stretched out T-shirt and sweat pants and sighed. A writer’s business attire was far from glamorous.


    She grabbed a breakfast bar and grinned. “So…you got to interview the Logan Reynolds yesterday. How’d it go?”


    “Catastrophic.” I stared into my peanut butter crunch, pushing the little balls into the milk. “We kissed.”


    “What?” She came over and sat beside me. “You weren’t busy working on finding Nero dirt last night, you were holding out.” She nudged my elbow. “Spill.”


    I lifted my head, hoping my expression wasn’t too sheepish. “We stopped and started the interview a couple of times, and for some unknown reason he kept dredging up the past until I let him have it…and then he kissed me.”


    “Holy crap.” She took a bite of her protein bar and shook her head. “You sucked face with the Logan Reynolds.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I used to do more than that with him.”


    Madison checked the clock and crumpled the wrapper in her hand. “I’ve got a few more minutes. Tell me everything. Was it gentle, passionate…was there tongue?”


    I laughed, kicking her under the table. “There was some tongue, and it definitely wasn’t gentle.”


    “As good as you remember?” She raised a brow.


    I groaned. “I don’t know. This was different.”


    “Okay.” She got up and dropped her wrapper in the trash can. “The million-dollar question…did you kiss him back?”


    I crossed my arms, my smile fading away. “Not on purpose.” She raised a brow, and I rolled my eyes. “He surprised me, that’s all.”


    “Oh my God, you did kiss him back.” Madison sat down, her expression sobering. “All jokes aside, Vivi…don’t let him reel you back in. You’re supposed to be over him, moving on with your life.”


    I nodded. “Yeah, I know. I told him how shitty he’d been to me. I said I hated him.”


    My words hung in the void. She took my hand, squeezing it. “You have to care about someone in order to hate them. Be really careful. Love and hate aren’t as far apart as you think.”


    Madison hid behind her blond hair and bubbly smile, but inside, she was one of the wisest people I knew.


    “It doesn’t matter now. I’ll never see him again. I found a lead on the company Damian Severino works for. I’m chasing it down. I’ll tell Rolling Stone that I got to meet with him.” I shrugged. “It’s more than anyone else has gotten so far. I could mention he was evasive and quiet. With his reputation for being reclusive, they won’t be surprised.”


    “What if that’s not enough? I thought covering music was your passion.”


    “Music is my passion, but investigative journalism has always been my dream. And if I can chase down this story, it could be a big step in that direction.”


    She smiled and stood. “I’m behind you one hundred percent.” She grabbed her purse. “Keep me posted on the story, and maybe we can get a drink after work.”


    “Sounds great. Thanks, Madison.”


    She closed the door, the confident clicking of her shoes on the cement fading and leaving me surrounded by silence. I finished my cereal and rinsed the bowl. As I headed for my computer, a voice interrupted me. A voice and a guitar.


    Best friends,


    Never alone.


    Best friends,


    Not on your own.


    I knew the words. I helped write them a lifetime ago. But they couldn’t be coming from just outside the house.


    I peered out the kitchen window, frowning. Logan. He was wearing a plain blue T-shirt, camouflage cargo pants with his just-past-his shoulders length hair tied back. Did he always have to look so amazing?


    Finally my brain engaged. How did he figure out where I lived?


    Luke.


    A car slowed on the street. It turned around and pulled over. Logan didn’t even acknowledge it. His focus was all on me.


    Friends forever,


    Like thunder and lightning,


    Like wind and like rain.


    Wherever you go


    Just call me I’ll come,


    Did he honestly think he could sing me a song we wrote together and I’d forgive him? I grumbled. Outside, one of the neighbors stood in her driveway. Heat rose in my cheeks. He was causing a scene. If I had changed out of my “writer attire” I could’ve run out and chased him away, but cell phone cameras were already out there. The last thing I needed was to end up on the gossip sites as Logan’s frumpy mystery lady.


    And if you stumble, if you fall,


    I’ll be here to carry you home.


    I groaned and went to the door, cracking it open. “Are you nuts?”


    He stopped strumming his guitar and shrugged. “Probably.”


    Another car pulled over.


    “Go home, Logan,” I snapped.


    He finally broke eye contact, scanning the cars, and then smiled back at me. “I’m blocked in.”


    Oh shit. He was. I sighed, “Fine. Get in here before we’re both on TMZ.”


    Logan hustled inside without looking back. I closed the door and turned the deadbolt. He was already lifting the guitar over his head and laying it on the kitchen table.


    “Don’t get comfortable. Once those people lose interest, you’re leaving.”


    He pulled out a chair, turned it around, and straddled it. “Did you recognize the song?”


    I nodded, crossing my arms over my chest and trying not to think about my lack of makeup and my frumpy writer-wear. “Course I did. I helped write it.”


    “I changed up the chords at the bridge a little. Did you like it?”


    “No.” But something in my lame heart fluttered at the thought he still remembered the goofy song we wrote together. I mashed down the unwanted feelings. “Did you really come over here to get my input on a song we wrote in junior high?”


    He rested his chiseled forearms on the back of the chair. “No, I just hoped it would get me in the door.”


    “Mission accomplished.” I went over to the sink to put my dishes in the dishwasher. It was easier to keep my distance if I didn’t have to look at him. “Why are you here?”


    “I want you to come to the lake with me.”


    I spun around, baffled. “Why? I already told you how I feel. I’m not interested in giving you any more of my time.”


    He got up, coming a little closer. His voice softened, low and husky. “So let me give you some of mine.”


    My chest hurt. Between the sappy song and that deep growly whisper that reminded me of being naked in his arms, my body was betraying me. Heat blossomed in my belly, and my pulse thrummed. I struggled to control the situation and narrowed my eyes. “You can have anyone. Go harass someone else.”


    He chuckled, and instead of backing off, his crooked smile appeared, shaking my will. “Anna, no one else is you.”


    I shook my head, backing up a step until my butt hit the cabinet behind me. “I can’t do this again. Sorry.”


    He came a little closer. “This month is a blue moon.”


    “And that matters because…” I’d forgotten he ran hot. His body heat radiated right through my shirt, coaxing me, tempting me to touch him. His blue eyes pinned me in place.


    He took my hand. I should’ve jerked it away, but I didn’t move. “They only happen every few years, but it’s a second full moon in one month. Like a second chance.”


    For a moment I stopped breathing. My pulse raced. I took a step back, my hand slipping free from his. “For years, I dreamed you’d show up at my door. You’d explain what happened and beg for a second chance. And now you’re here…” I shook my head, turning toward the sink again to break the spell. “And I have to say no.”


    He came up next to me, but I didn’t let myself turn. “I’m not asking you to forgive me or take me back. I don’t deserve any of that.” He held his hand out. “Just hoping a friend might hike with me at the lake.”


    I stared at his hand and swallowed the desire he kindled inside. “And anything you tell me will be on the record.”


    He started to smile. “Always the journalist.”


    I risked a glance. “We aren’t friends anymore.”


    “Okay, be a reporter.” He sighed, lowering his hand. “I have nothing to hide.”


    Logan always was a horrible liar.


    …


    He waited in the kitchen while I got dressed and put my hair up. By the time I came out, the spectators had lost interest. I slid my phone in my pocket.


    “I’m ready.”


    Logan held up his guitar. “Can I stash this someplace?”


    “Sure.” I took it from him and propped it against my dresser in my bedroom.


    “Okay, I guess we’re set.”


    He opened the door, and I went out, locking it behind us and wondering what the hell was going on. I needed to keep my head. In the small space of his truck, there was no escaping his clean musky scent. Every breath lured me back into the past, when the handsome guy behind the wheel was mine. I was screwed.


    I opted for staring out the window.


    “Thanks for not leaving me to the wolves earlier. Sometimes I forget people recognize me.”


    “When you play a guitar and sing you sort of stand out.”


    “Well, I appreciate you letting me in today.”


    I shrugged. “Didn’t want my address to be all over Facebook in a ‘Logan Reynolds video sighting.’”


    “Jesus, do they seriously call it that?”


    I looked over at him before I could stop myself. “You honestly don’t know about it? How is that possible?”


    “Levi runs our Facebook page. I stay away from all that.”


    “Wow. You really are reclusive like they say.”


    He shook his head. “Nah, but I don’t buy into the celebrity thing. I’m the same guy I’ve always been, and I don’t want social media or fan clubs or anything else to change that. Once you drink the I’m-such-a-big-deal Kool-Aid, it’s too easy to lose yourself.”


    That was the Logan I fell in love with in school. I forced myself to look back out the window. “There’s still no Mrs. Logan.”


    “No.”


    The suddenly awkward silence embraced us until he pulled into a parking lot on the edge of Lake Tahoe. I recognized the spot instantly—we used to hike from here to “our rock” and make out when we were in high school. My gaze snapped to his face. “If we’re here to walk down memory lane, you should just take me back home.”


    He killed the engine and met my eyes. “Yes, this was where we kissed for the first time, but I didn’t bring you here to relive it. We’re stopping here because this trail is the easiest hike, and it’s hot today. That’s all.”


    I let out a pent up breath. “I’m wound a little tight, I guess.”


    We got out and he grabbed a backpack from the bed of the truck. I raised a brow. “You planned ahead?”


    With a lop-sided smile, he hooked one strap over his broad shoulder. “If I couldn’t get you to come, I figured I’d eat it either way.”


    “Still pretty presumptuous with no guarantee I’d say yes.”


    “I like to think of it as optimistic.” He winked and started leading the way before I could respond.


    We hiked about a mile before we came to a familiar outcropping of rocks. The top offered a breathtaking view of the lake. It was where we penned the best friend song he serenaded me with earlier in the day. I didn’t say anything. If he could handle this, then I could, too.


    I wished I understood what his angle was. He’d had years to contact me, and he never did. If he really still cared, and he’d missed me, it wasn’t like I was in witness protection. Hell, I’d been living about forty-five minutes away from him in Lake Tahoe for a few months without ever crossing paths.


    So why this sudden desire to spend time together?


    Logan stopped at the base of the rocks. “I’ll stow the pack up top, and then I’ll help you up.”


    Even now, I had no idea how Logan made that first jump. Without a rope or a ladder, there was no way I could make it over the first boulder. Once you cleared it, the rest were smaller and manageable, but that first one… Only Logan could make it.


    He took three running steps and launched himself into the air. His feet kept running, pushing him the last of the way up the rock until he caught his hands on the top and pulled himself up. From the ground below, I admired how his body had filled out. He’d been fit at seventeen, and most of the guys in high school would have killed for his build, but now, in his twenties, this wasn’t the boy I knew.


    This was a very well-built man.


    The same man who’d had no problem turning his back on me.


    But I could still look. I didn’t have to love him.


    He scrambled up the smaller rocks and vanished up top. I turned my attention to the smooth surface of the lake. There were a couple of fishing boats in the distance, but otherwise, we were completely alone.


    Normal people were working.


    I was working, too, I reminded myself. That’s what this was about. An interview. That’s all.


    “Anna?”


    I flinched and turned to find Logan lying flat on his stomach at the top of the first large boulder, with his right arm dangling down, hand outstretched.


    “I didn’t hear you.”


    “Sorry about that.”


    I came forward and stretched on my tiptoes to clasp his hand, ignoring the pulse of awareness that warmed my body.


    “Ready?” He tightened his hold on my hand.


    “Yeah.” I started walking my feet up the face of the boulder, but lost my footing when he pulled me straight up.


    One-handed.


    I squeaked in surprise, as he rolled back from the edge so I could sit. “How did you…” I stared at his arm. His veins were enlarged with the effort, but otherwise he didn’t look like some kind of steroid body builder. I shook my head. “I’m not that light.”


    “I used to pull you up here all the time.”


    “Not like that. I always walked myself up. You just hauled me up one-handed.”


    He almost smiled. “I’m not in high school anymore.”


    “So I’ve noticed.” I chuckled.


    At the top of the rocks, he’d laid out a blanket, a couple bottles of water, and two sub sandwiches with a bag of chips. “Nice spread.”


    We sat down and he handed me a bottle. “Thanks for coming with me today.” He glanced over at me, his hair blowing across his face, dimming the power of his crystal blue eyes.


    “Why are we here exactly? I agreed in the hopes of an interview, but why are you here?”


    He looked out at the water. A muscle in his cheek clenched. “I wish I had a simple answer.” His gaze shifted to my face. “I screwed everything up. Seventeen and in way over my head. But I’m not a kid anymore, and I’ve regretted letting you go every day. When you told me you hated me and walked out…” He broke eye contact, rubbing his chest. “I couldn’t live the rest of my life knowing that was the last time I saw you.”


    My pulse kicked up a notch while I did my best to bottle up my emotions. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”


    His calloused fingers brushed the back of my hand. “You don’t owe me anything, but selfishly, I’m aching to kiss you again.”


    I retrieved my hand to tuck my hair behind my ear. “That’s not a good idea.”


    “I thought it was better than good.”


    “The kiss was.” I shook my head. “But it doesn’t change anything.” I cleared my throat. “There are thousands of women who would kiss you in a heartbeat, and you wouldn’t have to work nearly as hard.”


    He opened his water bottle, but all his attention was on me. “Your lips are worth it. Trust me on this.”


    I burst out laughing, and one of the lines tying my heart safely at port snapped. God, I’d missed his company. But he was still hiding something, even if I couldn’t put my finger on it just yet, and that tempest inside of him nearly took me under last time.


    I wasn’t ready to risk it again.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Logan


    Her laughter was music and hope rolled into one perfect sound. It was also addictive. I wanted to see her smile, to know I made her happy. Over the years, I convinced myself letting her go had been the noble choice. And maybe in the beginning it was.


    But now…I had regrets, and if I could go back and change things, I might make different choices.


    I was only seventeen when I found out I’d loved my one true mate all along. Neither one of us had ever been in another relationship. I was in no position to marry her back then, or even tell her she was my mate. She didn’t have my werewolf instincts to make her choose one mate for life. She could move on. The way I saw it, the best I could offer her was to step back so she could accept her scholarship and chase her dreams.


    “So why don’t you ever tour? You could sell out shows all over the country.”


    I took a swallow of my water and handed her the roast beef sandwich. “I’m making enough money without touring.”


    She opened her sandwich and started rearranging the meat. I chuckled, grateful to see she still had her food quirk. It made me think the woman I loved might still be reachable through the emotional armor she wore.


    Color flushed her cheeks as she glanced up from her sandwich art. “I can’t help it. I like the meat fluffed up and freshly stacked.” She finally put the top back on. “Does the rest of your band feel the same way you do?”


    I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure they’d like to tour, but they understood my plan when they joined me.”


    “Why do you do that?” She took a bite of her sandwich.


    “Do what?”


    “Keep everyone at a distance.” She set her lunch down, her full attention on me. “Eventually, you even pushed me away. Why?”


    That was the one thing I couldn’t explain to a reporter. I didn’t even trust my bandmates with that secret. My shoulders tightened. Maybe this was all a mistake.


    Before panic took over, her phone buzzed.


    Saved by a text message.


    After a few screen touches, she read while I ate. When she laid her phone down, she was grinning. God, I loved her smile.


    “Good news?”


    She nodded. “Yeah. I have a big story cooking, and my lead just agreed to answer some questions.”


    I almost choked. It had to be the Nero story. Shit. “Wow. What’s it about?”


    “I’m not sure yet, but I met him at the Goldstone Masquerade in October, and after a few drinks, he mentioned being a government contractor. I’m trying to figure out why they have interest in Lake Tahoe.”


    Fuck fuck fuck. I couldn’t let her dig into this, but if I pushed too hard, I could lose her. “Any idea what kind of contracts? Could be dangerous.”


    “I’m eager to find out.” She stared at the water. “It’s tough in the information age not to have a digital footprint, but they seem to hide under the internet radar.” She glanced my way. “I’m onto something. I can feel it.”


    My pulse raced, my wolf alert and ready to protect his mate. I cleared my throat, forcing my voice to stay even. “You’re not going alone, right?”


    She stared at me like I had two heads. “Not that it’s any of your business, but you’re the only interview I’ve ever met at their home.” The corner of her mouth twitched with a hidden smile. “And look where that got me.”


    I chuckled. “You did kiss me back.”


    “Reflexes, that’s all it was. For a second I forgot…”


    The way her words died on her lips stabbed my heart, twisting me up inside with regret. She forgot I broke her heart and didn’t have the decency to tell her why. If I could turn back time, I would. I’d do everything differently.


    But I couldn’t. All could do was try to earn another chance, even though I didn’t deserve it.


    My voice cracked, but I meant every word. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Anna.”


    She stiffened and picked up her sandwich again. “Me, too, but that’s ancient history. We came here for an interview.”


    “Maybe you did.”


    She turned toward me, her dark eyes searching my face. “I can’t do this, Logan.”


    “Do what?” I reached over to tuck her hair behind her ear, my fingertips brushing her soft cheek.


    “Care about you.”


    Shit, I hated seeing the fear and hurt on her face. I did that. I swallowed the lump of emotion, my voice barely a whisper. “I made a mistake, and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to fix it, if that’s what it takes.”


    The afternoon sun sparkled in her eyes. “Why?”


    “Because I don’t want to miss another smile, or another sandwich rebuilding. I want to hear about everything I missed in Boston.” I took her hand. “And because the only time I have ever been truly happy was when I had you in my arms.”


    She squeezed my hand and pulled away. I wasn’t sure what I expected from my spurt of honesty, but this wasn’t it. Her pulse echoed in my sensitive ears, racing, but I couldn’t ease her pain.


    “For years, I dreamed about this moment, when you’d realize your error and rush back to me. You’d apologize, beg for forgiveness, pull me into your arms, and we’d live happily ever after.” Her gaze flicked from the lake to my face. “But I’m not a kid anymore, and neither are you.”


    “That was part of the problem. We were too young.”


    She shook her head, her arms tight around her middle. “See, that’s the issue. I don’t know what the problem was. You never told me. You still haven’t.” She swiped a tear from her cheek. “And no matter how tempting it would be to settle into your arms, how can I? You still won’t tell me why you ran. You hurt me.” Her voice cracked. “I trusted the wrong man with my heart.”


    My chest burned with regret. My mate, my childhood best friend, my first and only love, had trusted me with her heart, and I tossed it aside. I’d justified it behind a noble cause, but deep down, I’d been too scared to tell her the truth.


    Her boyfriend was a werewolf.


    “Are you telling me it’s too late?” My gut twisted while I waited for her answer. She was a human; she didn’t have one mate. She could find someone else. For me, Anna was my one true love. I’d be alone forever. I could sleep around, and even get married, but my heart would never be engaged. An empty life.


    And my own fault.


    She shrugged and wrapped up what was left of her sandwich. “I didn’t say that.”


    My pulse surged. Fucking hope—I couldn’t rein it in.


    “Kissing you again…” She dared a look in my direction. “There is definitely still something there, but until you can tell me what happened the day you walked out of my life, I’ll always be looking over my shoulder, knowing you could leave at any time, and I won’t live like that.”


    “I will never let you go again. You have my word.”


    “Your word means very little to me. You want to prove you never stopped loving me?” She got up and stared down at me. “Start by trusting me with the truth.”


    She turned and made her way back down, leaving me behind in stunned silence. What the hell was I supposed to do? I’d fucked things up royally, but I couldn’t tell her I’d found out she was my one true mate and then dumped her. Even if I tried to explain werewolves—and our dangerous enemies—were real, she wouldn’t believe me, and if she did, that would be the news story of her life.


    Could I expose everyone for a second chance at love?


    “Logan!”


    Anna’s shout snapped me back to reality. “Yeah?”


    I started snatching up the blanket and water bottles and shoving them into the backpack.


    “I can’t make that last jump to the ground.”


    Smiling, I hooked the pack over one shoulder and hustled down to find her.


    She stood at the edge of the rock face with her hand on her hip. Without makeup, hair tied back, wearing faded jeans and a tank top, she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I wanted to peel off her clothes and explore every inch of her. How had I lived without her for so long?


    “Kinda takes away some of the drama out of my exit when I need your help to get down.” She almost smiled.


    That hint of a curve to her lips reignited the hope. I grinned. “Your secret is safe with me.”


    She rolled her eyes, chuckling. “Doesn’t change what I said.”


    “I know.” I walked past her and crawled over the edge, hanging down I released my grip and landed on my feet. “Okay, your turn.”


    I held my arms out to catch her. She shook her head. “I still don’t get how you can make that jump and not break your leg.”


    “Mom always said I was part monkey.”


    She let her legs over the side. “You’re ready?”


    I focused on her every move. “I’ve got you. Let go.”


    Anna squeaked as she dropped. I caught her with little effort, but I didn’t set her down. “You still trust me.”


    “With my life.” She stared into my eyes. “Not with my heart.”


    Being this close to her, I had to taste her lips, but unlike our last kiss, I took it slow. My lips brushed hers, gentle and tentative, waiting for her reaction. Unspoken questions lined her eyes. My gaze stayed on her face as I kissed her again.


    This time she responded, her teeth catching my lower lip. A growl rumbled in my chest, and she smiled. “I still want you, too.”


    Our lips fused together. Hungry, aching, my tongue finding hers. God, she tasted like honey and cinnamon. My Anna. Mine. Her fingers slid into my hair, pulling me closer. I carried her into the shadows of the thick pine trees and held her in one arm while I dropped the backpack and slowly let her feet touch the ground.


    She tilted her head, moaning into the kiss. I cupped her ass and pressed her tight against my hips. There was no way she could miss how badly I wanted her, but I didn’t give a shit. I was finished pushing her away. This was my mate.


    I moved my other hand up under her tank, groaning as I caressed her hot skin. Her breasts pressed into me as I walked her backward until she had a tree at her back. Breaking the kiss, my lips trailed down her throat.


    Her fist tightened in my hair, her breath heaving. “Logan. Wait.”


    The passion in her voice fed my desire to take her. While Anna and I had made love as teens, I hadn’t started shifting yet. My wolf had never claimed his mate, and the primal urge to do so now was overwhelming. Her words were clear, but the wolf was too close to the surface.


    I kissed my way down her chest.


    “Logan. Not here. Logan!”


    She tugged my hair, hard. I stumbled back from her, my eyes dilating, my senses on fire. Shit. What was I doing? I rubbed a shaky hand down my face. “I’m sorry. I got carried away.”


    Anna came forward, her cheeks flushed with color. “I did, too.” She shook her head. “But if someone found us here, there’d be no shutting down the story, and I don’t want to be plastered all over the internet as Logan Reynolds’s latest play thing.”


    “I don’t have play things.”


    An uncharacteristically shy smile warmed her lips. “Good.”


    I caught her hand, lacing my fingers with hers. She didn’t jerk away. “Thanks for today.”


    “Nothing has changed.”


    I held up our joined hands. “Liar.”


    She laughed, and the devil himself couldn’t have wiped the grin off my face.


    “Okay, so maybe I don’t hate you anymore.”


    “Baby steps. I’m a patient guy.”


    …


    I pulled into her place and turned off the engine. “Have any plans tonight?”


    “I should be writing my amazing interview of reclusive alt rocker, Logan Reynolds, but revealing he can still curl my toes when he kisses me is probably not what will cement my reputation as a serious journalist.”


    “Toes are nothing. You make the rest of the world cease to exist when you kiss me.”


    She blew on her fingernails and buffed them on her shoulder. I let my head fall back, laughing harder than I had in years. She was magic. Such a gift. Somehow I had to make things right.


    “Thanks for lunch. I’ve got to work on this other story, but we could meet up later tonight.”


    The other story. Nero. My smile faded. “Be careful with that one. If they’re working that hard to stay off the internet, they probably don’t want people to know they’re moving into Lake Tahoe.”


    “It’s just an email. I’m not giving out my home address and phone number.” When I didn’t respond, she pulled the door handle. “Pick me up at seven, okay?”


    “I’ll be here.”


    She slammed the truck and walked to her front door. The natural sway of her hips held my attention. I shifted in my seat. I wanted to do a lot more than watch her.


    But I also wanted more than her body, and she made it clear that unless I could explain why I left, her heart was on a shelf.


    I was screwed, only not in the way I was fantasizing about.


    She opened the door and turned back with a wave. A grin tugged at the corners of my mouth. I hadn’t felt this good in years.


    …


    It was just after three p.m. when I pushed through the doors to the Full Moon Bar and Grill. Right between the lunch and dinner crowds. Perfect time to bug my folks.


    My parents started the place before my brother and I were born. The Twenty-fifth Anniversary Banner hung across the top of the bar. They were actually in their twenty-sixth year now, but no one bothered to take down the banner.


    “Hey, Mom.”


    She glanced up from rubbing down the mahogany bar and grinned. “Logan! Come give your mom a hug.”


    I chuckled and came around the bar. My mom was about a foot shorter than me, and I never let her forget it. I bent down to embrace her, lifting her feet off the floor. She laughed and shook her head. “Put me down, you brat!”


    Being a good son, I honored my mom’s request. “Is Dad here?”


    She picked up her towel. “Yep. He’s in the back concocting some new dessert.”


    My dad was an amazing cook. He’d never attended culinary school. His recipes were a family secret, passed down from his mother, and he had great instincts, morphing a simple burger into an event. If Luke and I weren’t werewolves with fast burning metabolisms, we would definitely be husky.


    I pushed through the swinging door to the kitchen, but the stove was deserted. “Dad?”


    “Back here.”


    Venturing farther into the food prep area, I found him hunched over a crème brûlée with a little blowtorch. He straightened, and we clasped forearms before he tugged me in for a tight hug.


    My dad was my height, with a solid build. No one would ever guess he was in his late fifties. He and his twin, Niko, were the youngest in Malcolm’s Pack. He’d survived the failed Operation Moonlight with Adam’s father. The project was one of Nero’s first contracts with the federal government, and Malcolm and the others had signed up, thinking they’d be able to use their enhanced abilities to serve their country, but Antonio Severino had visions of shape-shifting assassins rented to the highest bidder.


    After they escaped, my dad and the others settled here in Reno where he met my mom.


    I could’ve confided in her, too, but she’d never been in my shoes. Since the shifter gene is carried in the Y chromosome, only males are born as werewolves. And if we’re lucky enough to find our mate, we eventually have to navigate telling her the truth. If the couple wanted children, she had to be bitten, turned into a werewolf like her mate.


    My mom’s scar on her right hand was as precious to her as her wedding ring on her left.


    “What’s up Logan?” He set the torch aside.


    “Anna is back in town.”


    He leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest with a hint of a smile. “She’s a great girl.”


    I nodded. “Yeah, she is.”


    He pulled in a slow breath and raised a brow. “Are you two dating again?”


    Her scent on my clothes must’ve been a dead giveaway. “Uh…” Were we? “Not exactly.”


    His grin faded. “Want to fill me in?”


    “I should probably start with why I didn’t take her to the prom.”


    My parents never pressed me for answers that night. I’d survived my first shift into a wolf the night before—maybe they’d thought it made me sore, or moody. I never asked, but I appreciated them staying out of it. Distancing myself from Anna, not answering her calls or her notes stuffed in my locker, had been the darkest time of my life.


    So I kept it all inside and poured the pain into my music. My Gibson guitar was my only confidant.


    “Dad, she’s my mate.”


    He let out a whoop and grinned. My mom rushed in, towel at the ready. “Is everything okay?”


    “Laura, our boy has found his mate, and wait until you hear who she is…”


    Mom turned to me. They both looked giddy. Shit.


    “It’s Anna.”


    She beamed and hugged me so tight I could barely breathe. “I’m so happy for you, honey. You two are so good together.” She pulled back and frowned. “You didn’t tell us you guys reconnected.”


    “It just happened.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “Truth is, I’ve known she was my mate since the day of the prom.”


    Mom’s jaw slackened, and Dad’s brow furrowed. They looked at each other and back to me. Finally, Dad cleared his throat. “I don’t understand. You didn’t take her to the prom, and you didn’t talk to her again until now?”


    “Yeah, I remember.” I groaned. “It was stupid, it’s just…I panicked. I shifted for the first time the night before, and I was on such a high from that, and at the same time I was still shaken up from protecting Luke.”


    Not only had I experienced my first run with the Wolf Pack, but afterward, I’d found a jaguar assassin stalking my brother. It was the first time I’d ever taken a life, and it wasn’t sitting well with me when I picked Anna up for lunch the next day.


    I sighed, staring at my parents. “I kissed her, and the world tilted on its axis. I knew.”


    Mom shook her head. “But you loved that girl. How could you turn your back and walk away?”


    I stared at my parents. They’d been together for almost thirty years now. They met after my dad and his Pack brothers escaped from Nero, from Operation Moonlight. He was already in his twenties with visions of opening his own restaurant.


    How could I make them understand?


    “Anna and I grew up together. Her whole life she’s wanted to be a journalist. She was getting acceptance letters from east coast schools.” I pulled my hair back out of my face. “I was a seventeen-year-old werewolf. How could I have a mate? Was I supposed to marry her while I was bussing tables here and hoping to be a rock star?”


    I leaned my elbows on my dad’s worktable, staring down at my hands. “I didn’t know what to do, so I thought I should put her first. If I broke things off, she could go off to college and make her dreams come true.”


    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Mom stepped up to the other side of the table. “It’s painful, unbearable, to lose your mate.”


    I lifted my head, my eyes burning with tears I’d never let her see. “I couldn’t tell you, or anyone, because you’d try to talk me out of it.”


    “That makes no sense.” My dad frowned.


    “I killed someone the night before, Dad. It shook me, and I didn’t want her to be a part of our world. It was too dangerous.” I shook my head. Our world wasn’t any safer now. “I couldn’t bear to hold Anna back.”


    My dad put his hand on my mom’s shoulder. “It’s water under the bridge now. She’s here. What are you going to do?”


    “That’s why I came by. She’s trying to interview me for Rolling Stone.”


    Mom’s eyes lit up. “You’ve never done an interview before.”


    “I don’t care about the magazine, Mom. I want to fix my mistake. I want another chance with her.”


    Dad shrugged. “You’ll have to tell her the truth.”


    My eyes widened. “Tell a reporter werewolves exist?”


    He sighed. “She’s Vivi first, a reporter second.”


    “What if she can’t resist? I keep seeing the cover of Rolling Stone: ‘Logan Reynolds from Logan and the Howlers actually howls.’”


    He shrugged. “It’s a risk. But if she’s your mate, and if there’s still love there… It’s your only hope.”


    I swiped a hot pad, wringing my frustration into it. “Uncle Niko died to keep our secret from the police, and now you’re standing here encouraging me to spill it to a reporter? And what if she keeps our secret, and she ends up getting hurt?” My gut churned at the thought, as I whispered, “What if she stays, and I can’t keep her safe?”


    “Sorry to break it to you, Logan.” My dad patted my shoulder. “There are no guarantees in this life. Not anywhere, with us, or with humans. And as far as telling our secret to a reporter, this is Vivi. The girl you’ve loved since you were a little boy. She loved you, too. You’re not giving her enough credit.”


    “And what if you’re giving her too much?”


    Mom came around and took my hand. “The police officers wouldn’t have covered for Niko. Werewolves would’ve been in all the papers. Vivi would never want to see that happen to you. She’ll protect you just like you always did her.”


    My hands trembled with the fear of the ten-year-old boy who told his uncle good-bye. “What if you’re wrong?”


    Mom gave me an empathetic smile. “What if I’m right?”


    “I was afraid to tell your mother.” My dad laced his fingers with my mom’s “I lamented over it for weeks, but you know what happened?”


    Mom chuckled. “I’d already noticed so many weird things about Nick, like the way he could hear sounds I couldn’t, and he could jump and run faster than any man I’d ever met before. Not to mention he bought an industrial stove and moved it all by himself. Impossible.” She smiled over at him. “After I finished laughing, and started really considering it, I was relieved to know the truth.”


    “You’re saying Anna already knows?”


    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m saying she knows you’re hiding something. Loving someone means loving all of them, and she can’t do that if you’re keeping a part of yourself hidden.”


    Dad came around and pulled us both into his arms. He squeezed my shoulder. “You have to make this decision, son. My gut says that girl would protect you to the ends of the earth, but when it comes down to sharing the truth about who you are…you’re the one who has to believe in her.”


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Vivianna


    I spent the next two hours carefully crafting, rethinking, editing, and finally hitting send on my email to Damian Severino. The questions were probing, but not too tough, and I kept them focused on the connection to the school more than digging into why a defense contractor was expanding into Lake Tahoe.


    If I could gain his trust, the rest of the story would come out. For now, I had to be patient.


    My cell rang, and I almost jumped out of my skin. Madison’s picture flashed on my screen. “Hey Madison. What’s up?”


    “I just got off work. Want to grab a drink someplace?”


    I glanced at the clock. Shit. I’d forgotten about drinks. Logan was picking me up later. But maybe he could meet me instead. That was probably safer anyway. “Yeah. Where?”


    “Rojo’s has karaoke tonight. Say six o’clock?”


    “See you there.”


    After sending a text to Logan about the change in plans, I headed into the bathroom to clean up and get changed. My phone dinged.


    See you at Rojo’s at seven.


    Perfect. I could visit with Madison and then introduce her to Logan. We probably wouldn’t be able to get him to sing karaoke, but having Madison with me would add a safety buffer. There wouldn’t be any passionate lip-locking with her at my side.


    Heat flushed my skin, rushing through my body, just thinking about that kiss in the woods. I should be pissed. He had to know he was ruining my chances of ever moving on. No other man kindled the passionate fire inside of me that Logan did. And now that it was fresh in my memory, how could I accept anything less?


    We hadn’t even had sex yet.


    I splashed cool water on my face, snapping me out of the spell. Yet? Oh hell, I needed to get a grip. Enough of letting him drive the bus.


    Rojo’s required something…hot. Logan had tempted me all day, so tonight I was turning the tables. Plus, I’d have Madison as my wingman. He could ache for me, see what he tossed to the curb, but he couldn’t have me.


    I took my black leather skirt off the hanger and pulled down my crimson silk tank top. My black heels would complete the outfit. I examined my reflection in the mirror and smiled. When we were kids, I was a jeans and a T-shirt kind of girl. It wasn’t until college that I discovered different wardrobes—business casual, cocktail dresses, and clubbing wear.


    Tonight was definitely a “tease your ex-boyfriend” ensemble.


    I finished off my makeup with red glossy lipstick that matched the crimson top. Not bad. Next I bent over, brushing all my hair up and bundling it into a high ponytail. When I straightened, I pinned it into a messy bun, allowing for a few little tendrils to dangle down. Logan used to love kissing my neck and shoulders whenever my hair was up. And tonight, I’d be off-limits.


    I pressed my lips together, wishing I didn’t want to feel the warmth of his mouth on my skin, his teeth teasing me even higher.


    Enough!


    Leaving the bathroom, I stopped to grab his guitar and then headed to my car. I got to Rojo’s five minutes late. Madison was already at the bar. Her face lit up as I made my way to her.


    “Wow!” She gave me a once over. “You look amazing.”


    “Thanks.” I smoothed my skirt before stepping up onto the barstool.


    “Are you on a manhunt tonight?”


    “No. Logan’s coming by in an hour. I just wanted him to see what he lost.”


    She raised a brow. “Why is he going to be here?”


    “He left his guitar at our place. He’s picking it up.”


    Her smile faded. “When did he come to our place? I thought you were through with that jerk.”


    “He’s not a jerk. He’s just…” I shook my head. “He wants a second chance.”


    “You’re kidding me.” She sipped her drink. “You’re not considering it, are you?”


    I ordered a mai tai and shrugged. “Not really.”


    She sighed and set her glass on the bar. “Vivi, listen to me. He walked away without a word or an explanation. How do you know he won’t do it again? You’re setting yourself up for heartbreak, sweetie.”


    “That’s the thing. I told him there’s no second chance unless he comes clean and tells me why he walked away.”


    “Good. And did he tell you?”


    “Not yet.”


    She shook her head. “Not a good sign.”


    “I know.” I paid for my drink and took a couple of swallows.


    She nudged me with her shoulder. “Has it occurred to you that maybe the only reason you’re attracted to him right now is to get some closure? If he tells you why, maybe you can finally put him behind you for good.”


    Her logic was solid, but that kiss in the woods told another story. Part of me was still his—had always been his.


    “Maybe.”


    She went and grabbed a notebook of the karaoke song library. “Any luck on your story, or did your ex steal your whole day?”


    Hearing her bag on Logan was getting old, but I resisted defending him.


    “Actually, Damian responded and said he’d be willing to answer some questions as long as I keep his identity secret.”


    “That’s awesome.” She smiled, flipping pages.


    I nodded. “Yeah. It took me a while to get the questions squared away, but I sent them over. Hopefully, I’ll know more soon.”


    She pointed her perfectly manicured nail to “Fame” by Irene Cara. “I’m feeling eighties tonight.” Pushing the book my way, she grinned. “Your turn.”


    “Eighties, huh…” I perused the titles and smiled when I found the perfect song. “‘Total Eclipse of the Heart.’”


    Madison wrote the song numbers on a cocktail napkin and took them up to the deejay. I checked the time on my phone. With any luck, we’d be done well before Logan arrived. I wasn’t a bad singer, but…I hadn’t had any hit songs or performed in front of sold-out crowds of screaming fans. He didn’t need to see me goofing off at karaoke.


    Not that I was trying to impress him. Much.


    Madison came back and sipped her drink. “There’s a big line ahead of us, but we’re in the queue.”


    Great.


    We carried our glasses over to a table and clapped for a great rendition of Kelly Clarkson’s “Since You Been Gone.” After a few more songs, and a refill of my Mai Tai, I’d forgotten all about Logan.


    The deejay announced Madison was “on deck,” and I cheered. She grinned and got up to wait beside the booth. “I’m gonna kill it.”


    “You always do.”


    And she did. Madison was a go-getter in everything she did, karaoke included. She made eye contact with people in the audience and belted out the lyrics with the passion of an eighties pop star.


    And I got to follow that. Great.


    I stood in the “on deck” area to the right of the deejay booth, my attention on the door. Half of me prayed I’d be finished singing before Logan got here, and the other half willed him to walk in.


    Liquid courage warmed me from the inside out, but the second his broad shoulders filled the doorway, my stomach flipped and my pulse kicked up a notch. My lips parted, air rushing into my lungs as he scanned the bar. Finally, his piercing blue eyes found me.


    Everything else faded away. The heat from the liquor spread lower, blossoming as my heart raced. He came closer, his gaze never straying from mine, but before he reached me, Madison finished singing and the crowd erupted in cheers. A few people were on their feet, and the deejay shouted at me.


    “Go take the mic. This one has a short intro.”


    Breaking the spell, I walked over and took the microphone from Madison, who told me, “Knock ’em dead.”


    She stepped out of the spotlight as my song started. The lyrics moved across the screen. I fumbled my first cue a little. But after a couple more lines, I lost myself to the music.


    I almost missed seeing Madison talking to Logan.


    Almost.


    And neither of them looked happy.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Logan


    When I walked into Rojo’s, I wasn’t prepared to see Anna in the spotlight. She had on a short black leather skirt, with a curve-hugging red tank top and full red lips to match. She looked so damned sexy, I wanted to beat the shit out of every drunk guy imagining her naked.


    My usually dormant wolf was front and center.


    This was definitely not the teenaged girl I remembered. She had grown up into a curvy, brave, passionate woman. Her tight skirt only covered half her thighs, leaving the rest of her shapely legs for everyone to see.


    “Logan Reynolds?”


    I shifted my gaze a little lower to find a blonde in a linen suit, and she didn’t look happy to see me. “And you are?”


    “I’m Madison, Vivi’s best friend. The one who helped pick up the pieces the last time you left her.” She crossed her arms.


    “This doesn’t involve you.” I stared over her head at my mate. She was belting out “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” The lyrics hit like a sucker punch to the gut.


    “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but if you hurt her again, I’ll be on your ass.”


    “I’m not going to hurt her.” I ground my teeth together and met her eyes. “I love her.”


    “Bullshit. You love yourself.” She raised her chin. “If you ever loved her, you would’ve mailed a birthday card, or called and apologized, or maybe given her the tiniest sign that you noticed she was gone. She never said anything, but I always knew when it was your anniversary, because she’d sit outside and stare up at the moon and listen to your angsty song over and over again all night.”


    I did, too. We’d both been staring at the moon thinking of each other, and I never reached out to her. I’d convinced myself I was noble, not an asshole.


    “What do you want from me?”


    Madison put her hand on her hip. “I want you to leave her alone so she can get on with her life.”


    “Not a chance.” I narrowed my eyes, dead serious.


    “I don’t get it. You treat her like garbage, and now that she’s not falling all over you, you suddenly can’t live without her?”


    I broke eye contact, watching Anna sing. “I distanced myself. I don’t expect you to understand, but I’ll never be strong enough to do it again.” Glancing at her, I added, “You’re protective. I’m glad she found a good best friend.”


    “I love Vivi.” She sighed, her hand sliding off her hip. “And I meant what I said, if you hurt her—”


    “You’ll be on my ass. I remember.” I struggled to keep from smiling.


    The song faded, and the crowd at Rojo’s came alive applauding and cheering. Anna bowed and handed the mic to the next singer. Her eyes locked on mine as she approached, but she sidestepped me and hugged Madison instead.


    When they parted, she smiled. “So, it looks like you guys already met.”


    “Yeah.” Madison pointed in my direction. “I warned him if he hurts you again he’ll have to deal with me.”


    Anna nudged her shoulder. “I can take care of myself.”


    “I know.” Madison narrowed her gaze at me. “But still…”


    I put my hands up, fighting back a smile. “I swear my intentions are good.”


    Anna grinned with a glint in her dark eyes. “Mine are more questionable.”


    I raised a brow and had opened my mouth to respond when someone grabbed my arm. I spun to find a star-struck woman. Her breath reeked of alcohol. “You’re Logan Reynolds.”


    Shit. “I am, but I’m a little busy at the—”


    “It is Logan!” she shouted across the club to her friends who all squealed and popped out of their chairs. She turned back to me. “I knew it was you. They thought I was too buzzed, but I knew.”


    She was way past buzzed. She was drunk. Very drunk.


    A familiar touch brushed my elbow. “Come on, there’s a back door by the restrooms.”


    I pulled free of the other woman’s grasp and followed Anna out. Behind us, I had no trouble hearing Madison introducing herself as my publicist and informing them I had another engagement.


    I owed her.


    Once we were outside, Anna burst out laughing. “I can’t take you anywhere.”


    The sweet scent of rum and fruit teased my nostrils. Anna might’ve had a couple drinks tonight, too.


    “Sorry about that.”


    “It’s okay.” She shook her head, her smile fading a little. “I forget you’re a rock star now. To me, you’re just Logan.”


    I took her hand. “That’s all I want to be.”


    She studied our joined hands and sighed. “I wish touching you didn’t feel so right.”


    “Please don’t wish that.” I lifted her chin until she met my eyes. “Not yet.”


    I bent to kiss her lips, but the second she hummed, flashes erupted around us.


    Anna jumped back with a gasp. Instinctively I stepped in front of her, shielding her from any cameras. How could I have been so stupid? Anna made me forget the rest of the world existed.


    “I’m not on stage right now.”


    A woman snapped another pic, and the guy with her called out. “Are you on a date?”


    “Is she your girlfriend?” Another female voice prodded.


    I groaned and reached behind me for Anna’s hand, my voice intended just for her. “Have your keys handy?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Let’s get the hell out of here. Ready?”


    She squeezed my hand.


    I glanced at the small group of onlookers. “Thanks for supporting my music. Later.”


    We turned and sprinted for Anna’s car. I figured that’d be safer than my truck. Some fans knew what I drove. Most of them gave me my space, but some, like tonight, not so much.


    Anna’s car wouldn’t be recognized. We could come back for my truck after the bar folk were gone. When we got to the car she tossed me the keys. “You drive. I had two mai tais.”


    I popped the locks, hopped in, and fired up the engine. The tires only squealed a little as we peeled out of the lot.


    “Fuck. Anna, I’m sorry.” I checked the rearview mirror. “I don’t think they got your picture.”


    She chuckled. “If they did, at least I looked good tonight.”


    “Good?” I grinned. “You look so sexy, I almost lost it when I walked in Rojo’s.”


    She smoothed her short leather skirt. “I wanted to punish you by dressing hot and not letting you touch me.” She reached over and laid her hand on my thigh. All the blood in my body rushed to my groin. “But apparently I suck at playing games, because a few minutes later, I kissed you in the parking lot.”


    I brought one hand off the wheel to rest over hers. “Mind if we go to my place? We need to talk.”


    “Talk?” She turned her head my way. “Rock stars only take you to their place for sex.”


    “Is that how it goes?” I scoffed. “Apparently I’ve been doing this all wrong.” I squeezed her hand. “Besides, I’m just Logan to you, remember?”


    “Fine. I’ll go to your place.” She stared out the window.


    I’d never seen Anna buzzed before. So far, she was pretty damned cute.


    I parked her car in my garage. After the alcohol wore off, she might not be as cavalier about people labeling her as my girlfriend. When we got inside, she sat on the couch and I went to the fridge.


    “Want a beer or soda or anything?”


    “Mai tai, please.”


    I chuckled. “Can’t help you there. But I do have a bottle of champagne in here. Would that work?”


    “I’m not celebrating.”


    I took out a beer and the bottle of bubbly. “I don’t think it’s a rule for champagne.”


    She looked over her shoulder at me. “Okay, but it doesn’t mean anything.”


    I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing and popped the cork. Anna jumped. “Sorry about that.”


    She got up and came over to lean on the kitchen bar. “Were you saving it for something?”


    “I usually crack it open when we finish recording new music to put online.”


    “No new music lately?”


    I poured the champagne into a tall flute glass for her and opened my Corona. “We have one more session to polish the last song.” Handing her the glass, I held up my bottle. “Here’s to second chances.”


    She didn’t clink my bottle. “I didn’t agree to a second chance. I agreed to come to your place. That’s it.”


    “All right.” I raised my bottle again. “Here’s to my place.”


    Her face lit up as her glass kissed the neck of my bottle. “I can drink to that.”


    We both sipped our drinks in silence. I wanted to talk to her, to tell her everything, or at least part of everything, but how did I start?


    It was going to take more than one beer.


    I grabbed another beer and brought the bottle of champagne, too. We went to the couch and sat down. My house wasn’t a palatial estate, but it was fenced and quiet. I had a big picture window facing the backyard. All the stars were bright. New moon was tomorrow night. Damian would be a jaguar. At least we thought he would. His scent definitely still had jaguar along with the wolf. Either way, we’d be on high alert.


    Shifting my gaze from the window, I stared at Anna’s profile. Would she resent being pulled into my world? Once she learned there were dangers no one could imagine out there, she could never go back. I polished off the rest of my beer and opened the second.


    She set her empty glass on the table. “So, I thought we were going to talk.”


    “We are.” Another swig. “Just trying to figure out where to start.”


    She shifted a little so she was facing me on the sofa. I struggled to keep from staring as her skirt slid even farther up her thigh. Desire was clouding my judgment.


    “I wasn’t the only who dressed hot tonight.” She ran a finger down my chest, burning my skin through the thin cotton. “This shirt is so tight, your entire six-pack distracted me while I was singing. Almost missed my cue at the beginning.”


    I caught her hand. If it wandered any lower, I’d lose the tenuous hold I had over my self-control. “I wanted to look good, but unlike you, I hoped you’d touch me.”


    The sexy smile on her red lips had my heart pounding. “I miss touching you.”


    Fuck. Whatever was left of my restraint snapped. I pulled her into my arms, our lips fusing together. My tongue found hers, and I groaned. Her hands pushed my shirt up. Breathless, I broke the kiss just long enough for her to pull it off and toss it away. Her lips were like oxygen. And I needed more.


    I laid her back, growling as her fingernails slid down my spine. Her hands moved lower, gripping my ass and pulling my hips in tighter. My fucking jeans needed to be off. Now.


    I got to my knees, staring down at her as I unbuttoned my Levis. Her short leather skirt was pushed up, exposing red satin panties that matched her top.


    She stared up at me and whispered, “How did you get more handsome? How is that even possible?”


    “I was thinking the same thing about you.” My voice was raw, hungry. “You’re sure about this?”


    She nodded. “I’ve wanted this since you kissed me during the interview.” I ran my hands up her thighs. Her eyes drifted closed as she whispered, “Maybe then I can get you out of my system.”


    Ice cold shower. I froze, brain function returning. “You’ll never be out of my system, Anna. Never.”


    “In case you didn’t notice, I’m throwing myself at you.” Her eyes opened, her blissful smile fading away. “You don’t have to lie to me to get me into bed.”


    “Shit.” I got up, raking both hands back through my hair. “I’m not lying to you, and if I took you to bed, it’s because I fucking love you, Anna. I have loved you my entire life. You’re it for me. The only woman I’ll ever love.”


    “Bullshit.” She got to her feet and into my face. “Damn it, Logan! What did I ever do to make you lie to me? Either let me in, or let me go.” A tear rolled down her cheek, smacking me harder than her hands ever could. “You can’t have it both ways.”


    “It’s not that simple.” I went to the window. “Do you remember my Uncle Niko?”


    Her voice was soft. “The one who died in jail.”


    “He hung himself.”


    Softer. “I remember. It was the first time I ever saw you cry.”


    I turned around, my chest tight, burning. Anna watched me, compassion in her eyes for the same guy who caused the tears on her cheeks. Me. “I don’t deserve you.”


    “You don’t have me, Logan.” She cleared her throat. “You lost me the day you walked away.”


    A hot tear escaped the corner of my eye. “I wish I could take it all back.”


    “You can’t.” She wiped her nose and crossed her arms around her middle. “But you can try to make it right.”


    I pulled in a slow breath. “I knew Niko was going to hang himself. My dad took us to say good-bye.”


    Her jaw gaped a little. “What? Why didn’t your dad stop him?”


    My pulse raced as I struggled to find the words. Part of me, that same scared kid, trembled in fear that I was betraying my Pack and dishonoring my uncle’s sacrifice, but my dad’s advice reverberated in my subconscious. She’s my Anna first, then a reporter. Just like I was Logan to her, not a rock star.


    I prayed I was right and opened my mouth.


    “Because in a few hours the full moon would’ve been up, and if my uncle was still alive…he would’ve been a wolf in that cell.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Vivianna


    Did he just say his uncle would have turned into a wolf? Alcohol still warmed my abdomen, keeping my filters a little thin, but I wasn’t smashed enough to believe him. Was he teasing me? Did he honestly think I’d buy this? I struggled to fire up some anger, or at least indignation, but I couldn’t find a trace of laughter in his eyes.


    But it couldn’t be true. I frowned. “This isn’t funny, Logan.”


    He wasn’t joking. “No, it’s not.”


    “You’re saying your Uncle Niko was some kind of…werewolf?” I rubbed my forehead, wishing I could clear the buzz from my mind.


    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” He didn’t even crack a smile.


    I took a step back. “Why are you doing this?”


    He sighed, but didn’t break eye contact. “Because I love you, and I trust you, and I want you to trust me, too.”


    I opened and closed my mouth a few times before I could find my voice again. “So, you’re telling me that werewolves are real.” Suddenly my foggy brain found the big connection. “You’re a…” I couldn’t even finish the insane sentence.


    His voice was barely a whisper, “I’m a werewolf, Anna.”


    “No.” I couldn’t look at him. My mind whirled. I went to the kitchen for my keys, but if I couldn’t drive earlier, that last glass of champagne cemented it. I needed a ride. “Take me home.”


    “Anna, talk to me.”


    I wheeled to face him, my voice a little louder than I intended. “There is no such thing as a werewolf, Logan. And it hurts that this is the best lie you can come up with. You really thought I’d buy that? What are you going to do when the full moon comes around in a couple weeks?”


    He didn’t hesitate. “I’ll be a big, dark brown wolf with blue eyes.”


    “Stop it!” I balled my hands into tight fists at my sides, my nails digging into my palms and clearing a little of the mental fog. “I can’t believe I’m listening to this.”


    He came closer, but didn’t touch me. I wished he would put his shirt back on. His torso was distracting, even in my current state of mind.


    “Earlier today, I pulled you up that rock face with one arm.”


    “Yeah, but look at you.” I gestured up his chest. “You’re like Batman without the suit.”


    He almost smiled. “I’ve always eaten more than I should, and I never gain weight.”


    “A healthy metabolism doesn’t mean you’re a werewolf.”


    He groaned. “I don’t know how to make you believe, but I’m not lying to you. The night before the prom was a full moon. I shifted into a wolf for the first time that night.”


    I struggled to remember. It could have been a full moon, but I could fact check it on the internet later. “So you dumped me because you were worried you’d bite me or something?”


    “No.” He shook his head. “We should probably sit down.”


    Visions of what we almost did on the couch filled my head. I pulled out one of the stools from under the kitchen bar and sat. Logan did the same and met my eyes.


    “For just a second, pretend werewolves are real, okay? Let me tell you how we work. First rule, we don’t run around biting people and turning them into werewolves.”


    “Were you bitten?”


    I shook my head. “No. It runs in the male’s side of the family. The Y chromosome carries the shifter gene. Luke and I were born wolves, just like our dad.”


    “Nick is a werewolf, too?”


    I nodded. “Yep. And so is my mom.”


    “Laura?” I had to admit, even though it was fiction, this was fascinating. “So she was bitten?”


    He paused, staring at his hand on the bar. “Yeah, but she wasn’t attacked.” He lifted his eyes, his gaze locked on mine. “She wanted to be like him, like her mate.”


    My head was spinning. “Mate?”


    He nodded slowly. “Like wolves, we have one mate for life, chosen by destiny or Fate or whatever you believe. When we touch her, skin to skin, the wolf recognizes her as our one true partner for life. The only woman we will ever love.”


    Those words. Logan said them earlier. The only woman I’ll ever love. I gasped and met his eyes. “You think I’m your mate?”


    “I know you are.”


    I pressed the heels of my hands to my temples, struggling to keep my head from exploding. “This is so insane.”


    “It doesn’t make it any less true.”


    I lowered my hands. “When did this mate thing occur to you?”


    “Our wolf doesn’t really awaken inside of us until our first shift…”


    I put my hand up, shushing him. Holy shit. I already knew when he discovered it. And if I was right…could all of this be real? My pulse pounded in my ears. “That kiss. The day of the prom. You took me to lunch, and we kissed when you picked me up. Only it was different. It was…”


    “Urgent, needy, and…” His voice died off.


    “Good-bye.”


    A tear escaped from the corner of his eye rolling slowly down his chiseled cheek to his strong jaw. “We were kids. And you had big dreams. I didn’t know what else to do.”


    “I’d loved you for half my life by then.” A sob strangled my throat. “How could you do that to me? How could leaving me, breaking my heart, be your choice?”


    He stared down at his hands. “I didn’t feel like I had a choice. After Niko died keeping werewolves a secret…I guess I panicked about spilling it. You wanted to be a reporter. I thought I’d be betraying my Pack if I told you. In my head, you’d be better off seeing the world than being tied here with me.”


    I struggled to piece all the information together. “That’s why you don’t go on tour with your band.”


    “Tough to plan a tour around full moons, and I wouldn’t feel comfortable shifting in an area I wasn’t familiar with.”


    I blew out a breath, mulling everything over, struggling between believing and wanting it to be fiction, when another thought pierced through the haze of champagne. “You thought I’d expose you.”


    “I was seventeen and freaked out.”


    “But we shared everything. You shut me out because you thought I’d tell everyone what you were.” Somehow this hurt almost as much as it did when he walked away. “God, did you know me at all? How could you think I would ever do something like that to you?”


    “I don’t. I wouldn’t be telling you now if I did.” He got off his stool and stood in front of me. Taking my hand in his, he pressed my palm to his bare chest, right over his heart. “I’m not going to try to justify what I did. There has not been a single day that I didn’t regret hurting you, or miss having you in my life.”


    Tears brimmed in my eyes. “This can’t be real.”


    He lifted my hand and kissed my palm. “If it were the full moon, I could prove it to you.”


    I cupped his cheek, memorizing every line of face. Was I seriously willing to buy into werewolves being real? Was I that drunk?


    “I need to go home.” I dropped my hand to my side.


    He hesitated. “You don’t believe me.”


    “I don’t know what to think.” I shook my head. “I definitely need some sleep and a clearer head.”


    He took a step back, and I almost reached for him. Part of me ached to get naked and lose myself in his arms. Just for a night, to be able to experience that bliss we used to share. That naïve belief in happily ever after.


    But I didn’t. He had to be lying.


    Logan drove me back to Lake Tahoe in my own car. It wasn’t until he pulled in the driveway that I connected the dots. “How are you going to get home? We left your truck…”


    “Rojo’s is only a couple miles away. I can jog over.”


    “It’s late.”


    He sighed and met my eyes. “I’m a werewolf, Anna. I’ll be fine.”


    His words were like being smacked, further sobering me up. I didn’t want it to be true. If werewolves were real, what else was there in the world that I didn’t know about?


    “Thanks for bringing me home.”


    He gave me my keys and bent to kiss my cheek. “Call me when you’re ready.”


    I nodded and went to the door. When I looked back, he was already gone. I pressed my lips together to keep from sighing.


    The door opened before I could reach for the knob. Madison stood there in her robe, arms crossed over her chest. She peered around me and then relaxed. “He’s gone?”


    “Yeah.” I went inside and collapsed onto a dining room chair.


    Madison sat the chair next to me. “So tell me everything.”


    I opened my mouth and closed it again. If there was any truth to what Logan shared tonight, I couldn’t tell her. I couldn’t tell anyone this huge, world-changing news. The journalist in me cringed.


    “Well?” She raised her eyebrows. “Please tell me you didn’t sleep with him.”


    “No.” I shook my head. “But I would have.”


    She gasped. “He said no?”


    “Not exactly.” I lifted my gaze to her face. “He asked if I was sure, and I said yes…then I blurted out it might help me get him out of my system.”


    Her head tilted a little. “And that backed him off?”


    I nodded. “More like brought him to a screeching halt.”


    “Wow.” She sat back in her chair.


    “What?”


    She shrugged. “I thought he just wanted what he couldn’t have.”


    “And when he could have me, he didn’t want me.” I rolled my eyes. “Okay, that’s not true.” I smiled. I couldn’t help it. “He for sure wanted me, in a big way.”


    Madison grinned. “So it was hot and heavy until you ruined the mood.”


    “Pretty much.” I stared at my hands. “He told me some stuff about why he left me hanging for the prom.”


    She waited and then groaned. “Oh God. You’re not seriously considering giving him another chance, are you?”


    “I don’t know yet.” I met her eyes. “I wish I could make you understand. No other guy has ever made me feel whole like Logan does. And he gets me. I…” I couldn’t tell her anymore. I pointed to my room. “I need some sleep so I can think straight.”


    Madison nodded. “Good plan.”


    I started down the hall.


    “Vivi?”


    I stopped and glanced over my shoulder. “Yeah?”


    “If you decide to spend more time with him, I’ll support you, okay? I don’t trust him, but all I really want is for you to be happy. You’re my best friend.”


    I hustled over and hugged her so tight she was lucky I didn’t crack a rib. “I love you. I’m being careful. Promise.”


    She stepped back, her lips curved in a warm smile. “Love you, too, Vivi. Get some rest.”


    …


    Madison was already gone for work when I woke up. Saturdays were busy around the real estate office, and her boss, Taryn Goldstone, was giving Madison more responsibility now that her son moved up from American Youth Soccer Organization to play club soccer. Those road games gave Madison extra chances to prove herself, and she never missed one.


    I ate a bowl of cereal, pretending the world was the same place it had been yesterday morning. Before Logan told me he was a… It still felt silly. Werewolf. Really?


    But it would explain how back in school he’d always known what was in my lunch sack before I did. He could smell it. And the way he lifted me up onto the rock one-handed, without even a grunt of exertion. What else could he do?


    Was I really considering this?


    I picked up my phone and texted Luke.


    I need a friend. Can I come by?


    I washed my bowl. My phone chimed as I dried it.


    Sure. I’m at the ranch.


    The address followed. I knew he was training show horses now, but I’d never been to his work. Werewolves riding horses. Seriously? I chuckled and headed into my room to change.


    Clad in jeans and a tank top, my hair in a ponytail, I reached for the baseball cap I snagged from the Masquerade last October. I had to laugh. The Wolf Pack. University of Nevada Reno had no idea a real Wolf Pack lived in town.


    Surreal.


    But I wasn’t ready to accept it. Not yet. Not without confirmation of some kind.


    I got to Whispering Pines about an hour later. When I climbed out of my car, Luke was riding a horse in the big arena. Another man was in the center of the ring, shouting some adjustments at the horse and rider.


    As I got closer, I made out the words, but I’d never been around horses before, so although I recognized it was English, I had no clue what he meant.


    “He’s over-bridled now. Loosen up.” The tall guy in the arena called out. “Good. See if you can bump him back a little. Nice. That’s the jog we want. Feel that?”


    Luke nodded.


    “Circle him around. He’ll want to rise up, but see if you can get him to relax his neck. Keep him steady.” The guy crossed his arms, biceps straining against his thin T-shirt. His faded jeans fit just right, too.


    Luke never told me the head trainer was hot.


    I didn’t know anything about horses. Morgans—I thought that was the breed he said they specialized in. The horse Luke rode was gorgeous. Deep, fiery auburn, almost wine colored. There was probably a horse color name for it, but that was the best description I could come up with. The horse’s neck was thick and powerful, with a long black mane and a braided up tail.


    As he circled the arena, he noticed me leaning on the railing. He put the reins in one hand and raised the other to wave. “Give me ten minutes.”


    “No problem,” I called.


    The guy in the center of the ring started walking my way. Shit. I hoped I wasn’t getting Luke in trouble. Maybe he wasn’t supposed to have visitors at the ranch? I’d never met his boss before.


    He glanced over his shoulder at Luke and the horse before jogging the rest of the way over. After slipping out the gate and closing it behind him, he walked toward me. Up close, he was tan and rugged, and built with broad shoulders and narrow hips.


    I forced my gaze back on to Luke. His blue eyes met mine as he rode past, but he smiled, so I relaxed a little. He must not be in hot water with his boss.


    “I’m Adam.”


    I turned, and he held out his hand. I shook it, trying not to feel small compared to him. “I’m Vivi.”


    “Nice to meet you.” He nodded toward the arena. “Luke’s never invited a girl out to the ranch before.”


    I chuckled. Luke and I were both in the age group when many of our friends were starting to get engaged or married, and most people who were older than us were eager to hook us up.


    “Luke and I have been friends since elementary school.” I met his eyes. “Just friends.” I emphasized the last word.


    Adam nodded. “Ah well. Luke’s a great guy. I’m sure he’ll find his perfect mate eventually.”


    Mate. There was that word again. Did Adam know about werewolves? That Luke and Logan were werewolves? It sounded nuts. Couldn’t be true. But until I verified it with Luke, I was struggling to wrap my head around the insanity.


    “He will. He’s got plenty of time.”


    Adam watched Luke on the horse. “Yeah.” He glanced my way with a smile that could make a girl’s knees weak. “You here to ride?”


    “A horse?” My eyes were probably saucer-sized. I shook my head, trying to regain my cool. “No. I need some friendly advice, and he told me to come by. I hope that’s not a problem. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


    He pushed off of the rail, straightening to his full height. “No problem. Bruce was our last one to work today.”


    “The horse’s name is Bruce?”


    He chuckled. “If you want to get technical, his registered name is Calisto’s Dark Night, but we call him Bruce. Like Bruce Wayne…”


    “Batman. I get it.” I smiled. “How long have you had the stable?”


    “Just over ten years now.”


    Luke stopped at the railing in front of us. “Hey, Adam. Happy with Bruce? Can I cool him out?”


    “Yeah.” Adam nodded. “In fact, hop off. I’ll do it.” He glanced at me. “You can help your friend.”


    Adam went into the ring while Luke kicked his leg over and dropped to the ground. Adam got in the saddle and smiled down at us. “Nice meeting you, Vivi.”


    He clucked at Bruce and loosened the reins. The horse walked off, head hung low, moseying into the distance.


    “Sorry. I didn’t realize you’d be here so soon.”


    I looked up at Luke. He was a mirror image of Logan, but with shorter hair and a deeper tan. “When you said I could talk to you, I jumped in the car.”


    He frowned. “Is something wrong?”


    I started to shake my head no, then almost nodded, and finally I just shrugged. “Logan told me something crazy last night. I know it’s not true, but he seemed serious. I just…” I met his eyes, my voice wavering. “He said he’s a werewolf.”


    Luke raised a brow. “He told you that?”


    I rolled my eyes groaning. “Oh God.” My hands waved around in time with my frustration. “How could I have seriously been considering it? I feel like a total idiot now.”


    Luke grabbed my hand, his gaze pinning me where I stood. “You’re not an idiot.”


    “But werewolves?”


    He didn’t smile, or laugh at me. He only nodded.


    My eyes narrowed. “No way.” I shook my head in denial. “No. It’s true?”


    He nodded again.


    “This can’t be happening.”


    He tugged my hand, walking me toward the barn. “What else did he tell you?”


    My mind spun at a dizzying speed. “Something about mates, and full moons…” I looked up at him again. “That’s why you and Logan were always so good at sports.”


    “That’s why we gave up playing sports in high school. We were pissed that we had to hide our abilities, but keeping the Pack a secret trumps everything else. Logan channeled the anger into his music. I got in fistfights.”


    “I remember.”


    He kicked at the dirt. “You know you can’t tell anyone, right?”


    “Who would believe me?”


    He sighed. “There are some people out there who would.”


    “Who?”


    But Luke had already headed down the barn aisle.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Logan


    I strummed my guitar on the back porch, alternating between playing and making lyric and chord notes on my notepad. Ever since I’d left Anna last night, my nerves had been shot.


    And tonight was the new moon. The jaguar shifters would be hunting as giant black cats. Our Pack now included two jaguars. Five years ago I would have bet my life that we’d never welcome the silent killers into our Wolf Pack, but Lana won all of us over, and Sasha was now one of our strongest Pack defenders.


    As my Pack brothers found their mates, the women made us even stronger as a whole. Diversity was definitely helping us.


    But now Damian Severino walked in our territory, and we were betting he’d be shifting tonight, too. Our Pack kept Reno and Lake Tahoe under our watch, our protection, but Damian had slipped in through a real estate broker, who had had no idea she made a deal with a jaguar assassin.


    Jaguar shifters were strong like us, but while my strongest senses were hearing and smell, a jaguar could see better in that dark. They were also silent loners. Adam could guide a Pack of wolves as our Alpha, but Jaguars didn’t run in Packs, and they didn’t answer to anyone but themselves.


    Even Lana and Sasha didn’t completely trust the panther inside. Their mates would be tracking them to keep them away from humans tonight.


    But Damian Severino was a loose cannon, a dangerous trained assassin who could expose us all.


    I should’ve been cleaning my pistol and getting prepared for the long night of hunting that lay ahead, instead of writing a new song.


    But I couldn’t stop thinking about Anna, about how I’d fucked up and then never made amends. Her friend gave me something to think about. I’d never even sent a birthday card or left a voicemail.


    Why hadn’t I?


    I guess I already knew. If I had spoken to her, my mate, I would’ve needed to touch her, protect her, love her. Hell, I never stopped loving her. Maybe I was afraid she really was better off without me.


    My cell phone buzzed, a welcome interruption from painful memories.


    Vivi came to the barn asking about werewolves.


    I stared at Luke’s text. It was real. I told a human I was a werewolf.


    Last night, I called my brother to tell him that Anna knew the truth. He’d been encouraging, but I was still struggling. After I’d dropped her off, I figured she’d go to him. She was a journalist. She’d want to verify my story, but this wasn’t something she could corroborate with just anyone.


    With a sigh, I grabbed my phone and started typing.


    How is she?


    Anna hadn’t called or texted me. Would she run now that she knew I wasn’t human? Giving her space should’ve come easy—God knew I’d managed it for a few years—but my control was shattered the second we touched again.


    And this hunger to be near her was eating me alive.


    She’s still processing it, but she seems okay. Left the ranch a half hour ago.


    I wanted to grill him with questions. What did she ask? Did she say this was too much? Does she still hate me?


    Instead, I sent, Thanks, Bro.


    I picked up my guitar again, eager to lose myself in the music. Two chords in, my phone rang. Her name lit up the screen. My chest clenched as I put the phone to my ear with no idea what to expect.


    “Hey, Anna.”


    “I talked to Luke.”


    I stared outside. The sunshine didn’t reflect the storm of emotions inside me. “Yeah, he told me.” I took a breath. “Are you all right?”


    She groaned. “Not really.”


    “Sorry. Dumb question.”


    Silence.


    I cleared my throat. “I’m home now if you want to come by and talk.”


    “Good.”


    My doorbell rang. I held out my phone and glanced over my shoulder. “Are you already here?”


    Apparently, I’d been too distracted to notice a car had pulled up. I needed to get my shit together before it got dark. Rattled, I got up to get the door, but the moment I caught her scent a smile curved on my lips.


    “Yeah. I drove here and then realized I didn’t know if you were home…or alone.”


    I opened the door, jammed my phone in my pocket, and took her in my arms. The moment my lips met hers, my pulse hit overdrive. I kicked the door closed and pressed her back against it. Her hands moved up my chest and around my neck as our tongues tasted and explored.


    Gradually she backed off, her lips caressing mine over and over, and finally I rested my forehead against hers. I didn’t recognize the raspy whisper that escaped my throat. “I was scared you’d run.”


    She stared up at me, into my soul. “I was scared I’d find you half naked with a groupie.”


    I chuckled and shook my head. “There’s only one woman on earth I’ve been fantasizing about naked, and she doesn’t even listen to my music.”


    Her full lips curved into a sexy smile. “I might have lied about that.”


    “Your friend told me you played ‘Madness in the Moonlight’ every October second.”


    “Madison outted me?” She rolled her eyes. “I used to imagine you wrote that song for me.”


    “I did.”


    She sobered and pulled away a little. “If that was how you felt, why didn’t you ever find me?”


    Million-dollar question. I took a step away, pulling my hair back from my forehead. “At first I didn’t think I had anything to offer you. No money, no house, no future. You were getting awards for your articles in the college paper, and I thought once I had carved out a life, I’d try to make things right between us.”


    I couldn’t read her expression.


    “But by the time we were actually making money and I bought this place, years had slipped by. I thought it was too late.”


    She crossed her arms, that inner fire lighting her dark eyes again. “You were afraid I’d turn you down.”


    “Maybe.” I opened my mouth to go on, but the honest words that came out shocked me. “I was terrified you’d be married. My decision to walk away that day meant I’d never love anyone else. It was easier for me not to know if you did. If you moved on, I didn’t want to know.”


    “And you believe in this mate thing about only loving one woman?” She kept her distance, her tone tentative.


    I nodded. “Completely.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “I’d rather not say.” I rubbed my chin. “I don’t want to blow a second chance before I even get one.”


    She raised a brow, but the corner of her mouth twitched, holding back a smile. “If we agree to try again—still a big if—you have to be completely honest with me.”


    I held my hands out. “I’ve got nothing else to hide.”


    “We can’t pick up where we left off.” She walked past me to sit on the sofa. “We’d need to start over. Fresh.”


    I followed her and sat down. “Good plan, but if we date, you’ve probably noticed that people will bug the shit out of us. Are you prepared for that kind of publicity?”


    “You’re the reclusive rock star, not me.”


    “Only because I have a Pack I have to protect.”


    “I have a million questions…” She took my hand. “But first, I need to tell you something.”


    “Okay.”


    Her gaze drifted down to our hands. “Even if this doesn’t work out, your secret, your family…you don’t have to be scared.” She glanced up at me from under her lashes. “I’ll protect you. Always.”


    Emotions I couldn’t define flooded my senses. I loved her before, but this secret had been a barrier between us—my true self that I could never share with her.


    “I don’t deserve you, Anna, and I don’t know how yet, but I am going to make things right.”


    She rested her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped her in my arms. Her scent intoxicated me as I mussed her hair with my chin.


    Her head tilted back, and her soft lips caressed my neck. I closed my eyes, embracing the rush of desire she kindled inside me. Her breath teased my ear as she whispered, “I better go before I break my own rule about starting over.”


    I caught her hand, sliding it lower with a chuckle. “You’re going to kill me.”


    She moved even farther down, running her fingers along the bulge in my jeans as she looked up at me. The sexy smile she saved for me alone warmed her lips. “You think this is easy for me?”


    “I’ve never been one for rules.” I squeezed her thigh.


    “I remember.” Her fingers splayed wide, exploring my chest. The scent of her arousal hit my nostrils, and my wolf clawed his way forward, desperate to claim our mate.


    Gripping her hips, I lifted her onto my lap in less than a second. The sight of her straddling me had me rock hard and throbbing. “So be a rebel with me.”


    Hesitation flashed in her eyes. I wanted to erase that hurt. I wanted new memories. And I wanted her trust. “I won’t walk away this time. Never again.”


    She crushed her mouth to mine, our tongues tangling, urgent and hungry, as I clutched her to my chest. Her hips rocked against me. I growled into the kiss. Our clothes needed to go. I gripped her ass and stood up, taking her with me. She hooked her legs behind my back, her teeth brushing my lower lip. I freed one hand and wiped all the benign shit off my dining room table so I could lay her back on it.


    Her smile warmed me all over as I tugged my shirt over my head. I fed on her lips again as I slid my hands under her tank top. Her warm, soft skin had me aching to touch every inch of her body, to make her mine again.


    She lifted her head, and I pulled back just enough to slide her shirt off and toss it aside. I made quick work of her bra, and it flew in the direction of her shirt. When my chest pressed against hers, skin to skin, she moaned, and I almost lost the last thread of control I had left. The wolf’s instinct, combined with my love and the loneliness I’d endured for years, turned into an all-encompassing yearning. Need didn’t begin to describe this ache.


    I kissed my way down her neck while I unbuttoned and unzipped her jeans. As much as I wanted her pants gone, her breasts could not be ignored. I teased her nipple with my tongue, groaning as her back arched into me. Cupping her other breast, I circled the taut peak with my rough fingertip.


    She gasped my name, her hands sliding into my hair, and I was hard enough to cut diamonds. I sucked gently one last time and stood over her. “You’re even more beautiful.”


    I knelt down to pull off her shoes and socks before I tugged her jeans free. She was laid out naked on my table, and I was famished. I brushed my lips to the inside of her knee, my eyes on hers. We never closed our eyes. I’d forgotten. When we were younger, we shared everything, every kiss, every pulse of pleasure, and now, there were no secrets. No barriers.


    Her lips parted, her breathing shallow as I moved up her inner thigh. I lifted her other leg over my shoulder. Watching her face, I ran my finger along her opening. The passion in her eyes undid me.


    “It’s been way too long.”


    She nodded, wetting her lips, and I lowered myself again. I groaned the second I tasted her. Mine. Her hips writhed against me as I teased her with my tongue. She tightened her grip in my hair, and pleasure played openly on her face for me to witness. I slid two fingers inside of her, her muscles clenching around me.


    “Yes.” I growled into her. “Come for me, Anna.”


    Her entire body trembled as she cried out my name. I needed her. Now.


    As I stood, her scent intoxicated me. My gaze stayed locked on hers, and I took my pants off. Moving between her legs, I’d almost pushed forward when she gasped, “Condom.”


    Fuck. Did I have any?


    “Shit. Just a second.”


    I went to my bedroom. Not as fast as I would have liked, but considering the rock hard erection leading the way, I did the best I could.


    Nightstand drawer. Nothing. I slammed it shut. Bathroom cabinet. I knocked out shaving cream and toothpaste. Nothing. Shit.


    I turned around to find Anna sitting on the edge of my bed, naked. Hunger, lust, passion, love, they all collided inside of me as I rushed to pull her into my arms. She clung to me, returning my desperate kisses, her hands sliding down my back until she gripped my ass, holding me even tighter.


    “I don’t have any condoms,” I whispered against her mouth. My erection pulsed between us, aching to slide into her warm body. “But…” My fist tightened in her hair. “I can’t get you pregnant.”


    “No, you can’t.” Her lips curved into a sexy smile as she rested her forehead to mine. “I’m on the pill.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Vivianna


    He didn’t stop kissing me, but the question was plain on his face. I gasped for air, running my fingertips up the curve of his muscular ass.


    His large hands moved up my sides, distracting me. “If you were on the pill anyway…”


    “The pill won’t protect me from…”


    Without any warning, he lifted me up in his arms before I could finish the thought. A second later he was lying over me on the bed. My legs opened instinctively, my body hungry for something my head wasn’t sure I was ready to give just yet. His hips settled even closer, until the tip of his erection teased me, but no farther.


    His piercing blue eyes searched my face. “You seriously think I’d give you some kind of STD?”


    “No.” Even when I tried to hate him, I knew Logan. He’d never put me in danger.


    “Then why send me hunting for condoms?”


    I turned my head, glancing toward the bathroom. Logan caught my chin, bringing my attention back to him. “No.” He kissed my lips. “You made this rule a long time ago, remember? When we’re naked, it’s only us. No looking away.”


    I blinked hard. I didn’t want him to see the tears welling in my eyes.


    He frowned. “Talk to me.”


    “I feel stupid.”


    He shook his head slowly. “I don’t understand.”


    I swiped at a tear. “I told you to get a condom so I would know if you kept them handy.”


    He sighed and got up from the bed.


    I sat up. “Logan.”


    He walked out without a word. When he came back, he tossed my clothes on the bed. “Get dressed.”


    I didn’t move. He pulled his shirt down and picked up his jeans.


    Part of me couldn’t believe this was happening again, just like the night before, only this time I was completely naked. “You’re seriously rejecting me again?”


    A humorless chuckle escaped his lips. “There is nothing in this world I want more than you, right now, in this bed, for hours, until we’re too exhausted to move.”


    “Then why are you getting dressed?”


    “Are you shitting me, Anna?” He ran a hand down his face. “You think I’ve been fucking groupies in my bed with an economy sized box of condoms.”


    I stood up, embracing the anger bubbling inside me. “What the hell am I supposed to think? You’re a rock star with a body any male model would kill for. Women must’ve been throwing themselves at you ever since you walked out of my life.”


    He dropped the jeans on the floor, his nostrils flaring and shoulders tense. “Are you asking me if I slept with other women? The answer is yes. Walking away from you left this gaping hole in my chest, and I tried to fill it. But sex didn’t help. It made the emptiness worse. The wolf inside me…none of them were you. My heart was dead.”


    I’d shared a bed with other men. I dated a few guys in college and had a serious relationship with Madison’s older brother afterward. But my heart hadn’t been in it, either.


    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I closed my eyes with them.”


    “Don’t.” He stared at me, and a muscle in his cheek flexed. His voice was deep, raspy, and almost dangerous. He knew exactly what I was talking about. “I don’t want to know.”


    “For once, this doesn’t get to be about you, Logan.” I swallowed. “You left me, remember? You made a choice, and I was left behind with a giant hole to fill, too, and no idea why it was there. Now you’re back, and I want to feel the way we did before, too. I do. I want to give myself to you and lay in your arms with nothing between us.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know how to make you believe me when I tell you I’m not going anywhere.”


    “You can’t. It’s going to take time for me to trust you again.”


    “I get that.”


    “No, I don’t think you do.” I sighed. “If you did, you wouldn’t be over there getting dressed because I hurt your feelings about the condoms. You’d understand I have every reason to question everything, because I never got to ask anything the last time our relationship imploded.”


    He sat on the edge of the bed, bent over with his forearms resting on his thighs. “Things are never going to be the way they were, are they?”


    “No, they won’t.” I settled beside him, our bare legs touching, sending a warm spark through my body. “We’re not the same people anymore. But if you can be patient, we could be even stronger.” I leaned in closer, my breath teasing his ear. “Take off your shirt and stay a while.”


    He turned his head and claimed my lips, slowly. I savored every second, and for the first time since he’d walked back into my life a few days ago, my heart engaged. This was my Logan.


    He broke the kiss, eyes locked on mine as he tugged his T-shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor. Looping an arm around my waist, he crawled farther up on the bed, taking me with him. Our gazes never faltered as he drove his hips forward and finally united our bodies. I tightened my hold on him, shivering at the forgotten pleasure. For a moment, he didn’t move.


    I kissed him, staring up at his face, trying to read the emotions playing there. Finally he whispered against my lips. “I love you, Anna.”


    Moaning into the kiss, I ran one hand down his smooth, muscular back, and the other moved into hair. My body, and probably my heart, were ready to speak those words, but my head, not so much.


    He thrusted slowly at first, making me ache for more and at the same time yearn for it to last forever. His lips caressed my chin and trailed down my neck until his teeth teased my shoulder. I brought my legs up along the outside of his, wanting him even closer.


    Against his ear I gasped, “God, I missed you.”


    He lifted his head, hungry eyes on mine. “I want to make this last, but…”


    “But it’s so…good.” I answered, loving the way he stared down at me like I was the only thing on earth that mattered to him.


    The corner of his mouth curved up. “How did I live without you?”


    I caught his lower lip between my teeth, my fingernails digging into his back as tremors shot through me. “Don’t stop.”


    “No chance,” he growled as his lips crushed mine.


    Our tongues tangled as our hips slammed together. I ached for release. His hand moved between us, his fingertip sliding down and finding just the right spot. He broke the kiss, his voice deep and throaty. “Let go, Anna.”


    I cried out his name, rocking into his touch until every muscle in my body contracted. His thrusts came faster, and he peaked with me. His elbows rested on either side of my head, and our gazes never strayed as the aftershocks rocked through us.


    Bringing an exhausted hand up to cup his cheek, a single tear leaked out the corner of my eye.


    He frowned. “Did I hurt you?”


    I shook my head, warm all over. “No.”


    He bent to kiss away the tear. “Then what’s wrong?”


    “Nothing. I’m just happy, and maybe a little scared…”


    A wrinkle formed between his eyebrows. “Why are you scared?”


    “Because…” I could barely get the words out. No man would’ve been able to hear them, but my guy was a werewolf, and he had no trouble. “Because you feel like my Logan again.”


    His eyes shone with tears he didn’t let fall. “Anna, I was a stupid, angry, terrified kid, but even after I walked away, I have always been yours. Always.”


    A sob escaped my throat, and I pulled him down to kiss me, laughing and crying, and happier than I’d been in years.


    …


    I woke to find Logan across the room getting dressed. “Going somewhere?”


    He glanced my way and came to sit beside me. “I don’t want to overwhelm you with werewolf stuff when I’m not sure you even really believe just yet.”


    I frowned and looked over at the window. “It’s still light out. You’re not going to get furry right now, are you?”


    “No. I can’t shift on command like that. The full moon pulls the wolf forward. I don’t get much say in it.” He chuckled, but his body was still tense. “My Pack is going to be busy tonight, and I got so caught up in you, I lost track of time.”


    I sat up, stretching my arms out. “We said no more secrets.”


    “I’m not keeping a secret, I just don’t want to dump too much on you at one time.” He got up and went to his closet. He came out wearing a shoulder holster and carrying a hand gun.


    My back tensed up. “What’s going on, Logan?”


    He jammed the handgun in the holster and met my eyes. “Tonight is the new moon, and jaguar shifters will be big, dangerous cats once it’s dark. Two jaguars are from our Pack, but one has threatened to hurt us. Luke and I are heading to Lake Tahoe to cover the edge of the woods. Some of the others will be searching around Reno. We each have sectors we patrol.”


    I dropped my feet over the side of the bed and went in search of my clothes. “And what if you find something?”


    “We protect our kind, and do whatever it takes to keep humans from discovering we exist.”


    The gun and magazines full of bullets told me more than I wanted to know.


    “He wants to expose you or your…wolves?” I started getting dressed. Quickly.


    “We’re not sure he’ll go that far, but he’s angry and desperate.”


    Watching Logan stalk around his bedroom, checking ammunition and finally stowing a smaller holster on his calf baffled me. This was a part of him I’d never seen before and never would have guessed existed. Every move was silent, powerful, and deliberate.


    He glanced over at me. “Are you all right?”


    It took a second for his words to sink in. I nodded. “Yeah, I just…” I stood up. “You’re armed. I don’t know what to think.”


    “We can talk about it more tomorrow, but for tonight, you should go home and stay inside. Doors locked.”


    “Can’t you give the police an anonymous tip about this guy?”


    He shook his head. “No police. If they arrested him, they’d eventually discover he’s a shifter. We’d all be in danger.”


    His Uncle Niko popped into my head. Until today I’d never realized he’d killed himself to save his family…his Pack.


    “So if this guy’s not going to jail…” My words died as the realization sank in.


    Logan came to me, taking my hands in his. I stared up into his blue eyes, wondering what happened to him while I’d been gone.


    “If we can’t contain him, we’ll have to stop him.”


    I swallowed hard, not sure I wanted to hear the answer, but I had to ask. “Have you killed people before?”


    Pained lines etched his eyes. “You can ask me tomorrow, but please, Anna, don’t judge me tonight. Not until you know everything.”


    …


    I didn’t remember the drive home. My head spun, processing the werewolf side of Logan. I’d barely begun to accept that he might shift into a wolf during the next full moon, but seeing him with holsters and clips of bullets added a whole new layer to the cycle of what-the-hell-am-I-getting-myself-into.


    Madison met me at the front door, her voice hushed. “Vivi, we need to talk before you come in.”


    “I’m really exhausted. Can we do this later?” I started to move around her, but she side-stepped to block my way. I frowned. “What’s going on?”


    The door opened again, and a six foot blond-haired blue-eyed ghost from my past came out. “Vivi. Great to see you again.”


    He bent down and hugged me while I glared at his sister over his shoulder and mouthed the words “What the hell?”


    She shrugged with a sheepish grin. I pulled away and forced myself not to frown. “Chandler. This is a surprise.”


    All true.


    His million-dollar smile was firmly in place, and his news anchor hair was coifed just right. He draped an arm over Madison’s shoulders. “My sister invited me out for a few days.”


    “Great.” I narrowed my eyes at Madison, then gestured to the door. “Could I get inside and put my stuff down?”


    “Oh sure.” He moved aside so I could pass, and Madison hustled in behind me.


    She followed me into my bedroom and closed the door. “I’m so sorry, Vivi. He called me yesterday before we went to Rojo’s, and I may have mentioned he should come out and visit.”


    I struggled to keep my voice down. “Why would you do that?”


    “Because even though you broke up, he’s still my brother.”


    I sighed, feeling like a schmuck. “I’m sorry. I just have a lot going on, and suddenly having Chandler show up is a loop I didn’t see coming.”


    “There’s more.” She sat beside me on the edge of the bed. “I might’ve told him you were trying to land an interview for Rolling Stone.”


    “Oh God, you didn’t.”


    “In my defense, I hadn’t met Logan yet, and I thought maybe Chandler might take your mind off the ex.”


    “Chandler is my ex!”


    “But you left him. Big difference.”


    Chandler was three years older than me, and driven, hungry to make a name for himself. He’d envisioned us as a journalistic power couple when he offered me a diamond solitaire. By then, he’d already been climbing the ladder of television journalists, plus he had contacts at Rolling Stone and the New York Times.


    Madison may have convinced herself she was helping, but the hidden agenda of matchmaking was tough to miss.


    “What am I going to do?” I got up, pacing at the foot of the bed.


    “Maybe he could help with the big story… He might be able to find something on Damian Severino for you?”


    My best friend stared up at me with hopeful eyes. I sighed, keeping my voice down. “I slept with Logan today.”


    Her expression darkened. “And?”


    “And what?”


    “Do you love him?”


    I shrugged. “We need to get to know each other again.”


    “That doesn’t answer the question.” She crossed her arms.


    I met her gaze. “I wish I could put into words the way I feel when I’m with him. Do I love him? Probably. Am I in love with him? I’m not sure yet. Can I be in a relationship with him again? I don’t know for sure about that, either, but I want to try.”


    “After all he’s done…”


    I nodded, wishing I could tell her everything. “Yeah.”


    Madison got up. “All right. I’ll keep my brother busy, but if he can help you career-wise, you should consider giving him a chance.”


    “It’s not fair to him.”


    She stopped at the door. “Whatever you’re thinking about his reasons for being here, you’re not one of them.”


    “So, you didn’t invite him to distract me from Logan?”


    “That was part of it.” She almost smiled. “I just missed my brother. It was wishful thinking that you two might get back together.”


    I rolled my eyes as she closed the door behind her. Their muffled voices echoed from the kitchen while I checked my email. I froze when I saw a response from Damian Severino.


    My questions about the boarding school were unanswered. Instead, he wrote a cryptic message.


    Ms. Lopez –


    Brightwood Academy is one of my father’s tax shelters. There’s no story for you there, but if you meet me tonight, I will give you the biggest story of your life. It’s time for it to be told.


    D. Severino


    Logan’s warning about tonight popped into my head. Jaguar shifters. I emailed him back to ask if we could meet tomorrow.


    Within seconds his response hit my email.


    Tonight, or we are through talking. Your choice.


    My pulse raced, my instincts screaming to chase the story. This was big, it had to be. I glanced at the window. Orange, red, and purple lined the sky. Maybe I could meet him before the new moon actually started.


    I emailed him back, offering to meet at Lakeshore Coffee House in fifteen minutes. Again his reply was fast.


    I’m working on a new project right now. The soonest I could meet at the coffee house would be 8 p.m.


    I drummed my fingers against the keyboard without typing anything. My options were to let the story go and stay inside like Logan suggested, chase down the lead and meet Damian in spite of the moon cycle, or…


    “Vivi?” Chandler cracked the door.


    I looked up, and an idea formed. Lakeshore Coffee House was ten minutes away, tops, and very public. Plus, I could take Chandler as a backup, just in case. I could get the story and get back home. No harm, no foul… “Hey, Chandler, I have a line on a story.”


    A spark lit in his eyes. “What kind of story? Need help chasing the lead?”


    “This guy insists on meeting in person.”


    “Public place?”


    I rolled my eyes. “Of course. I’m not stupid.”


    “I didn’t imply that you were.”


    “You most definitely did.” I groaned. “I’m not going to debate this, but I’d appreciate you tagging along just in case my lead turns out to be a creeper.”


    I’d rather have Logan, but he was…busy tonight. Once I had the story, we’d hustle back here. This would work.


    Chandler grinned that well-practiced news anchor smile. “I’d be happy to be your muscle, but I want in on the story.”


    “No. I can do this alone.”


    His smile faded. “Why do you always have to make everything a competition?”


    “I’m not competing. This is my story.”


    “We could work this together. If it’s big enough, I can get us a meeting with the Times.”


    The uncharacteristic desperation in his eyes reminded me of the night I turned down his proposal of marriage. All he’d ever wanted was for us to be a team, and I’d tried, but in my heart, my partner was Logan. I’d never been able to move on.


    “Come with me or don’t, but I’m not agreeing to share this one until I know what I’m dealing with.”


    “Fine.” His brow furrowed, no hint of a smile. “I’ll go because for some sick reason I still don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” He walked out, glancing at his sister as he passed by. “Great to be back.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Logan


    Watching Anna drive away ate at me. While my wolf had mellowed now that we’d claimed our mate, the human side of me understood how tenuous our relationship really was. I’d told her I loved her, but she still hadn’t said the words to me.


    Patience. She’d asked for time. I’d try to give it to her.


    Love was a lot to ask for while she was still grappling with the werewolf revelation. How would her impression of me change when she found out I had killed before? Since she’d been gone, Luke and I had learned to fire handguns and rifles with deadly accuracy. We were the go-to team for Adam, our Alpha, when he needed the ranch protected or jaguar shifters hunted.


    We were the defenders and enforcers.


    When I had a gun in my hand, I was no longer a song writer. This was my darker side, the animalistic side that would protect his family no matter what the cost. And I wasn’t sure Anna was ready to see it.


    My cell buzzed in my pocket. I hit the button to answer.


    “Hey, Luke.”


    “I’m on my way over. Adam has us at the Lake tonight.”


    “Yeah. See you soon.”


    We’d drive up in Luke’s car. Since a few fans recognized my wheels, we couldn’t go out heavily armed in my truck. I wore my hair tied back, and a ball cap. It wasn’t a great disguise, but it had worked so far, and we usually didn’t patrol near humans anyway.


    He pulled in and we got back on the road as the sun was setting.


    Luke glanced my way. “You okay?”


    “Not really.” I stared out the passenger window.


    “Are you up for this tonight?”


    “Yeah.”


    He was quiet for a minute. “Is it about Vivi?”


    “She saw all the guns and ammo.” I blew out a frustrated sigh. “I didn’t have time to explain myself, and the look on her face…” I shook my head. “Sucks that being with me drags her into danger.”


    “Are you guys back together?”


    Were we? “I wish I knew.”


    “But she doesn’t hate you anymore, right?”


    Her sexy smile while we were naked in my bed flashed in my mind. I grinned a little. “No, she doesn’t hate me, but she doesn’t love me yet, either.”


    “Sounds like a step in the right direction.”


    God, I hoped so.


    …


    We parked across the street from Damian’s cabin and waited. Luke had the binoculars, while I rolled my window down, concentrating on the scents outside. If Damian was walking around inside his fence, he might catch my scent, but he had to expect the Pack would be tracking him, since he was on our territory.


    We didn’t need the advantage of surprise this time. We wanted him to know we were watching.


    “No sign of Damian.” Luke lowered the binoculars.


    “I’m not smelling him, either.”


    We got out and made our way over to Damian’s compound and around his fence, dodging the rotating security camera on the corner posts. Around the back side, facing Lake Tahoe, a gate was ajar. Luke gestured to it, and I nodded. We were going in.


    I ran to the right side, and stopped with my back to the fence. Luke did the same on the left. I gave him the thumbs up sign. While we waited for the cameras to turn away, voices came from inside.


    “Damian’s already gone.”


    “Fuck. He agreed with me that we needed to stay on the compound tonight.”


    The other voice answered. “He changes his mind often these days.”


    “It’s going to put us all at risk.”


    I glanced at my brother. He nodded letting me know he heard them, too. Their scent was definitely jaguar. Damian had brought Nero assassins with him. Fuck. Adrenaline invaded my bloodstream. I slid my phone out and sent a text to Adam.


    There are at least two jaguar shifters here inside Damian’s compound. Damian is gone.


    I waited. Across from me, at the side of the gate, Luke gestured he was going to keep moving.


    On the other side of the fence, one of the men groaned. Wet popping sounds followed. They were shifting. Shit. My phone vibrated. Text from Adam.


    Gareth and Nadya are on their way up to track Damian. Keep watch on the place and don’t let those other jaguars get out.


    I’d need to get that gate closed. Once they finished shifting, the cats would have the advantage over me in my human form. But if I moved too soon, while they were still human enough to call out, my cover would be blown.


    Another text came up, from Luke this time.


    All the way around the house. No sign of Damian or more jaguars. There is a human inside the cabin. Looks to be cleaning.


    My fingers flew across the glass screen.


    Adam’s sending backup to look for Damian. We wait here and make sure these two jaguars stay in their cage.


    A second passed.


    On my way back to you.


    Inside the fence, a cat chuffed, and agonized moaning continued. I crept forward, reaching for the gate. A huge black paw with sharp claws lunged through the opening. Pain heightened my senses, but I didn’t have time to think, just react. I grabbed the lethal limb as my brother appeared at my side.


    “Close the damn gate,” I growled.


    Luke shoved, hard, slamming the wrought iron against the jaguar’s paw over and over while the cat roared in pain and frustration. Finally, it pulled back, and the lock on the gate clicked and engaged. My pulse pounded in my ears as Luke came closer.


    “Shit. You’re bleeding.”


    I looked down at my left arm. Blood dripped from my fingertips. I lifted my arm and found four cuts right through my leather jacket and my skin underneath. “Damn it.”


    Luke was at my side. “We’ve got to stop the bleeding.”


    I pulled my jacket off, grinding my teeth as my sleeve grazed the tender wound. The cuts were deep. I flexed and contracted my fingers. The tendons were still intact.


    “Get your shirt off. I can tie it around your arm until we can get you to Jason.” Our Pack doctor could fix this. We couldn’t risk a hospital taking a blood sample and finding the abnormality in our DNA.


    I growled as he helped me tug my shirt free. Luke folded it over and over lengthwise and met my eyes. “This is going to hurt like hell. Ready?”


    I nodded, bracing myself, and he tied that fucking thing so tight, stars lit on the edge of my vision. Sweat broke out on my brow.


    “Sorry. The pressure should stop the bleeding.”


    “Thanks.” I clenched my jaw, not trusting myself to stay quiet. Inside the fence, jungle cats growled and paced, the scent of my blood no doubt enticing them to penetrate the barrier between us.


    My phone buzzed. Text from Adam.


    Status?


    Adam was out watching over his mate, Lana. She shifted into a jaguar tonight, too, but unlike our friends on the other side of the fence, she didn’t want to harm anyone. Adam made sure she stayed away from humans just in case, but being forced to lead his Pack remotely bugged him.


    I handed my phone to Luke. “I don’t want to get blood on it.”


    He took my cell and sent a text back.


    Jaguars have shifted, but the gate is closed. They should be confined inside for the night.


    He gave it back to me, and it pinged almost instantly.


    Good. Get to Lakeshore Plaza. Gareth is tracking Damian, and he’s headed for the strip mall.


    Cradling my injured arm, I tipped my head toward the car. “We need to help Gareth and Nadya. Damian’s hunting around the humans.”


    We didn’t hesitate, we ran.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Vivianna


    Chandler held the door, and I stepped inside. Lakeshore Coffee House was busy tonight. Some people chatted in the corner by the dormant fireplace, while a few others worked solo over laptop computers. In the winter months, the roaring fire attracted people like ants to honey, but we were heading into summer now, and the patrons spread out, even sitting on the outdoor patio out front.


    I scanned the room. During the Masquerade, Damian Severino had been dressed as the Phantom of the Opera with the white half mask covering most of his face, but I thought I’d still recognize him. He had a solid frame, a handsome strong jaw, and a cultured smile.


    No one here fit the bill. But he should’ve recognized me, too, so either way we’d connect once he got here.


    Chandler came up beside me. “Maybe he’s running late. It’s only five after eight.”


    I nodded, but I couldn’t shake the edgy panic on the fringe of my awareness. A voice inside kept saying I shouldn’t be here. Logan warned me about the danger.


    But the rational part of me was convinced. With a werewolf Pack out there hunting, and the threat of police intervention, no jaguar shapeshifter would come to such a public place. We could get the information and get home.


    I ordered a hot chocolate and Chandler got a black coffee. He smiled over at me. “Still no love for coffee?”


    I shook my head. “Nah, why have bitter and gross when I can have sweet and delicious?”


    He chuckled and started to reply when a scream silenced all conversation.


    We turned as a gigantic black cat burst through the front window and into the center of the coffee shop. My jaw slackened—shock and disbelief froze me in place. Glass rained all over the room as my heart hammered in my chest.


    “Holy shit!” Chandler grabbed my wrist to pull me backward.


    I stumbled, the near fall snapping me back to my senses. Adrenaline swamped my bloodstream until my hands trembled. “Where did that thing come from?”


    But I already knew.


    The jaguar snarled, exposing dangerous, pointed teeth. His nails scratched on the hardwood floor as he stalked the room, his large head swiveling…until his gaze locked on mine.


    I stopped where I stood, staring into the dark eyes. This cat wasn’t the gorgeous sleek hunter you saw in pictures on the internet. Scar tissue broke through his smooth coat in places, and his head was misshapen on one side.


    Could Damian Severino be one of those jaguars Logan was hunting? I forced myself to look at the other patrons and prayed someone had managed to call 911.


    The predator came closer, and Chandler slid his arm around my waist. “We need to get out of here. Move slowly.”


    We started to take a step backward, and I wished like hell I’d asked Logan more questions. Could a shifter understand us in animal form? Could they think rationally?


    Suddenly a cell phone camera flashed, and all hell broke loose.


    The cat spun around and leaped onto the man with the phone, teeth ripping his throat out with deadly ease. Blood pooled on the floor, pumping out of the man so fast, he was dead in seconds.


    Screams deafened me as people scrambled for the doors. One woman was trampled, while the jaguar swiped his massive paw at two people trying to race by. He caught one across her side. She fell, pressing her hand to the wound as blood seeped through her fingertips. My brain stuttered for a moment, not believing the carnage I was seeing.


    This was real. Werewolves, jaguars…there were people in this world who turned into animals. Shit.


    I broke free of Chandler and ran to help the injured. The cat spun around, pursuing another group of fleeing people. I took advantage of his distraction, grabbed a washcloth from the coffee counter, and dashed to the fallen woman.


    “We have to stop the bleeding.”


    She nodded, face pale with shock. I pressed the makeshift compress over the wound, praying it would work. My first aid training consisted of badges I earned in Girl Scouts, but for now I was the best hope she had.


    “Vivi, I called 911. An ambulance is on the way. We need to get out of here.” Chandler crouched beside me and took my hand until I met his eyes. “You’ve done all you can for her.”


    My eyes widened. “We can’t leave her here.”


    “You saw what happened to that man over there. I’m trying to keep it from happening to us.”


    I shook my head. “She can’t defend herself.”


    “And we can?”


    Behind him, the cat turned and walked toward us. Blood stained his white teeth, and his tail switched back and forth. The big cat was agitated and hungry.


    The distinctive sound of a shotgun slide caught all of our attention.


    Filling the entire doorway with his broad shoulders was Logan, his weapon aimed directly at the jaguar. “Get the fuck away from her.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Logan


    Luke parked at the edge of the Lakeshore strip mall and called Gareth to let him know we were in place. My arm hurt like hell. Between the blood loss and the throbbing, I’d be useless if it weren’t for adrenaline. I wouldn’t leave my brother unprotected. We’d lost our Pack brother Gabe to a jaguar attack a couple of years ago. Luke was not going to be next.


    With our heightened hearing, there was no way to have a private phone call. Both sides of Luke and Gareth’s conversation were tough to miss.


    “We’re at the north end. Nothing yet.” Luke squinted into the dimly lit parking lot.


    Gareth’s deep voice rumbled. “Coming up from the south. His scent is strong. He’s close by.”


    Screams erupted from the coffee shop at the other end of the strip mall. Luke and I started toward it while Gareth cautioned on the phone, “I hear it. You guys back us up.”


    That was a fine plan until I caught the scent of blood…and Anna.


    The wolf inside me came to life, and the instinct to protect her overwhelmed all rational thought. I raced for the coffee shop.


    Behind me Luke yelled into the phone. “Shit! Logan’s going in.”


    I slid a shell into the chamber on my shotgun as I burst through the door. Damian was way too close to my mate, and another man was touching her, too. A growl rumbled in my chest. “Get the fuck away from her.”


    I wasn’t sure who I was actually talking to—the jaguar, or the blond GQ wannabe. What was Anna doing here? I’d warned her to stay inside. Rage and adrenaline combined and my finger teased the trigger.


    “I won’t warn you again.”


    Gareth and Nadya came in, and sirens echoed not far behind. Damian flattened his ears and roared. Like a slow motion nature film gone wrong, he lunged forward and snapped his jaws through GQ’s shoulder. He smashed through the side window, his prey still in his mouth, screaming.


    “Are you hurt?” I rushed to Anna, searching her for injuries. “I told you to stay inside tonight. Why are you here?”


    “Don’t worry about me.” She pulled away scrambling through the broken glass toward the window. “Chandler! Oh God, we have to save him!”


    Before I could respond, Gareth’s hand was tight on my shoulder. “Take her and get out of here. The police are pulling in.”


    I scooped her into my arms in spite of her fighting to break free. I growled in pain. “Fuck.”


    Anna stopped struggling and frowned. “Jesus, you’re bleeding.”


    “Later.” Digging deep into the well of wolf strength and instinct, I ran her out to Luke’s Mustang, moving faster than an Olympic sprinter, in spite of my injuries. Luke was already behind the wheel, revving the engine. We got in the backseat, and he drove away just as the emergency crews were rolling in with lights blazing.


    “What the hell were you doing there?” My voice filled the interior of the Mustang, but I couldn’t quiet myself. My hands trembled with the adrenaline still coursing through my veins. “I warned you about the new moon. If I had gotten there a second later…”


    Fuck, I didn’t even want to think about it.


    “I thought we’d be safe in public.” A sob choked her as tears ran down her cheeks. “Chandler could be…dead. It’s all my fault.”


    He could be worse than dead, changed, but I kept it to myself. Seeing her in pain was unbearable. I drew her into my arms and held her way too tight, kissing her hair and breathing her in. She was alive. She was safe.


    “Can’t believe he shifted and jumped into a busy strip mall.” Luke glanced over his shoulder. “We can drop Vivi off at her place and then help Gareth track Damian.”


    “Severino?” Anna pulled free of my embrace. “I was supposed to meet Damian Severino at the coffee shop. Was that jaguar him?”


    I nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t get a chance to tell you yet. That’s why I wanted you to stay inside.”


    She ran her hand through her dark hair, shaking her head. “He emailed me tonight about a big story. I had to meet him at the coffee shop at eight p.m.”


    Every muscle in my body tensed. “He wanted to show you. He thinks you’ll expose shifters.”


    She wiped her eyes. “And apparently he’s making sure the world knows they’re dangerous killers.” Her gaze met mine, and for the first time ever, there was a hint of fear. “Is that what it’s like when you change, too?”


    My gut twisted. “No.” I swallowed my rage and did my best to mellow out. “Anna, I would never hurt you.” I rested my hand on her thigh. She didn’t flinch or pull away. “When my Pack shifts, we do it in the forest, far from humans. We don’t attack people. That shit you saw tonight is why Luke and I learned to hunt those bastards.”


    She nodded, but it was tentative. “Someone in the coffee shop took a cell phone picture.”


    Luke lifted his head, his gaze locking with mine in the rearview mirror. “Text Aren. When Sasha shifts back, she needs to find that phone.”


    Sasha was one of our two jaguar Pack members. She was also a well-respected police detective in Reno. This would probably be out of her jurisdiction, but hopefully she had some connections. Maybe the phone had been ruined in all the bloodshed.


    I sent the message to Aren, our Alpha’s twin brother. My mind spun in a blur. I’d thought I had the situation under control. Anna would stay inside tonight, and tomorrow I could give her more information about my Pack and my world. But fucking Damian pushed my hand, leading my mate right into the crosshairs.


    And now he had a hostage.


    “Who was the guy he took?”


    Anna wiped her cheeks. “Chandler is Madison’s older brother. He’s a journalist, too.”


    “Of course he is.” My hands balled into tight fists. Damian took a damn reporter. That psychotic asshole was going to expose all of us. “Shit.”


    “We have to save him. It’s my fault he was there.”


    I believed Anna when she said she’d never expose us. This other guy may not realize the animal was a man yet, but he would soon. And how in the hell would we ever shut him up?


    Luke parked at Anna’s place and turned off the car. She shook her head. “I’m not getting out. You need stitches, and we need to find Chandler.”


    “And we’ll do both things faster without me worrying that you are in danger.”


    She frowned. “If that sicko wanted to kill me, I’d already be gone. He wants me to write his story. I can’t do it dead.”


    “Now that he has GQ, he doesn’t need you.”


    “His name is Chandler, and Damian doesn’t know he’s a reporter. As long as he doesn’t tell him, Chandler’s just bait to get me to come back and talk.” She glanced at the condo. “Besides, what am I supposed to tell Madison? I left with her brother. I can’t come back home without him.”


    “She’s got a point,” Luke muttered from the front seat.


    I stared out the window weighing our options. Damn. “Fine. Let’s get back to the ranch and talk to Adam. We need a solid plan.” My gaze fell on Anna. “And it’s not going to be sending you to meet with Damian.”


    “It might be the only way we get Chandler back alive.”


    I ground my teeth together to keep my voice even. “We’ll find another way.”


    …


    Introducing Anna to my Alpha as my mate hadn’t been even remotely on my agenda, but here we were waiting for Adam and Lana to get back from her new moon run as a jaguar. Jared and his mate Taryn were on babysitting duty tonight. Adam’s twins, Malcolm and Madeleine, were passed out in front of the television while Lion King played on the screen. Taryn’s boy, Charlie, dozed in the love seat.


    “You’re Madison’s friend, right?” Taryn leaned forward on the couch with a tentative smile. “The reporter?”


    Anna nodded. “Yeah. We met at the Masquerade briefly.” She fidgeted beside me. I wasn’t used to seeing her so…nervous. “Madison told me you’re engaged.”


    Taryn held up her left hand. The light sparkled on a bright blue diamond solitaire. “Yes, we are.” She gave Jared a half smile. “We’re knee deep in wedding planning.”


    God, if they started talking colors and bridesmaids’ dresses I might scream. I took Anna’s hand and dove in. “You don’t need to pussyfoot around. Anna knows we’re werewolves.”


    The sudden silence was palpable, but it beat the hell out of the awkwardness of the “safe” conversation.


    I stared at Jared. He’d tried to tell Taryn about us on Thanksgiving. It blew up in his face. There probably wasn’t a smooth way to broach the I’m-a-werewolf-and-yes-they’re-real subject.


    Jared shifted his attention to Anna. “You haven’t run out screaming, or did I miss that part?”


    Taryn nudged him, trying not to smile. “I didn’t scream.”


    Seeing them together gave me hope. After all they’d been through, here they were…happy.


    I squeezed Anna’s hand. “Anna is my mate.”


    Jared straightened up a little. “Does Adam know?”


    “Not yet.”


    He shook his head. “Between damage control from Damian breaking into a public place and attacking humans, you’ve found your mate and brought her to his house without warning him first.” A humorless chuckle escaped him. “This is not going to be pleasant.”


    Anna stiffened beside me, squeezing my hand. “Maybe we should go look for Chandler.”


    “We will.” I lifted our joined hands and pressed my lips to her knuckles. “But Adam needs to know what’s up. We work as a Pack, and he’s my Alpha.” I tried to coax a smile from her. “He’ll love you once he gets to know you, he’s just…”


    “…a little hot-headed?” Jared finished.


    Right on cue, the door opened and Adam and Lana came in. Usually we stayed in our animal form until just before sunrise, but if we had to, we could force a shift. It hurt like hell, but sometimes there was no other choice. When jaguars were killing humans in public places, we needed our Alpha, so Lana had to cut her run as a jaguar short.


    Adam stood in front of Lana, tense and ready for a fight. Anna’s scent had doubtlessly alerted him to her presence before he came inside.


    “Logan, you brought…company.”


    My wolf instincts kicked in, and I got up, blocking his view of her. Even though Adam was my Alpha and I’d lay down my life to protect him, my loyalties were suddenly split. Anna’s safety came first.


    “This is my mate.” I rolled my shoulders back, hoping to release a little tension.


    Adam took a step closer, and my hands clenched into fists at my sides. His eyes narrowed, his will as Alpha pushing my wolf to submit. “We’ve already met.”


    I struggled to keep my gaze on his. “Anna was at the coffee shop tonight.”


    “Is that why she’s here?”


    Lana sighed and walked past both of us to Anna, offering her hand. “Hi, I’m Lana.”


    “Nice to meet you. I’m Vivi.”


    I turned around as Anna released Lana’s hand. Lana glanced at us and then back to Anna. “Don’t mind my husband. It’s been a stressful night for the Pack.” Lana looked at me and frowned. “Logan, you’re bleeding.”


    The shirt Luke had tied around my arm was crimson. I nodded. “Yeah, there were two jaguars at Damian’s place. I was locking them in, but one caught me.”


    Jared pulled out his phone. “I’ll text my brother.”


    Lana smiled at her snoozing kids then crooked her finger at me. “Come in the kitchen. I can at least get you cleaned up before Jason gets here.”


    I took Anna’s hand, but Adam cleared his throat. “I’d like to talk to your mate about the coffee shop.”


    Shit. I met her eyes. “I can stay.”


    She shook her head. “I’ll feel better when we know your arm is going to be okay.”


    I lifted her hand to my lips and released her, my gaze landing squarely on my Alpha. “She’s not a threat to us. My folks and my brother can vouch for her.”


    Adam raised a brow. “Did I say she was?”


    As I walked away, I couldn’t help but wonder if Anna regretted me telling her everything. Danger came hand-in-hand with entering our world, and she had just barely dipped her toe in the water.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Vivianna


    Adam waited for Logan to leave the room before glancing at the others. “Luke, can you and Jared patrol around the ranch? We should be in the clear for now, but if we’ve got two more Nero jaguars in our territory, I don’t want to take any chances.”


    Taryn got up, too. All the men looked her way, and she groaned. “Okay, I get that I’m a woman, and you all want to protect me, but if you find someone out there, I’m the one who can light them up with a thought.”


    I had no clue what she was talking about, but the guys were struggling to keep from smiling. Her mate took her hand. “We’d love your help, beautiful.”


    Once the room emptied, Adam met my eyes. “When you came by the ranch the other day, I thought you were there for Luke.”


    “He’s been my friend almost as long as Logan, but when Logan started talking werewolves, I wanted Luke to back up the insanity.” A muscle in his cheek tensed. “Oh shit, I didn’t mean you’re insane. I just—”


    “I get it. We think finding our mate is tough, but you guys are the ones who step into an alternate universe and have to catch up fast.” He glanced at the kitchen and lowered his voice. “Why were you in the coffee shop tonight? Didn’t Logan warn you to stay inside?”


    I nodded, suddenly feeling like my dad had caught me coming in after curfew. “He mentioned jaguar shifters and staying home tonight, but I had a lead on a story, and I thought I’d be fine in a crowded public place.”


    “A story?” He raised a brow.


    “Yeah. I’m a journalist.”


    Logan stormed back in with Lana trailing behind him. “She’s not going to tell anyone about us.”


    Adam narrowed his eyes. “You need to take it down a notch, Logan. I’m trying to figure out where we stand after a giant black jaguar burst into a busy coffee shop in Lake Tahoe. Were you trying to hide that your mate is a reporter?”


    Logan clenched his hands into fists, and suddenly Lana walked right in between them, either oblivious to or totally ignoring the rush of testosterone flooding the room.


    “I’m a writer, too, Vivi. Mostly puff pieces for magazines and online news sites, but it pays the bills.”


    I straightened. “What’s your last name? Maybe I’ve read your work?”


    “Sloan. Lana Sloan.”


    A lightbulb burst to life over my head. “I have read you. You wrote a great in-depth series for the Washington Post about problems in the foster care system, right?”


    “That was me.” She smiled at the two hulking men on either side of her. “I write pieces for the local paper, too, and not once have I outed our Pack family.”


    Adam sighed, shaking his head. “You know, I never said Vivi was going to expose us. It’s Logan who is on the defensive here.”


    Logan didn’t say anything. Maybe it was the pecking order in a Pack? But whatever it was, seeing him standing alone and stoic, reminded me of the boy I used to know, the loner who always had my back.


    And I had his.


    “If you knew anything about Logan, you’d understand he has some hang ups about protecting the Pack’s secret existence after he lost his Uncle Niko.” I went to his side and took his hand. “So how about cutting him a little slack.”


    Adam stared at me, and I had to admit there was definitely power there, but I lifted my chin a notch. He wasn’t my Alpha.


    His features softened, and the warm smile he’d worn the day we met returned. He clapped Logan on the shoulder. “I like her. She’s a fighter.” He sobered and turned toward me. “You’re going to need to be. You’re coming into our family when our biggest threat is closing in.”


    “I think I met him tonight.” I did my best to keep the memory of the coffee shop guy getting his throat ripped out from replaying in my head.


    Adam draped his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “You met an insane loose cannon tonight, but I can assure you his father is cool-headed and much more dangerous.”


    “His father?”


    “Antonio Severino owns the Nero Organization.” A silent glance passed between Adam and Lana before he went on. “He breeds and trains jaguar shapeshifters until they’re deadly assassins, then he hires them out to the highest bidder.”


    “Oh shit.” I glanced up at Logan. “I was digging into Nero. Damian was my contact.” I turned to Adam. “We need to find him. He took my friend, Chandler.”


    Adam frowned. “Took him?”


    “While he was in his cat form.” Logan kept his voice even, but his grip on my hand tightened. “He bit the guy’s shoulder and escaped with him.”


    “Holy shit.” Adam raked his hand back through his hair. “Fuck. Do you think he’s dead?”


    “No. He was screaming.” My eyes welled with tears. “God, we have to save him.”


    Adam’s gaze held mine. “If he’s still alive, he’ll be changed forever, Vivi.”


    “Changed?” I couldn’t get my brain to engage. He was speaking English, but I wasn’t following.


    Adam glanced at Logan then back to me. “He’s been bitten. By next new moon, your friend Chandler will be just like that cat that busted up the coffee shop.”


    …


    Conversations continued around me, but I couldn’t focus. If Chandler was still alive, his life was ruined. This was all my fault. I’d stumbled into this mess without a clear picture of what I was getting into, and I pulled my best friend’s brother in with me.


    While they argued over their next move, I struggled to get my head together. Damian must’ve taken Chandler to lure me back to talk to him. Otherwise, he would’ve killed him like he did the other man in the coffee shop.


    But he had to know by biting Chandler, he would be a jaguar now, too. Did that make Chandler an asset or a liability? That’s what I needed to find out.


    Gradually my head cleared a little. My phone buzzed in my pocket. New email. I clicked the notification and buried in the new messages was one from Damian. “He emailed me.”


    Silence flooded the room as I read the message.


    Vivianna –


    You must have questions. I have answers.


    Your friend’s life depends on you coming for them.


    My cabin at 4 p.m. tomorrow.


    Leave the fucking Wolf Pack at home.


    D


    I read the note and lifted my gaze to meet Logan’s. My thoughts rolled around like rough stones in a tumbler. “He grabbed Chandler as leverage to force me to expose shifters.” My pulse raced. “Damian doesn’t realize he doesn’t need me anymore.”


    All eyes were on me.


    “Chandler is a news anchorman.”


    “Are you shitting me?” Adam paced the room. “How are we going to contain this? There could be cell phone videos on YouTube already, for all we know, and now he’s bitten a news anchor and is holding him hostage. That jaguar lunatic is going to get all of us killed.”


    I couldn’t take my eyes off the message. “How did he guess I knew about your Pack?”


    Logan shook his head, staring at the ceiling. “Jaguars have a pretty good sense of smell, too. Unless you took a shower before you went to the meeting, he might’ve caught my scent on you.”


    Luke chimed in. “Your big Rambo entrance to save her probably sealed the deal.”


    “Finger-pointing isn’t helping.” I turned toward Adam. “We need to rescue Chandler before Damian realizes who he’s got.”


    Logan tensed beside me. “You are not going inside Damian’s cabin. No way.”


    “I’m our only way in.” I stared at the table. “This is my fault. Please help me make it right.”


    Adam groaned and came over to sit beside Lana. “This is too dangerous. He won’t release your friend, and then he’ll have you, too. Now that he knows you’re important to someone in the Pack, you’re a bargaining chip.”


    “We can’t ignore him. He’ll kill Chandler.”


    Logan held my hand. “Anna, he may already be gone.”


    I lost myself in Logan’s blue eyes, wishing I could wake up from this nightmare. Adam cleared his throat, drawing my attention.


    “We’re not going to do nothing, but we’re also not sending you in there alone.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Email him back that you’ll be there. We have until four p.m. tomorrow to come up with a workable plan.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Logan


    The faint buzzing of Anna’s phone woke me with a jolt. Disoriented, I got up and retrieved her cell. We’d been at Adam’s ranch until after two a.m., so rather than wake up Madison with bad news, I brought Anna back to my place.


    Madison’s name flashed on the screen. Shit. I sat on the edge of the bed, and Anna stirred.


    “Where’d you go?”


    I handed her the phone. “Madison just called.”


    She was suddenly alert. “I was hoping last night was just a bad dream. A really bad dream.” She clicked on the voicemail and cringed. “She’s already left three messages and texts. What am I supposed to tell her?”


    “Tell her he took off or something.”


    She groaned. “Chandler wouldn’t leave without talking to her first. Any word from Adam? Maybe I can hold her off, and this afternoon we can bring him back without her ever knowing he was missing.”


    I took her hand. “I wish it could be that easy.” Her dark eyes met mine. “He’s been bitten.”


    “He’s still her brother.”


    “He may not want her to know.”


    Anna’s jaw dropped a little. “You think he might vanish from her life?” She shook her head. “No. He’ll figure out a way around this. He had big plans.”


    “And if he’s still alive, Damian has changed all those plans.”


    She took a breath and hit Madison’s number.


    “Vivi? Geez, I was starting to worry. Chandler’s not answering me, either.” She almost sounded…happy. “I take it last night went better than you expected?”


    I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but unless I went outside of my house, I’d probably be able to hear both sides of this conversation. I got up and went in the bathroom to change the dressing on my arm.


    “Hardly. It was a disaster.” Anna kept her voice even. “Chandler left. I haven’t heard from him, either.”


    All true, I had to give her that.


    “Sorry.” Madison groaned. “In my head, you two remembered how much you loved each other and spent the night snuggled in each other’s arms ignoring my calls.”


    Loved? I forgot about checking my stitches and peered back into the bedroom. Anna was staring at her feet while she spoke.


    “I told you that wasn’t going to happen.”


    “Hey, a best friend can dream, right?” She paused. “So, if you’re not with my brother, where are you?”


    “Logan’s.”


    “I should’ve guessed. If you hear from my brother, tell him to call me, okay?”


    Anna nodded without looking up. “I will. See you soon.”


    “Maybe we can meet up for dinner tonight?”


    “I have a thing at four, but I’ll check in with you afterward.”


    I ducked back into the bathroom before Anna noticed me. GQ had a history with my mate. A history she failed to mention. I had no right to be jealous. She was gorgeous and intelligent—of course she was going to have relationships.


    But I didn’t have to fucking like it.


    My stitches looked good. I’d probably have a scar, but Jason did a great job putting me back together. I put a new wrap around my forearm as Anna stepped inside.


    “How’s it healing up?”


    “I’ll live.”


    She nodded. “Good plan.”


    I smirked. “Glad you approve.”


    “Is everything okay?” She frowned.


    “No.” I finished up and went around her into the bedroom.


    She followed. “So, you want me to guess?”


    “Not really, no.”


    She huffed out a breath. “I get that you don’t want me to go to Damian’s today, and truth be told, I don’t want to, either, but we’ve got no other choice. If I don’t go, he’ll kill Madison’s brother.”


    “Is that all he is? Just Madison’s brother?” We did not have time for this bullshit, but damn it, I couldn’t focus on anything else.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    I clenched my jaw. “You never used to lie to me.”


    Anger flashed in her eyes. “Wish I could say the same about you.”


    I picked up my cell phone and found a text from Adam.


    Sebastian is in town. Meet me at the ranch at two.


    “We need to get over to Adam’s.”


    “Then you better tell me what’s going on with you.”


    “Leave it alone, Anna.” I pulled on my shirt. When my head popped through, she was in my face.


    “No.”


    The jealousy burned a hole in my gut and spewed out before I could reel it in. “When were you going to tell me that you’re planning to meet up with a madman so you can rescue your ex-boyfriend?”


    Her eyes widened. “You were listening in on my phone call.”


    “I told you I had heightened senses. There’s no way I could’ve missed hearing it.” I crossed my arms. “You still haven’t answered my question.”


    “Because it doesn’t need answering. I had a life after you walked out on me. Get over it.”


    “If it was no big deal, then why didn’t you tell me last night? You called him a friend.”


    “He is.” She went to the bathroom and grabbed a brush.


    I leaned in the doorway, my arms still crossed. Right now, I didn’t trust myself. My wolf was close to the surface, angry and defensive. “Do you snuggle up with all your friends?”


    She braided her hair, glaring at me. “I didn’t snuggle with him, and I’m not explaining myself to you.”


    “Just tell me why you didn’t want me to know he was an ex-boyfriend.”


    “You’re not going to drop this are you?” Anna came closer, our bodies almost touching. “Fine. I was worried you might not help me save him if you knew I used to be his girlfriend. There. Feel better?”


    She walked right by.


    And I most definitely did not feel better.


    “That’s bullshit.” I stalked after her, struggling to string words together. “I’ll always be there for you. No matter what.”


    She spun around with tears in her eyes. “Then where were you? For the past few years, I needed you, and you weren’t there. It’s going to take more than a week for me to believe this is any different. I just talked to Madison on the phone and failed to mention that her brother could be dead and it’s my fault.” Her voice broke, taking my anger with it. “Your jealousy is going to have to wait.”


    I pulled her into my arms, kissing her hair. It wasn’t often that I couldn’t find something to say, but this was one of those times.


    She sniffled against my chest. “I should have told you about Chandler.”


    I shook my head. “I was a dick.” I lifted her chin so I could meet her eyes. “Seeing you with another guy sent my instincts into hyperdrive. I tried to tamp them down, but when I realized you’d been with him before…” Shit, I couldn’t even finish the thought. “And you didn’t tell me.”


    “It was over a long time ago.”


    “Good enough for me.” I bent to kiss her.


    “Wait.” She stepped back. “He wanted to marry me.”


    White hot fire lit in my gut, my wolf clawing forward. I could barely growl. “It was…serious?”


    Jesus, I’d been that close to losing her forever. I pulled my hair back from my forehead, barely able to breathe.


    “I turned him down.”


    I nodded, not trusting myself to speak just yet.


    Her eyes searched mine. “Do you want to know why?”


    Did I? I fought to keep my voice even. “None of my business.”


    “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes. “I know you better than that.” She reached for my hand, her touch soothing the animal inside. “No one, not Chandler or any other guy I dated, ever made me feel as safe and whole as I did with you. I couldn’t settle. Not forever.” She swallowed. “I wanted forever with you.”


    I had her in my arms and pressed against the wall in less than a second. My lips fused to hers, and my pulse raced as her tongue brushed mine. Anna’s fingers tangled in the back of my hair, making me ache to strip her naked.


    My phone rang on the bed.


    “Fuck,” I groaned against her lips as reality settled on my shoulders again.


    She smiled and sniffled a little. “Make-up sex is going to have to wait.”


    I nodded and stole one last kiss. “But I plan to collect.”


    Her eyes sparkled with the defiance that stoked my love for her. “Not if I do first.”


    “Deal.”


    I grabbed my phone. “Yeah.”


    Adam’s voice was all business. “Sebastian’s already here. How soon can you be?”


    “Twenty minutes.”


    Adam hung up, and I stared at my mate. “I don’t want to pull you into this even deeper.”


    “If that mate thing you throw around is real, then it’s us against the world, right?”


    God, I couldn’t imagine a better partner. “Yeah.”


    “Then stop trying to shield me, and let me in. I wish it wasn’t dangerous, but I’d rather be with you than without, so…”


    A smile tugged at my lips. “So let’s get this done. The sooner it’s finished, the sooner we can pick up where we left off.”


    …


    When we got to Adam’s place, Sebastian, heir to the Nero empire, was inside. Needless to say, that also meant Sasha, our best shot with a Glock, and her mate Aren were on one side of our Alpha, and Gareth was on the other—a not-so-subtle show of dominance in the face of a very well trained assassin who only cared about himself.


    Adam nodded to us, and Sebastian frowned, gesturing to Anna. “What’s this?”


    I tightened my hold on her hand. “She’s my mate, and your certifiable brother kidnapped her…friend—who also happens to be a news reporter.”


    “Her problems are none of my concern.”


    “Screw you.” Anna stiffened beside me. “I was there when your brother attacked a busy coffee shop as a gigantic jaguar.” She glanced up at me then back to him. “Damian wants me to tell the world about shapeshifters.”


    “You know nothing of my brother.” Sebastian barely spared her a glance.


    “Don’t dismiss me.” She narrowed her eyes at Adam. “Why is he even here?”


    Adam chuckled. “I often ask myself the same question.”


    “Then the wolf rages wide, and the lion glares through the dun forest.” Sebastian opened his mouth to continue, but Anna interrupted.


    “That’s William Blake, isn’t it?” She frowned. “Why are you quoting poetry?”


    “Coping mechanism.” Sebastian raised a brow. “I see another intelligent woman has been lured into this den of wolves.”


    I stepped forward, blocking his view of my mate. “Did you have anything helpful to contribute, you pompous asshole, or are you just here to woo us with poems?”


    Adam crossed his arms and gave me a stern look before focusing on Sebastian. “Your brother is a problem both for us and for Nero, so either you neutralize him, or we will.”


    Sebastian shook his head with a smirk. “If only life could be as black and white as it is for a wolf.” He peered around me toward Anna. “I suppose if the show in the coffee shop last night was for your benefit, then you have been in contact with Damian?”


    Anna came to my right side. “Yes. I met Damian at the Masquerade. He mentioned he worked for a government contractor, and I started digging to see why a defense contractor would be interested in a satellite office in Lake Tahoe.”


    Sebastian’s dark eyes locked on mine. “You should have encouraged your mate to find a safer story.”


    My brother was usually the hothead in our family, but damn I’d never wanted to beat the shit out of someone so badly. “Why are you really here?”


    Sebastian turned to Adam. “I have information, but I’m not saying anything with a reporter in the room.” He glanced my way. “Mate or not.”


    Adam came over to us, his attention on Anna. “Lana is down at the barn with the kids. Luke’s with them. Can you hang out down there? I’ll send Logan when we’re through here.”


    She nodded. “Yeah.” She squeezed my hand. “Can I borrow you for a second?”


    I followed her to the back. We stepped outside, and I closed the door.


    “Can they still hear us?” she whispered.


    I had no trouble hearing Adam and Sebastian talking inside, but as long as the conversation kept them distracted, they wouldn’t notice her whisper. “Probably not. Why?”


    “Because I need you to know, regardless of what they decide, I’m meeting Damian. He’ll kill Chandler if I don’t.”


    “He’ll kill you, too, if we don’t have a good plan to keep you safe.” My pulse kicked up a notch just saying the words. “Madison’s brother could already be gone for all we know.”


    Her eyes welled with tears. “No.”


    I took her hand. “Please trust me, Anna. I have no right to ask that of you, but I swear we’ll come up with something. You don’t know the Pack very well yet, but we’ve been through hell and back more than once. You’re my mate, so my Pack is your Pack now, too.”


    She stared up at me. “I just met them. Why would they help me?”


    I brushed my lips to her forehead. “Because we’re Pack. We’re there for each other. Those Nero assholes may be well trained and well armed, but they work alone or with hired guns. They think our Pack makes us weak, but they’re wrong. The Pack is what makes us strong.”


    Her eyes searched mine, and I prayed she understood. If she ran off on her own…I didn’t want to think about it.


    “Adam and the others will take me into their Pack?”


    I traced my finger along her soft cheek. “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “Because you’re the other half of my soul, Anna. You’re my one true mate. My parents would say Fate chose you for me. Either way, you’re part of me and my Pack.”


    Anna brushed a kiss on my cheek and walked toward the barn. I couldn’t move until Lana came out to meet her. My instincts to keep her safe were on overdrive. Raking my hand through my hair, I turned and went back inside.


    Everyone was seated around Adam’s dining room table. I took a seat beside Gareth and all eyes turned my way. “I’m all right.”


    Adam shook his head. “Hate to say this, but we might be better off if Vivi’s friend is already dead. Bad enough he’s a newscaster, but he’s a jaguar now, too.”


    Sasha leaned forward. “Sorry, Adam, but as the one person at this table who was bitten against their will, I have to disagree. None of this is… What’s his name?”


    “Chandler.” Saying it out loud picked at the tender scab. He’d asked Anna, my Anna, to marry him.


    Sasha went on. “This isn’t Chandler’s fault. His life is changed forever now. The least we can do is try to get him out of there alive and help him figure this out.”


    “What if he talks? How do we keep him quiet about shifters?” Adam ran his fingers back through his unruly hair. “He’s not our responsibility.”


    “He was only there because Anna asked him to come with her.” I ground my teeth, forcing my voice to stay even. “She feels responsible. Anna is my mate, and I’m helping her save him, with or without your help.”


    Sebastian smirked. “Without your Pack’s assistance, you’ll never make it out alive.”


    I narrowed my eyes. “You underestimate me.”


    His gaze slid down to my stitched up arm. “It looks to me like you underestimated my brother’s men.” He met my eyes. “Damian has been quietly rallying support for his takeover of Nero. At least two of our men, loyal to his cause, are here in Nevada with him. It appears you encountered one last night during the new moon.” He rolled his shoulder back. “My brother is desperate, but he is far from stupid. He won’t be unprotected.”


    Adam rested his forearms on the table and leaned in. “Does your father know what Damian’s plotting?”


    “I’m not sure yet.” For a split second, Sebastian’s mask of indifference slipped. “A year ago, he would have sent me to silence him. But today? I can’t be certain.”


    Adam leaned his chair back. “If he does know, then why hasn’t he ended this?”


    “I came here to find out.” Sebastian steepled his fingers. “You alerted me about my brother’s return to Lake Tahoe, and in return, I’m letting you know the two men with him are deadly, two of our best. Now we’re even.”


    I stared at the stitches on my wrist. “Before they shifted, they argued about Damian exposing them.” I raised my gaze to meet Sebastian’s. “And they mentioned Sedona.”


    He stood in one fluid motion. “I’ve already been here too long.” His eyes locked on Adam’s. “I’ll handle my brother and his hostage. Stay out of my way.”


    I shot out of my chair. “How exactly are you planning to ‘handle’ it? I promised Anna we’d save her friend.”


    “Then you made a promise you can’t keep.”


    Before I could dive across the table for Sebastian, Sasha stood.


    “I’m with Logan.” She walked toward Sebastian. “This guy may be a newscaster, but we can deal with that once he’s safe. He didn’t ask to be bitten. This wasn’t his fault.” She crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes at Sebastian. “How long can you keep killing innocents for your family?”


    “Save the preaching. You know me better than anyone at this table. I do what must be done. I always have.” A muscle in his cheek clenched, and his voice dropped to a menacing growl that had her mate rising from his chair. “I was raised to kill.”


    Without another word, he turned and left. Sasha sighed and met my eyes. “Grab your mate. If we don’t get there first, her friend will die.”


    “If he isn’t dead already.” I clenched my fist and got up.


    “Damian will catch your scent before you get close to his hostage.” Adam looked from Sasha to me. “Or if he doesn’t, his two bodyguards will.”


    We both stared at Adam. He was right, but it didn’t change what I had to do. “What do you want from me? I always put the Pack first. Always. But this one time, my mate comes first. We’ve all killed when we had to. It changes you.” I pointed toward the barn. “Anna isn’t from this world. If this guy dies because we did nothing…” I shook my head. “I won’t let her have blood on her hands. With or without you, I’m helping her.”


    Sasha cleared her throat. “I’m with Logan.”


    Aren, her mate, sighed, but he got up. “I’ve got Sasha’s back. I’m in, too.”


    Adam stared up at his twin brother and clenched his jaw. “All right. Enough. Sit down. We don’t have much time to come up with a plan.”


    I went back to my seat, biting the inside of my cheek to keep my expression neutral. I owed Sasha one.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Vivianna


    Luke wrapped me in a tight hug as I approached the horses. “How are you holding up?”


    I laughed, rolling my eyes. “You mean since finding out people could turn into giant jaguars and wolves, or seeing my friend being kidnapped by one, or the revelation that the one guy I’ve ever really loved is a werewolf?”


    He stepped back, shrugging his broad shoulders. “Good thing you’re tough.”


    I nodded, wiping my nose. “Yeah. I’m not sure anyone is tough enough for all this.”


    “Hi, Vivi.” Lana came toward us with an adorable toddler on each side. “I couldn’t help but overhear.” She glanced at Luke then back to me. “Some of our older Pack members like to say that Fate chooses a wolf’s mate, and even though we sometimes think there’s no way it could work out, Fate seems to know better. You wouldn’t be Logan’s mate if you weren’t strong enough for this world.”


    I raised a brow. “You believe that?”


    “With all my heart.” Her lips curved into a barely-there smile. “Every new woman who has come to this Pack has contributed something, and we’re more formidable than before. I have no doubt the same will be true for you, once you accept it.”


    “Accept it? I’m not sure what you mean.” I crossed my arms around my middle.


    “Luke, can you take the rug rats so we can talk?”


    Her daughter tugged Lana’s hand. “We’re not rug rats, Mama.”


    Her little boy joined in. “Yeah, I’m a wolf, not a rat.”


    She grinned and kissed each cheek. “Be good for Luke.”


    He swooped the girl up onto his shoulders and grabbed the boy’s hand. They wandered farther down the barn, and Lana walked me over to the tack room.


    “Have a seat.” I sat in one of the canvas director’s chairs, and she took the one beside me. “I’m sure you’re worried about your friend, not to mention on mental overload after finding out there are things in this world that we can’t explain.”


    “Yeah.” I nodded, staring at the saddle racks. “But after the carnage in the coffee shop, maybe the world needs to know so people can be safe.”


    “What you saw was a mistake born of desperation.” She shook her head. “No shifters—not werewolves, not Nero, nor any others out there we haven’t crossed paths with yet—would ever want our existence to be exposed. As journalists, you and I understand better than most what happens when people are afraid. We’d be studied, monitored, and eventually hunted. All in the name of safety.”


    My gaze wandered to the house. Logan had thousands of fans, maybe hundreds of thousands. What if they turned on him? Even with heightened senses and extra strength, he couldn’t beat the bullet from a terrified gunman.


    I ground my teeth, my stomach tied in knots at the thought of anyone hurting him. Maybe there was more to this mate thing than I wanted to admit.


    “So how do you handle all this?”


    Lana chuckled, shaking her head. “I wish there was a simple answer. Sometimes I sing ‘just keep swimming’ with the twins.” She sobered. “I can’t tell you it gets easier. Recently I found out Sebastian is my half brother.”


    My jaw slackened. “Whoa. And you never knew you were related?” The new information spun around in my mind and made another connection. “Wait a second…so Damian is your brother, too?”


    “I never knew I had any family.” She sighed. “I grew up in foster care, abandoned on church steps as a newborn baby.”


    I’d read some of Lana’s work before, but hearing her story… I had no idea she overcame so much. And now she was…


    I frowned and spoke before I could stop myself. “You’re not a werewolf. Logan said Adam was out with you last night during the new moon.”


    “Right.” She nodded. “Until I met Adam, I didn’t realize shapeshifters existed, let alone that I was one of them. I’d wake up after the new moon in strange places, with no memory of how I got there. That’s how I ended up on Nero’s radar. I thought I had a brain tumor or something. Apparently, my CAT scan showed an abnormality, and Antonio Severino has eyes and ears everywhere. Someone sent him the films, and he ordered Sebastian to collect me.”


    “But Adam saved you?”


    She almost smiled. “We saved each other, I think.” Lana met my eyes. “Our twins are the grandchildren of the same man who wanted to experiment on me.”


    Luke was playing with the kids over in the arena. Their innocent laughter made the danger very real. “Does Damian know?”


    She shook her head. “Not as far as we can tell, and we need to keep it that way.”


    “Does Sebastian?”


    “Yes.” She watched her little ones chasing after Luke.


    “Won’t he tell his brother?”


    “I don’t think so. Sebastian is first in line to inherit the entire Nero Organization. Damian has been doing his best to win their father’s favor and take Sebastian’s birthright.”


    “Why didn’t Sebastian bring you to his father?”


    She shrugged. “I still don’t really have an answer. When his father sent him after me, he kept it secret that I was Sebastian’s younger sister. When Sebastian found out on his own…” She sighed and glanced at me. “You have to understand that Sebastian is very intelligent. I think he’s well aware there’s no unconditional love from his father. He always has to watch his back because there could be a target on it anytime.”


    “He hides behind the arrogant asshole mask pretty well.”


    “He does.” She chuckled. “Life’s a chess game to Sebastian, and I never know which side of the board he’s on.”


    “Not the big brother you always dreamed of.”


    “Definitely not.” She glanced toward the house. “Aren, Adam’s twin, has that spot. I couldn’t imagine a better brother.”


    “Logan was trying to tell me that I’m already part of the Pack.”


    “Only if you choose it. Choose him.” Lana smiled. “He’s played the recluse rock star for so long that we’re all relieved to meet you. Of all the Pack members, he’s the one I know the least. Always ready to protect the others, but distant. Lonely, but not looking to change it, if that makes any sense.”


    More sense than I wanted to admit.


    “You all would take me in? Just like that?”


    “It’s not that simple, but I think most of us have learned to trust the animal instincts inside. You wouldn’t be his mate if you weren’t worthy.” She paused. “But you have to want it. You still have the choice to leave. But Logan…” She shook her head. “You’re it for him.” Her gaze pinned me to my chair. “Do you love him?”


    “Yes.” There it was, with no hesitation.


    My vision blurred with tears I wouldn’t let fall. “I never stopped loving him. It’s trusting he won’t walk away again that’s eating me up inside. I don’t know how to get past it.”


    “Luke told me you two were high school sweethearts.”


    I nodded. “Yeah. He walked out on me the day he kissed me and realized I was his mate. He never spoke to me again. Just turned and left like I never mattered.”


    “Don’t kid yourself. There’s a reason his songs are so painful and angry. It must’ve killed him to let you go when every instinct was telling him to keep you at his side.”


    Speak of the devil. Logan stepped out the back door and started walking toward the barn.


    “You were in love with a teenager before.” Lana pointed in his direction. “Get to know the grown up Logan. There’s not another wolf in this Pack who is more loyal. He’ll be there when you need him.”


    The coffee shop flashed in my mind, Logan bursting through that door before Damian got to me.


    Right when I needed him most.


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Logan


    As I approached the barn, Anna met me halfway. I pulled her into my arms as naturally as if we’d never parted five years ago. Closing my eyes, I breathed her into my lungs, wishing like hell we weren’t about to walk into the lion’s den.


    She stepped back. “How’s your arm?”


    I barely gave the stitches a glance. “It’s fine.”


    “I need to get over to Damian’s.”


    The muscles in my shoulders bunched with tension. “You’re not going alone.”


    “If he figures out you’re there, he’ll kill Chandler.”


    “And if you go alone, he’ll have you both.”


    She crossed her arms. “Is Damian’s brother going to help us?”


    “Probably not.” I gestured to Luke as he walked over to us. “Luke and I are bringing our rifles with the scopes, and Sasha is going to slip inside and take out Damian’s jaguar bodyguards.”


    She shook her head. “She can’t come in. Damian will know. He can smell things like you guys do, right?”


    I nodded. “Yeah, but not quite as well, and Sasha’s a jaguar, too. She’s never had much contact with Damian. If he catches her scent, he’ll recognize a jaguar, but he won’t realize she’s Pack.”


    Luke met my eyes. “Once she takes the two bodyguards out of the equation, we go in?”


    “That’s the plan.”


    Anna looked between the two of us. “I just need to keep Damian busy.”


    This was the part of the damned plan that bugged the shit out of me. “Yeah. Once Luke has Chandler, I’m coming for you.”


    “What about Damian?”


    “Damian is still Severino’s son. If we kill him, it could bring a war with Nero to our doorstep.” She pressed her lips together, and I went on. “Sebastian may do it for us.”


    “He’d kill his own brother?”


    “Only if it would help his cause somehow.”


    Anna rolled her eyes. “Nice guy.”


    Luke pulled his phone out of his pocket. “We’ve got to get our weapons and ammunition. We’d better get out of here.”


    “Just a second.” I took Anna’s hand. “You sure you’re ready for this?”


    “No.” She tightened her grip. “But I’ll get through it.”


    “Just keep him talking.” I kissed her forehead. “I’ll be right there.”


    …


    A half hour later, rifles in hand, we were almost to Damian’s place. About a mile away, Anna pulled her car over to let us out. We’d go in on foot with Sasha, while Anna arrived at his house alone.


    I fucking hated this plan.


    She got out of the car and came to my side. Her fingers laced with mine, drawing my gaze to hers. “I can do this, Logan.”


    I nodded. “I still wish there were another way.”


    “You guys have the tough job. I’m just talking.”


    I squeezed her hand. “You’re going to be alone with the enemy. Whatever he says, remember that jaguar you saw tearing up the coffee shop. He’s working an angle; we’re just not sure what it is yet.”


    She rose up on her toes, and I bent to brush my lips to hers. When I straightened, her dark eyes searched mine. “Be careful, okay?”


    “Always.”


    The corners of her mouth curved to match the sparkle in her gaze. “We have unfinished business back at your place.”


    I kissed her again, growling against her mouth. “Like I could forget.”


    “I intend to collect.”


    I rested my forehead on hers. “I love you, Anna.”


    She brought her hand up, her fingers caressing my jaw. “Come back to me. Safe.”


    “I will.” I wasn’t going to be able to let her go.


    My pulse pounded in my ears, and I crushed her to my chest, my lips claiming hers. If anything happened to Anna…


    Luke cleared his throat behind us, and grudgingly I lightened the kiss. “Just keep Damian talking. I’ll come for you as soon as it’s clear.”


    She nodded. “Get Chandler out first.”


    Hearing her say his name still grated on me.


    Anna got back in her car, and I turned to my brother and Sasha. “Let’s do this.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Vivianna


    Logan stood, arms crossed, his broad shoulders shrinking in my rearview mirror until finally he was gone. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I focused my eyes on the road, struggling to do the same with my thoughts.


    I hadn’t told him I loved him.


    What if something went wrong, and this time he got more than a gash in his arm?


    Maybe that’s what held me back. We had unfinished business.


    We had to survive.


    But regret twisted in my heart. I’d told Lana, but Logan was the one who deserved to know.


    This was not the time for psychoanalysis. I boxed up my frayed emotions and pulled into Damian’s driveway. The ten foot high security gate rolled open. A man in black riot gear approached my car. A gun was holstered on his belt.


    My mouth went dry, but I clicked the button and my window descended.


    “Can I see some ID?”


    I nodded. When I’d interned for a paper in college, they sent me to a military base to help cover a story. I did my best to pretend this was similar.


    My “best” wasn’t good enough. With trembling fingers, I handed him my driver’s license. His piercing green eyes studied my picture, then my face. He took a deep breath and scanned the street. Was he the jaguar shifter who took a chunk out of Logan’s arm?


    He returned my ID, exposing a tattoo on the inside of his wrist—a lion’s head with an N emblazoned on its forehead.


    “Park at the house. Mr. Severino is expecting you.”


    I pressed the button on my window and rolled forward. Step one complete. I was in. Now I just needed to keep Damian talking and trust Logan, Luke, and Sasha could handle the rest. Sasha wore a wire, communicating with her mate, Aren. He was waiting with Adam in his Jeep in a parking lot a couple of miles down the street. They’d be our backup if the plan fell apart.


    The other Pack members were at Adam’s ranch keeping watch over the little ones. Lana’s twins were almost two, the Pack doctor had two-month-old twins, and there was ten-year-old Charlie. Lots of kids who needed protection in case things went south here.


    It was tough not to be impressed with the Pack’s unity. It reminded me of my dad and his fire crew. They weren’t blood family, but they wouldn’t hesitate to die for each other.


    In the end, my father did.


    Enough with the dying thoughts. I went to the front door, and it opened before I could knock. Another big guy in black riot gear, but this one had black hair and dark eyes to match. Like his partner at the gate, he sucked in a deep breath, scanning the area.


    “You reek of wolves.”


    His dismissive tone stoked my temper. “I didn’t come here to be insulted by the doorman.”


    His brow arched, and he sized me up. I raised my chin, my fear chilling over on the sidelines.


    “Come in.” He stepped aside, and I noticed the same tattoo on the inside of his wrist. The N had to be for Nero. Not many companies tattooed their logo onto their employees’ flesh, but I doubted there were many companies like Nero. Thankfully.


    “Mr. Severino is in the study.”


    I followed him through the house. If I’d been here under different circumstances I might’ve gawked at the rugged interior, but I was too busy formulating questions to pay much attention. Logan’s safety depended on me being able to distract Damian.


    We stepped into the study. A man sat behind the desk, but his chair was turned toward the window behind him. I couldn’t see his face.


    “The journalist is here.”


    He didn’t move. “Thank you. Keep alert.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    His bodyguard vanished down the hallway, and Damian finally turned to face me. I bit my lip to keep from gasping. Scars came up from his neck, covering most of his face, burns. He’d been wearing a Phantom of the Opera mask the first time we’d met, but he hadn’t been injured then. No way could that tiny half mask have covered this. One side of his profile drooped, like he was still melting.


    But his eyes were sharp, and his bright white teeth flashed when he smiled, with no trace of the blood that had covered them in the coffee shop.


    “Thank you for coming. I’m sure you have questions.” He paused. “I apologize for my…” He gestured to his face. “Before you decide the Wolf Pack are the ‘good guys,’ you should know they were the ones who left me disfigured. They probably failed to mention that fact.”


    I cleared my throat. “I’m not much of a college football fan.”


    He frowned for a moment, then laughed. “Clever girl, but we both know I’m not referring to the University of Reno’s Wolf Pack.” He sobered, leaning in closer. “In fact, judging by how that would-be rock star came into the coffee shop with guns a-blazing last night, I’d venture to guess you’re special to him.” His lips twisted into a thin, lopsided smirk. “His mate, perhaps?”


    My pulse raced, but I struggled to keep my composure. “I came here to discuss the jaguar that took my friend.”


    He rocked back in his leather executive chair. “I am the jaguar.”


    “I figured.” I shifted in my seat and tugged my tablet out of my bag. “Mind if I take notes?”


    He shook his head. “Please do. I want the Pack to understand that soon the human world will realize they’re not at the top of the food chain.”


    The screen came to life, but my thoughts were scattered. Had Sasha gotten to Damian’s bodyguards yet? Was Logan watching me through the scope of his rifle right now? I blew out a slow breath and lifted my gaze.


    “Why? Is this about getting even for your burns?”


    A cold smile curved his lips. “Revenge will just be a delicious side effect.”


    I stared at him for a second, collecting myself. “So, if I tell the world about shapeshifters and make them believe you’re real, won’t it affect you, too?”


    He glanced out the window and frowned. “Did the Pack really let you come here alone?”


    He didn’t give a crap about me exposing shifters. He wanted them to come. Was I leading Logan into a trap? My heart skipped a beat. I needed to keep his attention on me. “Where is Chandler?”


    He glanced over his shoulder, that sick, twisted grin spreading across his mouth. “I have no idea.”


    A chill crept down my spine. “You said he’d die if I didn’t come to talk to you.”


    He turned to face me. “Oh, he’s alive.”


    “But not here.”


    He lowered his voice. “He could be anywhere by now.”


    I frowned and got to my feet. He sent Chandler into the woods injured and bleeding? “He’ll die.”


    He crossed his arms, shaking his head. “I should have known those wolves would keep secrets from you. Your friend is stronger now than he’s ever been. The bite has already healed. Right now, he’s probably realizing his senses are sharper, and how much faster he is.” He ran his tongue across his white teeth. “And he’s probably terrified.”


    “You bastard.” My voice wobbled. I had nowhere to run, not yet. I needed to see this through and give Logan the time he needed. “If Chandler is so powerful now, why wouldn’t you keep him here to help protect you like the jerk at the front door?”


    He scoffed. “Your friend is not a trained killer.” His voice dropped an octave. “But he is a reporter.”


    Oh shit. My mind spun out of control. Damian found out. Chandler could be sending emails to his correspondent contacts and getting examined by doctors right now.


    “If he’s already spilling your story, then why am I here?”


    He was beside me so fast, I gasped. His hand was like a vise around my wrist. “Because my father wants an heir.”


    Animal instincts took over. I dropped my tablet, struggling to break free of his grasp, but in spite of my punches and kicks, his grip didn’t loosen. Tugging, shoving, and scratching made no difference.


    He lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a cool kiss to the back. “My father wants a grandchild. If I produce one, he will welcome me back with open arms.” His eyes shone with desire or madness, I couldn’t be sure which.


    My stomach twisted, nausea bubbling. This was a nightmare. If I couldn’t best him physically, my only hope was to keep him talking. About what? Heirs and grandchildren?


    Something crashed in the other room. His head swiveled toward the door. “Stay here.”


    He slammed it behind him while I picked up my tablet from the floor and jammed it into my bag. Muffled voices came from the hallway. This might be my only chance.


    I ran around his desk with no idea what I might be searching for. There had to be something that could help us find Chandler, or some information that might lead to Damian’s end game. My heart pounded in my ears as fear overpowered rational thought. I grabbed the folder and envelope on the desk and headed for the window.


    I was getting the hell out of here.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Logan


    Sasha signaled that the perimeter was clear. While she headed for the house, Luke and I moved in to start searching the garage. The sooner I found Damian’s prisoner, the sooner I could get to Anna.


    With our backs against either side of the door, Luke and I pivoted in unison, guns raised. Nothing. I nodded my head toward the north side of the garage, and he nodded and took the south. The scent of blood hung heavy in the air, but there was no sign of Chandler.


    Maybe he was already dead.


    My phone buzzed in my pocket. “Yeah,” I whispered.


    “Sasha’s down.” Adam’s engine revved. “We’re on our way.”


    “Shit. We’re going inside.”


    Luke was already on the move to the house. We’d patrolled for jaguars together for years. We didn’t need to speak—instinctually we worked as a unit. A deadly unit.


    The front door was ajar. Silently we made our way, tracking Sasha’s scent. No blood in the main house so far. It had to be a good sign. Luke ducked into a hallway and gestured for me to follow. Sasha lay on the floor, her gun still in her hand. He knelt beside her, checking for a pulse.


    “Alive,” he whispered.


    As I sent Adam the text, a familiar voice echoed through the house.


    “An heir? Are you insane?”


    Sebastian.


    I pointed in the direction of the voices, and Luke nodded. He’d stay with Sasha while I moved on. Had Sebastian already killed Chandler? If so, where was Anna?


    “What are you doing here? I don’t answer to you.” Damian sounded breathless. “Get the hell out of my way.”


    “You have no idea what you’ve done.”


    I peered around the corner and spotted Damian sneering at his brother. “I am well aware of every move I’ve made. I’ve had to pivot a few times on this mission, but my target is still in sight.”


    He turned to go, but Sebastian caught his arm. “If that reporter talks to the media, we’ll lose everything.”


    “The Wolf Pack should find him before he ever sets foot on a news sound stage.”


    Sebastian shoved him into the wall, pinning him. “You’re trusting our safety to a pack of wolves?” He slammed him one more time. “I won’t keep cleaning up your messes.”


    Damian wrenched free of his grasp. “I didn’t ask you to.” He lowered his voice. “It must be killing you that our father won’t give the order to eliminate me. How does it feel to no longer be his golden boy?”


    “I won’t need an order if the humans discover shifters are real. They’ll end your miserable existence for me.”


    Damian chuffed. “Not likely.”


    He stormed in my direction, and I stepped into his path, my rifle pointed at his chest. “Where is Anna?”


    “Remind me to kill my bodyguards.” He glanced behind me and pulled in a slow breath. “You brought in another jaguar to do your dirty work. Clever for a bunch of dogs.”


    “Fuck you.” I readied my finger over the trigger. “Answer my question.”


    “If you’re going to shoot me, then do it.”


    “Don’t.” Sebastian came closer. “He’s mine.”


    Something crashed outside, followed by a woman’s voice. “Damn it!”


    Anna.


    I narrowed my eyes at Sebastian. “If she’s hurt, he’s dead. I don’t give a shit who his father is.”


    Angling the barrel down, I fired a single shot into Damian’s left foot. He dropped to the ground screaming as I ran past.


    Adam didn’t want us to kill Antonio Severino’s son, but wounding him would slow him down and keep him away from my brother and Sasha until they had backup.


    I tracked Anna’s scent into his office and then to the open window. My pulse pounded in my ears. I hooked the rifle over my shoulder and peered out. Where was she?


    In our earlier scouting, we’d counted two Nero jaguar shifters and one human on the property with Damian. When we came into the cabin, one jaguar was dead and the other incapacitated in the house. So either the human, or Sebastian, had choked Sasha out.


    My money was riding on Sebastian.


    The human could still be here. And if he worked for Nero, he’d be armed.


    I couldn’t risk calling for her.


    After another scan of the area, I climbed onto the windowsill and pushed off, clearing the bushes and landing in a silent crouch on the dirt. Now that I was low to the ground, Anna’s scent was stronger, and there were tracks. One foot tracked differently, limping.


    I glanced at the bushes. There were broken branches. My gaze wandered up to the sill. She’d jumped down a good eight feet into a thick hedge. She was lucky she only twisted her ankle.


    The tracks led toward the detached garage. My mouth twitched, almost smiling. She was heading for the cars. My mate was scared, injured, and still thinking straight. Jesus, I loved her more all the time.


    I picked up my pace, following her scent to the corner of the building. When I rounded it, a baseball bat smacked my hip, knocking me into the solid wall.


    Anna screeched, grimacing. “Oh shit. Logan?”


    She dropped the weapon and reached for me. I winced as we slid down the wall together. “You’ve got a killer swing.”


    “I’m so sorry. I thought you were that wacko. The garage is locked, but I found this bat and…” Her words drifted off. “Chandler’s gone. He wants him to talk to the media.”


    Hearing her say his name cut right through the throbbing in my hip. “Yeah, I heard.”


    “How can you be so calm?” Her eyes widened. “If he goes on television…”


    I took her hand. “They’ll think he’s crazy. He has no proof, Anna. Not yet anyway.” I got up and helped her to her feet, gritting my teeth against the pain. “If he’s half the journalist you are, he’ll be contacting the sheriff to see if they have witnesses and pictures from the coffee shop.”


    Her heart was racing like a rabbit. I lifted her chin, forcing her eyes to meet mine. “We’ll find him.” She didn’t respond, and I frowned. “Did he hurt you?”


    She shook her head, but her voice was barely a whisper. “No, but…he wants an heir. Or his father does.”


    The heir Sebastian was ranting about. I straightened up, my injury a distant memory. “What does that have to do with you?”


    The fear in her eyes was answer enough, but she finally whispered, “He grabbed my arm, leering at me when he said it. I think he meant with me.”


    A visceral growl crawled out from the back of my throat. “He’s a dead man.”


    Visions of that twisted bastard touching my mate filled my head, fueling the rage. I turned toward the house. Damian was wounded, bleeding. He’d be slow and easy to track. He’d never be able to outrun me.


    “Logan, wait. Please, let’s go home.”


    I didn’t turn around. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”


    “Logan!” When I glanced over my shoulder, a tear rolled down her cheek. “You said you weren’t like him.”


    “I’m not.” Her words knocked me back a step. “That sick motherfucker was going to hurt you, then rape you so he could have children to help him get an inheritance. I’m nothing like him.”


    “He killed people in the coffee shop like they never mattered.”


    “That asshole doesn’t matter.”


    “But you do!” She shook her head, her arms wrapping around herself. “Killing someone should only happen when there’s no other option. There’s a big difference between murder and self-defense.” She offered her hand. “Don’t cross that line, Logan.”


    The wolf demanded we protect our mate, warring with my tenuous grasp on my emotions. But her voice reached past primal instincts, calling me back from the edge.


    I broke eye contact, staring at the cabin, knowing he was inside. My voice was raw and raspy. “If he ever touches you…”


    Her fingers laced with mine, and she hobbled beside me. “He won’t.”


    I turned to face her, my gut tied in knots. “I need you to understand. I know you don’t feel it yet. Maybe you never will. But for me, you’re my mate, my world.” I forced my tone to stay even. “And if anyone threatens your safety, I won’t hesitate to take a life if it will save yours.” I searched her eyes for any trace of fear. “I’m not human, Anna.”


    She started to rise up on her toes then winced, sinking back down. Her hands slid up my chest to cup my face and bring me closer to her.


    “You’re a wolf. My wolf.”


    I closed the distance between us, my lips claiming hers, and scooped her up into my arms. The extra weight hobbled me for a second, pain radiating out of my hip. Resting my forehead against hers, I groaned. “You have a killer swing with a bat.”


    Her soft laughter buoyed me. “Your own fault for sneaking up on me when I’m in survival mode.” Her attention focused on the multi-level cabin. “Is Luke still inside?”


    “Yeah, but he should be fine. Damian’s wounded, and Sebastian has probably gotten his brother out by now.” The distinct purr of Adam’s Jeep hummed in my ears. “And the cavalry just arrived.”


    I carried Anna back to the cabin in spite of her protests that I let her walk and rest my hip. Until Jason took a look at her ankle, I didn’t want her to put weight on it, and I didn’t have crutches handy. We could worry about my bruised hip later.


    My hunch about Sebastian had been right. He and Damian were gone. Sasha was on her feet and pissed. Apparently Sebastian caught her from behind in a sleeper hold. Her pride was wounded more than her body. None of us had any love for Sebastian, but the cold rage on her mate’s features told me the jaguar had better watch his back.


    I set Anna on the sofa and leaned against the arm, resting my sore leg. “Damian turned Chandler loose.” All eyes turned my way. “I overheard Sebastian chewing his ass out.”


    Adam punched the wall and turned to face us. “We have to find him before he talks.”


    I crossed my arms. “No one will believe him without proof.”


    Sasha nodded. “He’s right.”


    “Someone took a picture at the coffee shop, right? He could show that and his scar. He could get air time.”


    “I called a friend in the sheriff’s office.” Sasha pulled back the slide on her Glock, checking the chamber. “He said the phone was soaked in blood. The memory card is fried.”


    Adam lifted his chin, staring at the ceiling. “What if he goes after other eye witnesses?”


    “Misdirection.” Anna chimed in beside me. “We could leak a story about illegal exotic animals.”


    Adam met her eyes. “Someone’s giant pet jaguar got loose?”


    “Why not?” Her back straightened. “Happens all the time.”


    “I like the way you think.” The corner of his mouth curved a little. “Tell me about this Chandler guy. Is he a hard hitting journalist or just a pretty boy reading cue cards?”


    “He’s smart and chases stories. Why?”


    Adam glanced over at his twin brother. “Do you still have contact info for—”


    “No.” Aren interrupted, shaking his head. “You can’t be serious.”


    “Have you got a better idea?” Adam focused on Anna again. “If shapeshifters were a matter of national security, would he respect that and back off?”


    A crease formed on her brow. “Chandler has worked on government stories before. You can’t put on a uniform and fool him. He’ll check the credentials.”


    “General Miller Sloan has all the credentials we’ll need.” Adam gripped his brother’s shoulder. “Make it happen, Aren.”


    I had only met Miller Sloan once, during the botched attempt to lure out one of Nero’s ex-Green-Beret bounty hunters. Sloan was Adam and Aren’s uncle, and seeing him had been like running into the ghost of Malcolm, our previous Alpha.


    “Blood or not, we have no idea if we can trust him.”


    “True.” Adam nodded. “But in this case, it’s in his best interest to keep this guy quiet, too. The government doesn’t want the world to know about shifters any more than we do. And since Miller’s a werewolf, too, he’s got a horse in this race.”


    “I’ll work on getting him out here, but we need to find this guy or it’s all for nothing.”


    I straightened, putting tentative weight on both legs. “We’ll track him down.”


    Luke came to my side. “I’ll help them, too.”


    Adam clapped me on the shoulder. “Keep me in the loop.”


    He walked out to his Jeep while Aren and Sasha started clean up on the cabin. Since Nero owned the place, they wouldn’t be involving the police, but we couldn’t risk outsiders finding the body of one of the downed Nero guards. The autopsy findings would out all of us.


    Anna looped an arm around my shoulders, and Luke took the other so we could help her out to the car. Once we had her in the passenger seat, she put her bag in the backseat while I clasped my brother’s forearms. I nodded toward the Jeep. “You should go with Adam. Finish up at the ranch, and I’ll call you if we get any news on Chandler.”


    He frowned. “You sure?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Hopefully he went back to his sister’s place.”


    He didn’t look convinced. Until now, we’d been partners in everything. But things were changing. I had Anna, and suddenly my brother was… I yanked him into a tight hug. “Be careful, okay?”


    “I can handle myself.” One strong pat on my back and he pulled away. “You can drop the big brother concern. You’re only older by a few minutes.”


    “Still counts.”


    He was already jogging toward the Jeep.


    Now I had Anna. But what if Luke… I turned to the car, unwilling to finish my thoughts. “How’s your ankle?”


    She shrugged. “It hurts. Your hip?”


    I started the engine. “Like a son of a bitch.”


    “Hospital?”


    “My place. I’ll call Jason while you check in with Madison and see if she’s heard from her brother.”


    I pulled onto the street, and she rested her hand on my thigh. “Our unfinished business might have to wait a day or two.”


    “Maybe.” I grinned, meeting her eyes. “But I’m a fast healer.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Vivianna


    Madison hadn’t heard from her brother yet. For shits and giggles, I tried Chandler’s cell phone, too. For all I knew, Damian had destroyed it before he tossed him out. But it didn’t hurt to try.


    Right to voicemail.


    Logan came over, barely limping, and placed an ice pack on my ankle.


    “Any luck?” He sat beside me on the couch.


    “Not yet. Madison said she’ll call me when she hears from him.”


    “I’ll let Adam know.” He started texting. “Jason should be here soon to check out your ankle. Since you’re not a shifter, we can run you to the hospital for X-rays if he thinks you need them.”


    I glanced at my purple ankle. “If you bit me right now, then the hospital would be off the table?”


    Logan laughed, surprising me. “No. If I bit you right now, you’d have a gnarly bruise, but that’s all.”


    “I wouldn’t be a werewolf?”


    He sobered, his bright eyes demanding my attention. “Our bite only works when we’re in our animal form. I don’t know the science. Could be magic for all I know. But if I’m not a wolf, nothing happens.”


    My mind gnawed on the information for a minute. “That could be why Damian wanted to meet me that night. It was the only night he could have made me like him.”


    “I don’t pretend to understand his reasons for anything.” Logan took my hand. “Damian has been screwing with my Pack for a while now, and his last meeting ended with him being bitten and set on fire.”


    “He mentioned that. He wanted me to know you guys are dangerous, too.”


    Logan sighed and lifted my hand to his lips. “I’m guessing he failed to mention that he ran Jared’s mate off the road during a blizzard and almost killed Taryn and her son. Then he shot Jared. They protected themselves.”


    “Taryn set him on fire?”


    He nodded. “She’s psychic. Pyrokinesis.”


    I rested my head against the couch. “Lana told me all these women, your mates, made the Pack stronger. What would I bring to the table? I’m the weakest link.”


    “No, you’re not.” He turned a little to face me. “Anna, you took me down with a baseball bat today.”


    I rolled my eyes. “So I can swing a bat. How does that help in the grand scheme of things when a giant jaguar is after you?”


    “We’ve got plenty of brute strength in the Pack already, and we’ve got psychics who can see snapshots of the future, sense emotions, and start fires. But what you did today, calling in that tip that there’s a ranch in Tahoe with illegal exotic animals like the jaguar that attacked the coffee shop…” He shook his head. “That was all you, Anna. No amount of strength or psychic gifts could have done it.”


    I was about to respond when Logan’s cell rang. He checked the screen and answered. “Hey, Levi, what’s up?”


    Logan frowned, and I was suddenly wishing I had werewolf hearing so I knew what they were talking about.


    “Shit. I’ll handle it.” He ran his hand down his face. “Yeah. Later.”


    He ended the call and turned my way. “Levi runs the Howlers’ Facebook page.”


    “And something’s wrong?”


    He set his phone on the coffee table. “Our fan page is exploding with stories of me, guns blazing, saving a bunch of people from some escaped jaguar.” Raking his fingers through his hair, he met my eyes. “This is so messed up. I should’ve thought about how it looked, but I needed to be sure you were safe.”


    “Right now it’s just rumors. You can still control this story.”


    “How?”


    I stared at the only man I’d ever loved, and for once, I could save him. “Does your band have a publicist?”


    He scoffed. “I’ve been pretty anti-publicity, remember?”


    “You have one now.”


    “You don’t have to do that. We’ll just ignore it.” He shook his head. “It’ll go away eventually.”


    “You can’t keep hiding. Do you have a permit for that rifle?”


    “Yeah.” He nodded. “Sasha made all of us get legal.”


    “Okay, then there’s no reason to lie.” My brain whirled as I crafted the story. “You’re licensed to carry. You heard the screams, and you acted to help protect your community.”


    “I don’t want the extra attention.”


    “Tough.” I shook my head. “Your music has you out in the public eye. When Tom Cruise helps somebody change a tire, or Chris Rock makes a woman in labor smile, they make great headlines. You chasing off a jaguar with a rifle in a coffee shop is going to be a story. People recognize you.”


    He stared out the window as I went on. “Pretending it didn’t happen isn’t going to make it go away, but if you’ll work with me, we can control the situation before more reporters try to find you and get a sound bite.”


    “This is a nightmare. We’ve got a bitten newscaster on the loose, and now you want me to talk to the press.”


    “Not to the press.” I ran my fingers along his jaw until he met my gaze. “Talk to me. Let me help you.”


    “When I started the band, I thought I could keep my secret safe. I didn’t think the Pack would be in danger from it. I was an idiot.” A storm of emotion brewed in his eyes. He leaned in closer, his breath teasing my lips. “I’m scared, Anna.”


    His honesty laid me bare, made me ache inside as I blinked back tears. “This isn’t going to be like your Uncle Niko. I won’t let anyone find out what you are. I…” My throat closed up, my own fear swelling. I forced out a ragged whisper. “I love you, Logan.”


    He bridged the distance between us, stealing my breath away as his hungry lips fed on mine. I surrendered to the passion. I’d said the words, opened myself to being hurt again. Anxiety mingled with the rush of adrenaline. My fingers tangled in his hair as I tilted my head, deepening the kiss, wanting him ever closer.


    I moaned into him as he laid me back on the couch. The weight of his body stoked the desire smoldering inside mine. I parted my legs, and he groaned against my lips as his hips sank into me.


    “Pain or pleasure?” I gasped.


    “Both,” he growled.


    “Should we stop?” I ran my hand down his back, wishing like hell I hadn’t swung that baseball bat with all my might.


    “No.” He nipped at my lower lip. “I need you.”


    “But your—” He kissed me, his tongue exploring my mouth and morphing my words into a needy hum.


    His hand skimmed my side, slow and possessive. He was rock hard through his jeans, making me ache to have him inside of me. I rubbed my hips into him, and his body responded, followed by another growl.


    He broke the kiss, breathless, the intensity in his eyes causing my heart to race. “You have to be on top.”


    I nodded, eating up every taut muscle as he straightened and stood up. His teeth clenched, but it didn’t slow him from pulling his T-shirt off and unbuttoning his jeans. The sight of his body still surprised me. In my memories, his shoulders weren’t as broad, his six-pack not as defined. But he was pure male now, all man. And mine.


    My Logan.


    While he sat on the sofa, I stripped to my bra and panties. His gaze warmed my skin as it traveled up my body. He had always made me feel beautiful, but now I stood before him seductively, and the lust in his eyes, the way his erection pulsed when I moved…


    I could get used to this.


    Freeing the clasp on my bra, I let it fall down my arms to the ground.


    “Come closer.” His voice was more of a growl than a whisper. Hot.


    When I was right in front of him he ran his hands up the outsides of my legs. “You’re so sexy, Anna.”


    One hand slid to the inside of my thigh. He brushed a kiss to my navel and whispered, “Open your legs.”


    I placed one foot on the other side of his knee. His fingers moved around my hip, gripping my ass tight, while the other hand was slower, almost gentle. His rough fingertip caught the edge of my underwear, yanking it aside. Suddenly he pulled me forward, his mouth devouring me.


    My head fell back as I gripped his hair with both hands. I tried to steady myself, but his iron grip kept me right where he wanted me, his tongue teasing my core until my entire body was on fire, aching for release. Fabric ripped, and my underwear hit the floor. His fingers slid inside of me, my hips instinctively riding his thrusts.


    “Logan, yes…”


    He moaned. “Come for me. Let go.”


    “Not yet.” I pushed back, and he reluctantly loosened his hold on my ass.


    I straddled his lap and sank onto him so slowly I almost lost it. Each inch of him filled my already sensitive body. Nose to nose with him, I whispered. “You come with me.”


    His mouth curved into a wicked smile. “Happily.”


    His strong arms surrounded me, holding me close as I rode his erection, losing myself in his eyes. In that moment, we shared everything—our bodies, our hearts, and even my soul seemed tangled with his. He fit his hand between us, rubbing me until our bodies gave out. He spilled himself inside of me as I trembled in his arms.


    A fine sheen of sweat broke out across his brow as he brought a hand up to cup my cheek. “I love you. Those words aren’t big enough for what I feel, but they’re the only ones I have.”


    Tears stung my eyes as I kissed his lips. “They’re enough.”


    “I don’t know how I got so goddamn lucky. I fucked everything up so bad.”


    I chuckled and rested my head on his shoulder, drinking in the feel of his arms holding me close. “Yeah, don’t do that again.”


    “Anna? Look at me.”


    I lifted my head. “What is it?”


    “I will never walk away again. Never. Even if you asked me to…I don’t think I could.”


    A smile teased the corner of my mouth. “I’ll ask for plenty of things, but never to leave.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You might be my mate, too.”


    He grinned. “Does that mean you want to find out someday?”


    I shrugged. “Maybe. If your Pack took me in, I wouldn’t want to be the weakest link.”


    He kissed my forehead and pulled me close again. “You’re not the weakest link.”


    I nibbled at his neck, enjoying the way he held me tighter. “I am right now.”


    His phone chimed. “Can you see it?”


    I glanced at the table. “Screen says Jason.”


    He lifted me up and reached for the phone. “Shit, I didn’t think about your ankle. We didn’t hurt it did we?”


    “What ankle?”


    He laughed, and my heart swelled. I forgot how good it felt to love him.


    “Hey, Jason.” He nodded. “Perfect. See you in a few.”


    “He’s on his way over to check your leg.” He set the phone on the arm of the couch. “We better get some clothes on.”


    I got up and limped over to retrieve what was left of my underwear. “What about your hip?”


    “I’ll live. We’re fast healers.”


    I headed for his bedroom. “I need to go by Madison’s and get some clean clothes.”


    He followed me, pulling on his T-shirt. “Let’s get all your stuff.”


    I stopped and turned around. “Are you asking me to move in?”


    “Yeah.”


    I had dreamed since we were teens about what it would be like to live with Logan, but over the years I’d pushed the thoughts away out of self-preservation. Now he was asking, and I was tongue-tied.


    “Are you sure?”


    He came over and took my hand. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”


    I stared at our joined hands, afraid if I met his eyes I wouldn’t be able to speak. “I…I can’t leave Madison without knowing if her brother is all right.”


    “This isn’t about Madison, is it?” He rubbed my knuckles. “Anna?”


    I sighed and lifted my chin. “It’ll sound stupid.”


    “I doubt that.”


    Not fighting with him, not having that barrier holding back my heart, left my knees wobbly. I wasn’t used to enjoying his company. And I didn’t want to hurt him.


    “I need more time to get to know the ‘adult’ you.” Heat flushed my face. I just had hot sex with him in his living room. Couldn’t get much more adult than that. I rolled my eyes. “Told you it was dumb, but there it is.”


    He smiled, but didn’t laugh at me. “It’s not dumb. I want to know the ‘adult’ you, too. But I’m also greedy, and I want to have you around all the time.”


    “I do love you, and I’ve known you most of my life, but…”


    “But you deserve to be courted.”


    “What?” I raised a brow. “I’m not holding out so you’ll buy me things.”


    “That wasn’t what I meant.” He kissed my forehead then met my eyes. “I have so many regrets. Concerts I wished you were at, movies I wished I’d taken you to see, and I don’t want to skip it. I want to sweep you off your feet, Anna.”


    Chuckling, I stole a kiss and whispered, “Every girl in America wishes she were me right now, and they don’t even know why.”


    …


    Jason finished wrapping my ankle and stood up. “It’s just a bad sprain. Keep it supported and elevate it when you can. You should be fine.”


    He turned to Logan. “Want me to take a look at your hip?”


    “Just a bruise. I’ll be okay.”


    He crossed his arms. “You sure?”


    Logan nodded. “I’m sore, but I’ve had worse.” Jason picked up his bag, and Logan walked him to the door. “Any news on General Sloan?”


    “Adam made contact. Sloan is eager to come out. He’s never seen the kids…” He sighed and shook his head. “But Adam’s not keen on it. He wants to find Chandler first. The general is our fallback plan if we can’t get the news guy to keep quiet about shifters.”


    I wandered over, stopping beside Logan. “I know Chandler. This is a huge story. If Adam knows a government official who can threaten him with national security, then he should be here at the ready.”


    “Thanks for the tip.” He almost smiled. “No promises Adam will take your advice, but I’ll do my best.”


    Jason was older than Logan and I, but he had the type of rugged features that made men even sexier as they got older. He definitely seemed more like a werewolf than a doctor, but looks aside, my ankle didn’t ache as much, and Logan trusted him, so on some level, I did, too.


    “Adam should listen to all of you more.”


    Logan and Jason shared an amused look before the Pack doctor met my eyes. “Our Alpha is a good guy, and in spite of butting heads with him more than once, our Pack has never been more unified or stronger than we are now. He never wanted to be our leader, but he’s damn good at it.”


    Logan’s hand caressed the small of my back. “Being the Alpha means you were the previous Alpha’s oldest son. You don’t get to choose. Fate does it for you.” His hand dropped to his side. “It also means he lost his dad, so the danger is real for Adam.”


    Jason nodded and reached for the door. “Don’t judge him too harshly, Vivi. He’s a good guy.” He stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “And he thinks Logan got lucky the day destiny chose you for his mate.”


    He winked and walked out the door, leaving me feeling like a chump for my earlier comment about Adam.


    “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that about your Alpha. I don’t know him well enough to make judgments. Jason won’t tell him what I said, will he?”


    “Nah.” Logan chuckled. “Jason understands. He’s gotten in fistfights with Adam before.”


    He pulled me into his arms and kissed my hair. “Being Pack doesn’t mean we always agree and get along.” He stepped back, meeting my eyes. “But even when we argue and fight, we’re there for each other. Even if you hated Adam, he’d love you and protect you because I do. No questions asked.”


    I stared up at him, the corner of my mouth tugging up into a bittersweet smile. “Like my dad’s fire crew.”


    He nodded. “Yeah. Except once a month we run as wolves up at Lake Tahoe.”


    I ran my finger along his jaw. “I bet you’re a beautiful wolf.”


    “I like to think I’m fierce.” He chuckled. “Either way…” He scooped me into arms, wincing and laughing at the same time. “I’m all yours, slugger.”


    Lacing my fingers around his neck, I kissed his chin. “I like the sound of that.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Logan


    I left Anna at Madison’s on my way to rehearse with the band. We had a concert this weekend, and the new song I’d been working on still wasn’t right yet. Tough to get into the creative mode while the possible exposure of my Pack consumed my thoughts. It was easier to ignore the threat with Anna at my side. Without her, worry clouded me.


    The cars in the storage lot were all familiar. Good. Gordon owned the place. He was a fan, and let us use one of the units to store our instruments and amps, as well as for band practice. It worked out great for us. It was private, with no neighbors to piss off.


    I grabbed my guitar from the backseat and headed in. Stryker was already on his throne behind his drums, warming up. He nodded to me without interrupting his rhythm. Zane plugged into the amp and started turning the tuning head on his bass guitar. I opened my case and lifted mine out.


    Zane flipped his hair out of his face. “Hey, man, Levi said we’ve got a publicist now.”


    “When do we get to meet her?” Levi got up from behind the keyboard.


    “And how are we going to pay her? I assume she’s not free.” Zane finished tuning and straightened up.


    Stryker snapped his sticks into one hand. “Does this mean we’re finally going to tour?”


    “Woah.” I put the guitar strap over my shoulder. “She’s my girlfriend, and she’s doing us a favor. Nothing to pay for now.”


    “Girlfriend?” Stryker raised a brow, leaning forward on his stool. “Since when did the lone wolf start dating?”


    I swallowed a chuckle. My bandmates had no idea how true that statement was.


    “Get on Facebook, dude.” Levi turned on his keyboard. “Someone posted a pic of Logan sucking face with a hottie outside Rojo’s.”


    Zane nudged me. “’Bout time, man. When do we get to meet her?”


    I plugged my guitar into the amp and grinned. “She’s coming to the show this weekend.” I kept my voice even, like it didn’t matter, but I hadn’t been this hyped about a concert in years. Having Anna there had been a long forgotten dream. “Her name’s Vivianna.”


    “Is that the name of the secret song you’ve been workin’ on?” Stryker gave himself a little cymbal crash.


    I rolled my eyes. “Did you come to shoot the shit or to play?”


    Zane started into the bass line, and we all joined in. For the next couple hours, I shoved my worries about Nero, Damian Severino, and Anna’s newscaster ex out of my head. The music exorcised my demons until I was drenched in sweat and grinning like a fool.


    Stryker flipped his sticks and caught them. “Rockin’ practice. What time are we meeting at the venue?”


    “Sound check’s at six, show’s at eight.” I grabbed a towel and wiped my face. “See you guys there.”


    We packed up and went our separate ways. Stryker would stay behind and lock up after he got his drum set taken apart and put away. Once I was in my truck, my phone lit up with a call from Adam.


    “Hey.”


    Adam’s deep voice reverberated with Alpha power, instantly demanding all my attention. “Jason told me Vivi thinks we should bring Miller out to Reno.”


    “Yeah.” I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “She said this is too big a story for Chandler to drop. Unless someone can make him believe it’s a matter of national security, she said he’ll never give up.”


    “General Sloan could still be working with Nero for all we know.”


    “And he could be trying to stop them just like we are.” I waited, giving him time to chew on my words. “I need to tell you something else.”


    “Can’t take much more bad news, Logan.”


    I chuckled. “I’m with you.” I sobered. “It’s all over Facebook that I came into the coffee shop with a rifle and chased off the jaguar. Anna’s going to write up a statement and get my story out there.”


    He didn’t blow his stack. Good sign.


    “What’s the ‘story’ going to be, exactly?”


    “She already leaked the idea that the jaguar escaped from someone illegally breeding exotic animals. And since I’m licensed to carry, her press release will say I heard screams and grabbed my rifle to help out.”


    Adam chuckled. If I hadn’t been sitting, I might’ve fallen over. “That’s a good spin. She’s smart.”


    She was damned smart. I smiled. “I wanted to ignore it.”


    “It won’t go away on its own. I think she’s right about that, and this way we can stop it before it gets too exaggerated.” He paused. “Still nothing on the newscaster?”


    “No.” I stared at my steering wheel. “She’s over at Madison’s right now, so we’ll know as soon as anyone hears from him. She tried his cell phone, but it goes straight to voicemail.”


    “I don’t like it. We need to find him.”


    “Sasha said the phone that had the picture on it was destroyed in the coffee shop. He’s got no proof.”


    Adam was quiet for a minute. “If I were a news guy, I’d be looking for the eye witnesses. I’m going to see if Sasha can hit up her friends in the sheriff’s office. Maybe if the departments cooperate a little, she could get a list to check out.”


    “We could split up the list and see if we catch his scent anywhere near the witnesses.”


    “Exactly.”


    I ran my thumb along the top of the wheel. “At Damian’s place, I caught the scent of Chandler’s blood. He’s definitely a jaguar now. No sign of wolf.”


    “So just because Damian is a hybrid, his bite only passed on the animal form he was in at the time. Good to know.”


    I nodded. “Yeah. So when we shift, we’ll only need to watch out for Damian.”


    Adam huffed out a breath. “We’re all feeling it, Logan, but we have to avoid killing Antonio Severino’s son if we can. His life could be the only thing keeping Nero from showing up at our doorstep. They have more money and more manpower. For now, we have to be careful.”


    “He told Anna he needs an heir.” My deepest fear bubbled up. I’d come so close to losing her…twice. “That sick bastard wanted her to have his children, heirs for his twisted father.”


    For a second, I thought the call dropped. Finally, Adam spoke again. “An heir?”


    My voice rumbled in my chest. “With my mate.”


    “Logan.” That command was back in his voice. “We’ll keep her safe. My order still stands.”


    “I’ll let you know when we find Chandler.” I clicked end.


    The peace I’d found in my music was gone.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Vivianna


    “So you’ll come with me to the concert?”


    Madison nodded. “Sure, I’ll be your third wheel.”


    “You won’t be a third wheel. Logan’s going to be busy on stage with the band.”


    “So you say.” She glanced at the clock. “I better get to bed. I work tomorrow.”


    “Okay. Thanks for being my wingman this weekend.”


    She waved her hand and headed down the hall. “That’s what best friends are for.”


    Her door closed, and I opened my laptop. I scanned my Google search and sighed. Not only did TMZ have an article about Logan and his rifle, but it ended with “developing story” which meant they’d be paying for pictures and any details of the event. Thank God Logan hadn’t actually fired.


    Farther down the page was a post from Perez Hilton featuring the cell phone picture of Logan and I kissing after karaoke, and the byline Who is Logan Reynolds’s mystery woman?


    He’d warned me that dating him would put me in the spotlight. For now, no one knew me, but that anonymity wasn’t going to last.


    One problem at a time.


    I set up a new Word document and started crafting the press release about the attack in the coffee shop. Writing could be cathartic at times.


    This was not one of those times.


    Every word I wrote brought the memories back front and center. The bloodstained teeth, the way the jaguar’s large head scanned the room for me, and the vacant eyes of the man he’d killed. Anxiety prickled the back of my neck. My cell phone buzzed. I almost had to peel myself off the ceiling.


    Chandler’s name lit up the screen. My pulse thrummed.


    “Chandler?” I kept my voice down. With any luck, Madison wouldn’t need to know he’d called.


    “You’re in danger.” He sounded breathless, agitated. “We all are.”


    My gaze stayed on the hallway, centered on Madison’s bedroom door. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”


    “Hardly.” He groaned. “I have so much to tell you.”


    A car pulled into the driveway, and the air was sucked from my lungs. “Chandler?”


    “I’m outside, Vivi. Let me in.”


    This was Madison’s brother, my friend, but my instincts weren’t convinced of that. I stayed away from the kitchen window and lowered my voice. “I’m down in Reno. Where are you?”


    “I don’t have time for bullshit. I can smell you.”


    “Ouch.” I kept my voice hushed, backing down the hallway toward my room. “I showered today.”


    “You can drop the act.” His tone dropped lower. “You know what I am.”


    I tried to force a smile into my voice. “You’re Chandler Williams, future news anchor.”


    “Dammit, Vivi.” The knob snapped in the kitchen, and the door creaked open.


    The call went dead. I lowered my phone, my hands trembling.


    His voice was closer. “Please. I don’t want my sister to see me like this.”


    I started to pull up Logan’s number to send a text, but Chandler stepped into the shadowed hallway. “Put it away.” He rubbed a hand down his face. “I just need to talk.”


    I slid my cell back into my pocket. Although my heart was palpitating in my ears, I forced myself to follow him back into the kitchen. This was my fault. I needed to face it.


    Chandler stood tall in the dark room. The yellowed streetlight outside came through the window, leaving his face in shadows.


    This wasn’t helping my frazzled nerves. “You turned the light out.”


    “I’m a mess right now.”


    I stayed at the far end of the room. “I’m so sorry.”


    “I assume you had no idea we’d be attacked at that coffee shop.”


    “No.” I crossed my arms, straining to see his face. “I never would have asked you to come with me.”


    “You were right about one thing. This is a huge story.” His head tilted slightly. “Your heart is racing.”


    So, he was strong enough to break the lock on the doorknob and had heightened senses like Logan, too. Already. I didn’t know how it all worked yet, but I forced in a slow breath. I needed him to be a friend, not an adversary.


    “I’ve been worried about you.”


    He ignored my concern. “That was Logan, from high school, who came in the coffee shop with a gun that night. Your ex, right?”


    “Yeah. He heard the screams.”


    “Because he’s a monster like me.”


    “You’re not a monster.”


    A cold laugh sent a chill down my back. “In less than a month, I’ll be just like that madman who bit me.”


    “It doesn’t have to be like that.”


    He crossed the room so fast I gasped, his breath on my cheek. “Did Logan tell you that? He’s a werewolf, Vivi. A killer. You’re not safe. No one is as long as they’re hiding. They’re predators. Hunters.”


    “You’re scaring me.”


    “You should be scared.” He grabbed my upper arm. “He’s dangerous. All these shifters are. But once the world knows they’re among us, they’ll cage them up like the animals they are. You’ll be out of danger. For good.”


    This close, the whites of his eyes grew. He looked crazed. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “No one will believe you.”


    “They will soon. It’ll be the full moon, Vivi. The wolves will run.” His teeth glowed in the dim light. “And I’ll catch them on film.”


    “If you do this, the world will come after you, too.”


    He let go of my arm. “I’m counting on it.”


    Without a sound, he was gone. Like a cat. Outside, the car engine fired up. I ran to the door and closed it again. The lock on the knob was broken. Shit.


    I pulled out my phone, willing my hands to stop trembling. I pressed Logan’s name and waited.


    His voice was husky with sleep. “Anna? Is everything okay?”


    “Chandler was here.”


    His tone sharpened. “Are you all right?”


    “Yeah, just shaken up.”


    “I’ll be right there.”


    I ended the call and stared out the window. This helpless feeling, the fear, I hated it. Never again. I got up and gulped down a glass of water, watching the stars. By the time Logan drove up, my hands were steady, and the panic had settled into smoldering determination.


    He came in the door and pulled me into his arms, but I didn’t respond, my body tense. He stepped back, frowning. “Talk to me.”


    “Chandler was here telling me how dangerous shifters are. He’s planning on taking pictures of you guys shifting during the full moon. He’s trying to get proof to back up his story.” I met his eyes, my voice distant but even. “I need to learn to shoot a gun.”


    “Whoa. There are other ways to stop him besides shooting him.”


    “I’m not going to shoot him. But I am going to have a gun and know how to fire it.”


    He rubbed his jaw. “Okay.”


    “I’m serious.” He could see better than I could in the dark, and I had no doubt he noticed the resolve on my face. “Never again will I be a sitting duck like I was tonight.”


    “Did he threaten you?”


    “No. But he wasn’t friendly, and if he’d wanted to hurt me, he could have. He’s too strong for me to defend myself now. Damian’s out there, too. I won’t live like this, in fear.” I shook my head. “I’m not going to sit back and wait for someone to rescue me. I’m going to protect myself, with or without you.”


    “Okay. I can teach you.” He held out a hand. “We’ll start tomorrow.”


    I stared at him. “You say that, but you don’t sound like you mean it.”


    He sighed, his hand dropping to his side. “Madison’s sleeping?”


    I nodded.


    He kept his voice low and took a seat at the table. “I grew up in the Pack. I understood the danger. When Luke and I stopped playing team sports in high school, we started training to patrol our territory. We learned to fight, shoot, and defend ourselves and our Pack.”


    I sat beside him. “That’s what I want.”


    He met my eyes, and this close it was impossible to miss the regret on his face. “Nothing prepares you for the first time you have to take a life. And once you do, there’s no going back.” He took my hand. “And as much as it messes you up inside, in my world, you know it won’t be the last.” He squeezed my hand. “I wanted to spare you this life.”


    Seeing the pain in his gaze made something click. I whispered, “There was more than just you shifting that night before you walked away from me.”


    He clenched his jaw and finally gave a slow nod. “That full moon night, after we shifted back, I caught a scent in the woods. A jaguar.”


    “I thought they shift during the new moon?”


    “They do, but even as men, their scent doesn’t change.” He cleared his throat, his voice barely a whisper. “Luke was still shifting back. He couldn’t protect himself. I grabbed my pistol and tracked the jaguar. I found him prone on a rock with a rifle, pointed toward my brother.” He hesitated, his expression distant. “I lifted my arm, lined up the sight with his head, and pulled the trigger, just like I’d practiced hundreds of times.”


    “You saved Luke.”


    He nodded, his gaze meeting mine. “And I took a life.” He swallowed. “When the Pack heard the gunshot, everyone came as soon as they could. My parents hugged me, but all I could think was this guy’s parents would never hug him again. Did he have a brother? Kids?”


    I wrapped my arms around him, kissing his temple.


    He accepted my comfort for a moment before pulling away and getting to his feet. “You’ve been my best friend for most of my life, and the only woman I’ve ever loved.” His eyes met mine. “You shouldn’t have to do any of this. I never wanted you to be put in a position to have to make the choice to pull a trigger. You deserve so much better than this world I’m dragging you into.”


    I got up and stood in front of him. “I know you’ve got this mate instinct to protect me, but I’ve got news for you. You can’t always be there. And here’s another newsflash—I want to be able to protect you, too. You live a dangerous life. I get that—”


    “But you shouldn’t have to live in it, too.”


    “And I don’t have to. I’m human. I don’t have that instinct like you do. I could just walk away, right?”


    He nodded.


    “Well, I choose to love you. I choose to be your mate, and if that means being in danger sometimes, then I choose to protect myself and to protect you.”


    He reached up to caress my cheek, stepping even closer. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”


    I smiled and pressed a kiss to his palm before meeting his eyes. “You were the only kid brave enough to walk over to that sandbox and play with the outsider.”


    The corner of his mouth curved up in a crooked smile that still made my knees weak. “I love you, Anna.”


    He kissed me slowly, his lips caressing mine until they parted. Our tongues tangled as his arms slid around me, pulling me close. Gradually I broke the kiss, resting my forehead against his. “Thanks for coming up here tonight.”


    “Is that my cue to go?”


    I shook my head and pointed at the door. “Chandler snapped the lock.”


    “Shit.”


    “Exactly.” I went to our tool drawer and held up a screwdriver. “Can you fix it?”


    He inspected the kitchen door and shook his head. “No, it probably needs a new knob.”


    “What am I going to tell Madison?”


    “Putting a spin on these shifter things is more your specialty.”


    I chuckled and closed the drawer. “Maybe I tried to let you in, and the lock kept sticking. I pulled and jerked, and it finally opened, but it also broke the lock.”


    Logan grinned. “Guess that means I’m staying with you.”


    I raised a brow. “Oh really?”


    “Definitely. I can be your witness, your security guard, and your excuse.”


    I took his hand and led him to my room.


    …


    Madison took the news about the doorknob as I expected—with annoyance—but she believed me. One problem solved. Over breakfast, I finished the press release about Logan Reynolds chasing off the illegal exotic jaguar and posted it online.


    “Okay, kids, please don’t break anything else while I’m gone.” Madison grabbed her keys. “The locksmith will be here soon.”


    “See you tonight.” I waited for the door to close before nudging Logan. “You promised to teach me to shoot today.”


    He still didn’t look thrilled, but he didn’t try to back out, either. “Once the locksmith is done, we can run down and grab some of my handguns and ammunition. The gun range isn’t far from my place.”


    The locksmith got the lock fixed, and Logan drove me down Mount Rose to Reno. After a quick stop at his house, we headed for the gun range. He brought a Glock for me to try, and in my head, I thought I’d be firing it right away.


    Wrong.


    He started teaching me gun safety. The slide on a Glock would move on its own, to shuttle the next bullet into the chamber. That moving part meant I needed the correct grip on the gun so it didn’t pinch me. Then he showed me the safeties on the weapon and talked about the recoil.


    Logan sent the target out ten feet, and we stuffed plugs in our ears. “Okay, we’ll try at a short distance, and I’ll fire first so you get the idea of how to handle the kickback.”


    He took his stance, all his attention focused on the sights on the gun, then he let out a slow breath and fired. Even with earplugs, the blast jolted me. I could only imagine how loud it must have been for Logan.


    Turning my way, the gun still aimed forward, he shouted, “Did you see how I absorbed the recoil in my body? The gun didn’t fly up. You have to be a shock absorber.”


    I nodded, carefully taking the Glock from him. “This is heavier than it looks.”


    “I’ve got nine rounds in the clip. It definitely weighs it down.” He stood beside me, helping me get the grip right. “Remember to watch out for the slide, it’s going to come back hard and snap forward again. It happens really fast.”


    “Okay.” I widened my stance a little, and slid my index finger against the trigger.


    Behind me, Logan’s deep voice rumbled. “Don’t forget to breathe. Line up the sights with the target. When you’re ready…”


    The blast from the gun drowned him out. The recoil didn’t surprise me as much as the empty shell hitting the side wall of the range and landing in my hair. I squeaked and barely kept the barrel pointed down the lane.


    “That was loud!”


    Logan stepped up beside me again. “I forgot to warn you about the empty casings. Out in the open it wouldn’t hit you, but they ricochet all over the place in these small lanes at the range.”


    He pulled the target forward. My first shot hit right in the center of the body silhouette. He smiled and rubbed the small of my back. “Good shot. Ready for more?”


    I nodded. He sent the target out ten feet again, I readied myself, raised the barrel, lined up the target in my sights, and pulled the trigger. No squeaking this time, but Logan touched my shoulder. “Wait a sec.”


    “What’s wrong?” I glanced up at him.


    He pointed to my thumb on my left hand. “Flesh wound.”


    “What?” I was surprised to see blood on my knuckle. It wasn’t a bad cut, but it was pretty obvious I’d gotten in the path of the slide on the Glock. “Whoops.”


    He nodded, examining the wound. “It’s not bad.” He met my eyes. “Now you’ll have a reminder to fix your grip a little lower. Do you want to keep shooting?”


    I nodded and raised the gun again. “Definitely.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Logan


    She was on her second target. Holes covered the heart and head. Most were even where she’d been aiming. Tough not to be proud of her.


    But the pride barely overshadowed the bitterness brewing inside of me. If she stayed with me, there would probably come a day when it wasn’t a target that she’d be putting a bullet into. And although I’d tried to explain it to her, there weren’t words for the tempest of emotions that came with taking a life. Everyone handled it differently. And some, like Sebastian, had numbed to the act completely.


    Within our Pack, most of us had been forced to take a life at least once, but we didn’t talk about it. Maybe because most of us were men, or maybe because it was too fucking terrifying to stare in the mirror. Sometimes soldiers came home from wars with PTSD, and for the Pack, our battle never ended. It came into our homes.


    After my first kill, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d saved my brother’s life. But that knowledge did nothing to silence the nightmares, or the feeling that I would never be able to wash the blood from my hands.


    The next day, on my way to meet Anna for lunch, every person I passed reminded me I was alone. They had no idea a killer just darkened their path. My innocence, for lack of a better word, was forever lost.


    And I never wanted Anna to have to face those demons.


    But every day she spent in my world, the likelihood grew. I couldn’t always be there to protect her. She was right about that.


    It was easy enough to teach her to shoot. She was a natural. But there was no way to prepare her for what would come if she ever had to pull the trigger on another person.


    I shoved the dark thoughts away and focused on my mate. Her hands trembled, and her aim drifted lower.


    “Getting tired?”


    She nodded and set the gun on the shelf. Sweat beaded on her brow. “I didn’t realize firing a handgun was so physical.”


    God she was beautiful, and stronger than she realized. “Holding a loaded gun with your arms out straight, and absorbing the recoil, takes it out of the best of us.”


    “I had better aim than I thought I would.” She rolled up her targets while I cleaned the Glock and put it away. “You’re a great teacher.”


    I chuckled. “I don’t know about that, but you finished with only a small scrape, so that’s not too shabby.”


    She bent and straightened her bloodied thumb. “It wasn’t like you didn’t warn me.”


    I nodded. “You won’t make that mistake again.”


    “Thanks for teaching me.” She tapped the roll of targets against my ass and grinned. “I might be a dead-eye yet.”


    I laughed and kissed her. “The secret is calming your mind and breathing. If you start anticipating the blast, you lose your focus and your accuracy suffers.”


    We were almost to my car before a woman with a cell phone ran up to us. “Logan Reynolds?”


    I tugged my baseball cap down a little lower and kept walking.


    “Logan?” She was getting closer.


    I popped the trunk and put my gun case inside while Anna headed for the passenger door.


    When I slammed the trunk, the woman was in my face. “You’re Logan Reynolds! Can I get a picture with you?”


    I sighed. “It’s not a good time.”


    She kept trying to look in the windows, to see Anna. “You saved all those people in the coffee shop the other night. I’ve been a fan for a long time, but I didn’t know you were good with firearms.”


    “I did what anyone else would have done if they heard screaming inside.”


    She stopped searching for my mate and looked up at me. “My brother was in that shop. That giant cat could’ve killed him if you hadn’t come in when you did.”


    I moved around her toward the driver’s side. “I’m glad he’s all right. I need to get going…”


    “A reporter wants to meet him to ask about you and that big cat.”


    I froze and turned back. “Do you know when they’re meeting?” She stared at me with stars in her eyes. Damn it. I cleared my throat. “When is his meeting with the reporter?”


    She blinked and shook her head. “I could find out.”


    I was going to regret this, but I didn’t know what else to do. This was my chance to grab Chandler. I dug out my wallet and slid a business card from the billfold. I handed it to her. “Email me if you get a date.”


    She took the card, staring at it like I’d given her a bar of solid gold. “I will.”


    “And please don’t share that email, okay? It’s private.”


    She nodded, and I groaned inside. I fucking hated changing my email address, but there was a better than average chance this one would be all over the internet soon.


    “I won’t let it get out, Logan.” She pressed the card to her chest. “I’ll call my brother and let you know about the meeting.”


    I nodded, forcing a smile. “Thank you.”


    “Nicole. My name’s Nicole.”


    “Thanks, Nicole.” I got in my car to avoid prolonging the awkward conversation.


    Anna smiled over at me. “It’s not her fault you’re ridiculously good-looking.”


    I laughed, shaking my head as I started the engine. “I think that’s Zoolander.”


    “What did she want?”


    I backed out, grateful to see Nicole on her way over to her car. “Her brother was in the coffee shop. She said I saved his life.”


    “You probably did.”


    I shrugged, pulling out of the lot. “I don’t know about that, but she told me a reporter contacted her brother. I asked her to let me know when they’re meeting.”


    “You think it’s Chandler. Maybe we’ll be able to talk to him.”


    I didn’t think “talking” to him would do much good, but I kept that to myself. “Maybe so. If we get lucky, General Sloan will be here by then.”


    “Why is Adam so against getting that guy out here?”


    I stayed focused on the road. “General Miller Sloan is Adam’s uncle. His dad’s twin brother.” I glanced her way. “We never met him until after Adam’s father died.”


    “So the brothers had a falling out?”


    “We assume so.” I gripped the wheel a little tighter. “Malcolm never mentioned his brother, but my dad remembered him. They were both part of the original Operation Moonlight. But when the mission went bad, my dad and the rest of his squad left the military and settled out here. Miller was the only one who stayed.”


    She turned in her seat a little. “What’s Operation Moonlight?”


    I pulled into my place and shut off the engine. “I’ll tell you everything inside.”


    Once we were settled, cold beers in our hands, I told her about my dad’s old Pack, led by an Alpha named Allen Caldwell. Caldwell was friends with Antonio Severino at the very beginning of the Nero Organization. Even back then, Nero gathered top-secret government contracts to train shapeshifter assassins with heightened abilities.


    Together, Severino and Caldwell convinced the young wolves they had a chance to serve their country in the U.S. military. They’d be test subjects in Operation Moonlight, and their elite teams would help keep America safe.


    “But it didn’t turn out the way they thought it would.” I set my beer on the table. “According to my dad, Severino kept them locked up in cells, like animals. All the drills were performed alone.”


    “Why would he lock them up?”


    I shrugged a little. “My best guess is that he knew they’d be too strong for him to control if they were together. We draw our strength from the Pack.” How could I explain an intangible connection? I searched for the right words. “Alone, I’m stronger than a human, and my sense of smell and my hearing are keener, but with my Pack, we watch each other’s back. He could probably surprise and overpower one of us alone, but never together.”


    Anna squeezed my thigh. “So Adam thinks Miller stayed behind and kept working with Nero?”


    “When Operation Moonlight failed, and my dad’s Pack escaped, the government granted them discharges in trade for their silence.” I rested my hand on hers. “My dad could be arrested if any of this ever got out.”


    For just a moment, hurt lined her eyes. “I told you I’d keep your secret, Logan, and I meant it.”


    I lowered my eyes to our joined hands. “I know that. I just wanted you to know what’s at stake.”


    She leaned in to kiss my temple and whispered, “I love you.”


    As a teen, I’d gotten used to hearing her say those words to me, but now, after all the years between us, they were more powerful, and I understood what a lucky son of a bitch I was to hear them again.


    I cleared my throat. “Almost two years ago, Nero sent a bounty hunter after Sasha. She had escaped Nero, and Severino decided she knew too much. The guy they hired was a werewolf, but he was…” Visions of that sick bastard filled my head. “He was mutated. Apparently after Operation Moonlight failed, Miller stayed involved as a liaison between the government and Nero, and the werewolf experiments continued.”


    Her grip on my leg tightened. “Adam’s uncle knew?”


    “He claimed he terminated the project when soldiers started dying, but that Nero kept going. Severino altered their DNA so they could shift without the full moon, but it took a toll on their minds and bodies. They died of brain hemorrhages.” I shook my head. “It was bad.”


    “And Adam isn’t sure Miller wasn’t in on it.”


    “He hopes he wasn’t, but yeah, he’s hesitant to welcome him into the family.”


    “I shouldn’t have spouted off to Jason like I did. I didn’t realize—”


    “You gave sound advice. It’s probably the only way to let Chandler live and keep him quiet.”


    “Let him live?” She frowned. “How many people have you killed?”


    A pit opened in my gut. “Please don’t.”


    “You said you trust me.”


    I lifted my gaze to meet hers. “I just heard you say you love me, and I’m not ready to ruin that.”


    “Nothing you tell me will change how I feel about you.”


    “Easy to say that now.” I got up and walked to the window. “This isn’t a badge I’m proud of, Anna. I do what I have to for my Pack. I’m always there when they need me. I try not to think about it beyond that.” I glanced back over my shoulder. “I sure as shit don’t keep score.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Vivianna


    It was a quiet ride from Logan’s place in Reno back up to Lake Tahoe. I didn’t know what to say. The shadows in Logan’s eyes made it clear he didn’t enjoy taking a life, but he also made it clear that he had killed, more than once.


    And it wasn’t like he was an FBI agent who could go get his demons out with a government psychologist. Logan’s only outlet was his music. No wonder anger and pain ran through so many of his songs. I wanted to help ease his burden, but how?


    I gnawed my lower lip as I stared at the forest passing by my window. “I’m sorry about earlier. I had no right to ask you that.”


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    His voice was deep and cold. It was probably good that I couldn’t see his face.


    “I’m excited about the concert.” Not my smoothest change of subject, but it was too late now.


    “Me, too.”


    I glanced over at him. “Madison is going to come with me.”


    “Good.” He kept his eyes on the road.


    “And we’ll be able to come backstage afterward?”


    “Yep.”


    And silence descended again. This time I didn’t try to force it, just accepted it for what it was. Logan loved me, but he wasn’t ready to let me in. Not completely.


    But he was worth the wait.


    He pulled into the driveway and put the truck in park. “So I’ll see you Saturday night.”


    I nodded, wishing suddenly that I’d agreed to move in with him. Not seeing him for a day and a half seemed like an eternity. “I’ll be in the front row, cheering until I’m hoarse.”


    That made him smile, and my heart fluttered. He leaned in and kissed my lips, slowly, the caress full of promises I longed to collect on. He rested his forehead against mine, his voice deep and raw. “Sorry if I was a dick earlier.”


    I shook my head without losing contact with his skin. “I didn’t mean to hit a sore spot.”


    He kissed me once more. “I love you, Anna. See you at the show.”


    I floated inside, only to have my bubble burst. Madison sat at the table, her cheeks stained with tears. Frowning, I pulled up a chair beside her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “What happened?”


    Her sobs broke up her words. “Chandler called me. He…he told me your boyfriend is dangerous. And…” She shook her head and straightened up. “He said he is, too. He’s going to stay away from me.”


    “I’m so sorry.” My pulse raced, but unlike the men in my life, Madison wouldn’t be able to hear it. “I should have told you, but I didn’t want to upset you…”


    She frowned, hiccupping a little. “Tell me what?”


    “Chandler showed up here the other night. He broke the knob on the door. That’s why Logan came up and stayed overnight. I wanted to be sure Chandler didn’t come back.”


    Her eyes widened. “Why did you lie to me?”


    My chest constricted a little. Lying to my best friend ate me up inside, but the truth wasn’t an option. “He was really upset and very strong. He told me he might turn into a monster, and then he left.”


    Her jaw slackened. “Are you saying he was on drugs?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know, but he seemed paranoid, and it scared me enough to call Logan.”


    “And you didn’t think that might be important information to share with me?”


    I started to understand why Logan kept his distance from people. I’d thought keeping a secret meant not telling people about it, but the truth was it meant lying. A lot. Even to friends.


    “I should have told you, but I didn’t want to upset you.” All true. I sighed. “Deep down, I hoped he’d get help.”


    Tears spilled down her face again until my own eyes welled up. And if I could’ve turned back time and gone to that coffee shop alone, I would have. We clung to each other and cried until we had no tears left.


    Madison finally got up. “I’m going to make some tea. Want some?”


    I nodded. “Sounds good.”


    While she busied herself with the mundane task, I sent out a prayer to whoever might be listening. If there was any way to bring Chandler back into his sister’s life, I was going to find it.


    …


    Logan got us front row center seats for the show, a welcome distraction from the Chandler mess. Her brother hadn’t called again, and he wasn’t answering his cell phone or emails. I hated seeing Madison’s heart broken, but for now it was probably better that Chandler kept his distance. If he started telling her about werewolves and jaguar shapeshifters, she might have him committed to a psych ward.


    Suddenly Stryker ran out on stage and sat behind his drum set, beating a pulsing rhythm. The crowd erupted. Everyone was on their feet, the decibel level rising with their screams. Madison and I stood, and I watched the wings for Logan.


    Levi and Zane were out next. Zane’s guitar joined in with the drums, his bass line walking, and Levi hit a chord on the keyboard. Suddenly the neon came to life behind them—Logan and the Howlers.


    More screams. The anticipation was killing me.


    Levi leaned into his mic. “Hey, Stryker? Think our lead singer might show up for this concert?”


    The drummer smacked a cymbal and answered. “He better, he promised me a beer after the show.”


    The crowd chanted for Logan. Levi goaded them a little more. “You all know this one right? Maybe you can sing it for us.”


    They started playing their song “Howling,” and just as the vocal line came in, Logan appeared from the wings, singing into his wireless headset while he played his guitar. The roar of the crowd nearly drowned out his voice at first, as everyone jumped to the beat with their hands up.


    “Howling” was up-tempo and angry. And the fans loved it.


    I loved it.


    I’d been to concerts before, but never in the front row, and I’d never been in love with the lead singer, either. The bass line vibrated in my chest, and watching Logan interact with the crowd had me tied in knots somewhere between proud, jealous, and extremely turned on.


    When he got to center stage on the final verse, his eyes met mine, and for just a moment, time stood still. The crowd, the band, the lights, they were all gone. It was just us. The hunger in his eyes, the love, lust, and yearning, had me aching to get the hell out of the audience and make love to him in the wings between songs.


    I suddenly understood groupies a little more.


    Logan closed his eyes, singing the final chorus.


    Make me howl, make me scream,


    Things are never what they seem.


    Lay me out, end the pain,


    Now I’ll never be the same.


    Deep inside, there I cry,


    Yet you still just pass me by.


    Can’t you see, this is me,


    And I’m Howling! I’m Howling! I’m Howling!”


    It was primal and electric, and for the first time, I really understood the lyrics. I saw Logan’s pain in hiding himself, distancing himself from everyone. He laid it out for the world to see, for them to know they weren’t alone. And somehow, I loved him even more.


    He finished the song, taking a bow with his band mates before they wound the audience up again. By the time the show was halfway through the second hour, I was sweating and alive. So alive. Even Madison was smiling and dancing.


    Finally, the rest of the Howlers grabbed their towels and jogged off stage. A roadie ran a stool and Logan’s acoustic Gibson out to him. He swapped guitars, but didn’t take his spot on the stool just yet. He strummed a chord and stared into the spotlight.


    “Hey, Reno. Good to see you all.”


    The fans cheered, and random I-Love-You-Logans broke through as he stepped forward.


    “There’s a special lady out here tonight.” He hit the next chord, and the screams started again. His biggest hit, and now I knew…it was about us.


    He reached the edge of the stage, right in front of us, and started to sing.


    She haunts my dreams.


    Shadows of the past.


    Ripping my heart down the seams.


    No one to blame but me.


    I’m a lone wolf now, but I still stare up at the moon,


    Call her name and wonder if she’s looking, too…


    While the crowd sang, he knelt down, holding his hand out to me. For a split second, I almost ran. Madison gave me a hard elbow to the ribs. “Get up there!”


    I reached for his hand.


    Madness. Madness. Madness.


    Wishing won’t change a thing.


    He pulled me up like I weighed nothing. The bright white lights heated my skin, and he smiled, joining back into the song.


    Tell that to my fucking heart.


    Welcome the pain, feel something.


    Got to let her go.


    Then he changed chords, quieting the crowd. “Hey, friends. Turns out she was looking at the moon!”


    My ears rang with the cheers. Logan laughed and squeezed my hand. He let me go and strummed the Gibson faster, building to the next verse as he mouthed the words “I love you” to me. My knees were rubber as I backed toward the wings.


    I gasped when a hand grabbed my elbow and tugged me into the shadows. Stryker grinned. “You must be Vivianna.”


    Laughing, I nodded. “I am.”


    “Sorry we didn’t get to meet sooner. Logan plays things pretty close to the vest.”


    I shouted over the amps, “Yes, he does. But I’ve listened to all your songs, so I feel like I already know you.”


    “Well, now we can make it official. I’m Stryker.” He turned to the other two band members. “And this is Levi and Zane.”


    I shook their hands, and Levi grinned. “Those cell phone pics on Facebook don’t do you justice.”


    Zane nudged him. “Logan was blocking our view with his lips.”


    “True!” Levi chuckled.


    Heat rose in my cheeks. “You guys were awesome tonight.”


    Stryker stood between the other two with his arms draped over their shoulders. “And we’ve still got two songs left.”


    “Should I go back to my seat?”


    Levi shook his head. “Nah, stay here. We sent one of our guys to get your friend, so she should be back here soon, too.”


    Logan finished the song, and the guys ran onstage, each one kissing my cheek as they passed. I laughed, shaking my head and applauding from the wings. Logan bowed and lifted the guitar strap over his head, jogging toward me. His roadie took the neck from him, and Logan’s arms slid around me, lifting my feet off the ground as our lips met.


    I opened my mouth, and his tongue twined with mine as my fingers tightened into fists in the back of his wet hair. He growled. I couldn’t hear it over the music, but it rumbled from his chest into mine. I had never wanted a man naked so desperately in my whole life.


    He broke the kiss and hummed against my ear. “After this show, you’re mine. All night. And then some.” His teeth brushed my ear as he added, “I fucking loved having you here tonight.”


    He set me down, and it took all I had to stay upright. He adjusted himself in his jeans and chuckled, shaking his head. “You’re mine.”


    His ass looked amazing in those jeans as he ran back to center stage and started singing. I wanted to pinch myself because I really was his.


    And he was mine.


    …


    After the show, the celebratory beers were finished, the equipment broken down, and my best friend and Levi seemed to be hitting it off. Madison was rarely the flirty type, but somehow the keyboard player had her giggling and touching his arm like they’d been dating for weeks.


    Logan hustled, packing things up, but every time his eyes caught mine, desire smoldered in his gaze, his intention clear, like he’d burned with thirst for days, and I was the only thing that could quench it. I pressed my thighs together tight, trying to soothe the ache.


    Finally, he grabbed my hand, tugging me with him into the shadows backstage.


    I followed. “What about Madison?”


    “Levi said he’d take her home.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “My dressing room.”


    We hurried down a dimly lit staircase and past doors with name tags until we reached Logan’s. He opened the door and his lips met mine. He kicked it closed, the deadbolt clicking into place before he walked me farther into the room. When my butt hit a table, he broke the kiss.


    “Turn around.”


    I stared into his eyes for a second, before complying with his demand. When I turned, I found myself looking at my reflection in the mirror. The dressing room lights surrounded it like a frame, but with the rest of the lighting off, only the center of the mirror was visible. Just us.


    His gaze locked on mine as his hands slid slowly up from my hips. His fingers splayed wide, teasing me as they made their slow journey up my waist while his lips were at my ear. “I want you to see how sexy you are, and how hot you make me.”


    His erection rubbed my ass as he cupped my breasts. His strong fingers, which had made magic on the guitar less than two hours ago, now played my body like a master until my back arched, pressing my hips back into his and my breasts into his palms. I reached behind me, dragging my nails up the outsides of his thighs.


    He lifted my shirt off over my head and stared at my red satin bra, his teeth brushing my ear. “You drive me crazy. I want to take this slow and savor you all night, but damn.” He slid his hands inside my bra, teasing my nipples. “It’s all I can do not to strip you naked and fuck you right now.”


    My eyes locked on his in the mirror. I wet my lips, my face flushed with heat from the beers we shared, and I whispered, “As long as I can watch.”


    He groaned against my skin, kissing and biting at my neck while his hands went to work on my jeans. He yanked them down, and I braced myself on his shoulder while I stepped out of them. Without breaking eye contact, he bent me forward toward the mirror until I rested my hands on the table. He unclasped my bra, and the satin slid down my arms as he ripped off his shirt and started on his jeans.


    With his pants pushed just below his ass he came up behind me, holding the weight of my breasts in his palms. Slowly, his calloused fingers circled my nipples as I watched.


    His lips teased my ear. “Are you ready for me?”


    I grabbed one of his hands and guided it down between my legs. “You tell me.”


    His sexy smile in the mirror almost made me lose it before he even got inside of me. His finger slid along my opening and around, teasing me until my hips pressed back into his. He dipped his finger inside and nibbled at my shoulder. “You’re wet for me.”


    I hummed, my gaze never leaving his. “You had me ready all night.”


    “Good.” He straightened and plunged deep inside of me, finally giving me exactly what I wanted.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Logan


    For just a second, all the strength drained from my legs. Her body was made for me. From her dark eyes, to her thick hair, to her full breasts and curvy figure, she was mine. My mate, my lover, and my best friend. And the sexiest woman I’d ever known. Watching the pleasure on her face, the desire as I touched her, I was lucky I didn’t come on impact.


    Instead, I lifted her torso up so her back was on my chest, and I worked my hips up into her. With one hand kneading her breast, I slid my other hand lower. I stared into the dimly lit mirror, loving the way her hungry eyes followed my movement, her desire plain on her face.


    I nipped her ear. “Tell me what you want me to do.”


    Her hips rocked into my thrusts. “I want…” She moaned as I teased her. “I want you to come with me.”


    “I plan to.” I rubbed her sweet spot, thrusting harder and faster.


    Her breasts trembled each time our bodies collided, tempting me over the edge. She was beautiful. My mate. Mine.


    I growled against her. “I can’t take much more.”


    “Don’t stop…”


    I slammed into her, chasing the pleasure building between us. “No chance.”


    She worked herself back into me while our eyes feasted on the sex in the mirror, and finally she screamed my name. That was all it took. Her muscles tightened around me, and I surrendered, exploding deep inside of her. For a minute, we struggled to breathe, laughing, moaning, and grinning like we were back in high school.


    I slid free from her body and turned her around so I could hold her close. I kissed her hair and whispered, “I love you, Anna.”


    She ran her nails up my back and hummed. “We should go home and do some more of this.”


    I let my head fall back and laughed. “I am a lucky bastard.”


    She grinned up at me. “And don’t ever forget it.”


    Never in a million years.


    …


    I woke to my cell phone ringing in the other room. Anna slept soundly beside me, so I tried not to wake her. In my living room, I grabbed my phone and answered.


    “Hey, Logan.”


    My dad. I glanced at the bedroom and walked farther away. “What’s up?”


    “Miller is here.”


    I straightened. “It’s the full moon tonight.”


    “I know.” He sighed. “Adam’s not real happy about it.”


    I ran my hand back through my hair. “So he’s shifting with us tonight?”


    “We can’t exactly let him run wild in Reno, right? And we can’t put him on a plane and have him shift in flight.”


    “But Adam’s not his Alpha. What if they fight for dominance?”


    “They’re both aware of the situation, son. I’m calling to let you know he’s staying with us until we get things settled with the reporter.”


    “Us, as in you and Mom?”


    “Exactly.”


    I frowned. “We don’t know whose side he’s on, Dad.”


    “I grew up with Miller. I’m well aware he’s put others before his Pack brothers. I was one of the brothers he turned his back on.”


    “So if this is all decided why are you calling me?”


    “Because Luke is missing.”


    It took a second for me to process what he said. “Missing?”


    “I’m sure he’s fine, but with the full moon tonight, he should be here.”


    My pulse kicked up a notch. “I’ll find him.”


    “Thanks, Logan.” He paused. “Be careful, okay? Your mother is really worried.”


    “He probably lost his cell phone.” Even I didn’t believe it, but if I could reassure my folks, I’d try. “I’ll call when I know something.”


    I ended the call, and hit Luke’s number on my cell. It went straight to voicemail.


    “Fuck.” I grumbled under my breath and threw the phone on the couch.


    Anna rolled over as I walked into the bedroom. “Everything okay?”


    “No.” I shook my head as I went to the dresser. “That was my dad. He can’t find Luke. I tried his cell, but it didn’t ring. Straight to voicemail.”


    She sat up. “Do you think it’s Damian?”


    “No.” I pulled on my boxers and grabbed a pair of jeans. “He’s wounded. I shot him in the foot. We heal faster than humans, but not that fast. He couldn’t get the jump on Luke in his condition.”


    “Maybe Luke found a girlfriend.”


    “He’d tell me. My money is on Chandler.”


    “Chandler?” She frowned. “Why would he go after your brother?”


    I spun around. “Because he told you he was going to take pictures of a werewolf shifting during the full moon. What better way to do that than to catch one of us? He probably doesn’t know I have a twin brother. For all he knows, he caught me.”


    Her eyes widened. I didn’t mean to turn my rage on her, but if anything happened to my brother, I’d kill that son of a bitch with my own hands. Shit. I should’ve seen this coming. But I was too lost in loving my mate to notice.


    Dark thoughts of Gabe crept into my head. Gareth’s twin was murdered by a jaguar a couple of years ago. It was the first time I’d lost a Pack brother. I wasn’t about to lose Luke. No goddamn fucking way.


    My pulse kicked up a notch. Luke was no use to Chandler dead. As long as I got to him before he shifted, he’d be all right.


    I yanked on a T-shirt. “I have to find him.”


    “I’ll help.”


    I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous.”


    “So I’m just supposed to hide out and wait?” She groaned. “No. I told you I’m not going to be in that position again.”


    I went in the closet and opened my gun safe. My hard case with the Glock was ready. I handed it to her. “The Glock is inside with a box of ammunition and two loaded clips. If I’m right, and Chandler has my brother, then you’re safest at the ranch with the Pack.”


    She took the case and set it on the bed. Without a word, she got dressed while I put on my shoulder holster and grabbed my other pistol. My rifle was under the seat in my truck. I picked up a couple boxes of ammunition and closed the safe.


    “I’ll drive you up to Adam’s place.”


    She stashed the gun case in her messenger bag. “I could help you. Chandler might negotiate with me.”


    “Please, Anna.” I crossed to her, gripping her biceps, careful not to hold her too tight. “I’m losing it knowing Luke’s in danger. I won’t be able to think straight if you are, too.”


    She hesitated, but finally nodded. “Okay.”


    I was grateful to hear her answer, because I was fully prepared to toss her over my shoulder and take her to Adam’s by force if I had to. My mate was going to be safe. One way or another.


    …


    When we got to Adam’s, word about Luke had spread. I’d been trying to convince myself he was fine, but seeing my Pack in force, ready to hunt for him, the reality sank in. I had no idea where to start looking, and once the full moon rose, we’d be wolves.


    We’d be too late.


    Anna sat beside me in Adam’s living room. My folks were noticeably missing. I glanced over at Adam. “My parents…”


    “Are with Jason’s folks. They’ll wait there for news and keep General Sloan busy until we find the reporter.”


    Adam paced the room. “We need to find Luke before we shift. That’s our top priority. In case we don’t have much time afterward, Sasha, I need you to stay here to watch Lana and the kids.”


    Sasha crossed her arms. “Sorry, Adam. You need me to talk this guy down, and if we haven’t found Luke by the time the full moon rises, I’ll be the only one who still has thumbs and can aim a gun.”


    Taryn got up. “I was planning on staying here with Charlie anyway. I can help Lana protect the kids.”


    Adam nodded. “Thanks.”


    Anna stood, surprising me. “Logan taught me to shoot. I’m armed. I can help, too.”


    Adam’s gaze landed on me. “Is she ready for this?”


    Was anyone ever fucking ready for this? She deserved so much better than this world I was pulling her into. Too late to shield her now.


    I sighed and nodded slowly. “Yeah, I think so.”


    Adam stared at my mate. “Thanks, Vivianna.”


    She kissed my temple and whispered, “Be careful.”


    Before I could say anything, she followed Taryn down the hall. The messenger bag hung heavy from her shoulder, weighed down by a gun case instead of her laptop. A few months ago, Adam never would have left his mate and children during the full moon without Sasha and her guns, but Taryn’s pyrokinesis was equally deadly, and now that she’d been practicing, her gift was reliable and accurate. If she saw a threat, she could ignite it into a blaze.


    Lana and Anna both had handguns, too, but they’d have their hands full. Our Pack was growing. We had a new generation to protect.


    Adam paired us off to start tracking Luke. This was the first time in my life I’d be patrolling and covering ground with Gareth instead of my twin brother. But if there was anyone in this Pack who understood my manic need to find Luke alive, it was Gareth.


    He nudged my shoulder as we headed out. “We’ll find Luke.”


    I nodded. I had every intention of doing just that.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Vivianna


    Adam came in to say good-bye and let Lana know he was setting the alarm on the way out. It would be our first warning of trouble if anyone tried to come inside the house while the Pack was shifting. He kissed Madeleine and Malcolm, and the way they squeezed his neck tight made my vision blur.


    It still surprised me whenever grief paid me an unexpected visit. What I’d give to be able to hug my dad one more time.


    “I’ll call when we find him.” Adam gave Lana a quick kiss. “Be back as soon as I can.”


    He walked out, and before awkward silence could descend, Madeleine plopped into my lap. “Mama says you tell stories like she does.”


    I nodded, grateful for the distraction. “I try.”


    Her twin brother leaned on my other leg. “Someday I’m gonna be a big wolf like my daddy.”


    “And I’ll be a giant jaguar like Mama.” Madeleine stared down at her brother.


    I glanced at their mom. “So they know everything already?”


    “Yeah.” She nodded. “We’re working on learning to keep it inside the Pack.”


    Madeleine pointed at Taryn. “We told Charlie’s mom, and she was mad.”


    “She was just surprised.” Charlie turned away from his video game for a second. “She didn’t know werewolves existed.”


    Lana chuckled. “Which is why we can’t talk about it with anyone who isn’t Pack, right?”


    Both little ones nodded. Lana turned on the television and popped The Lion King into the DVD player. While they were singing along, we set up the portable crib for the youngest twins. I appreciated keeping busy. It kept me focused on something other than worrying about Logan and Luke and Chandler. Logan had plenty of ammo and guns both on his body and in the truck. This wasn’t a game. The stakes were way too real.


    And not knowing what was happening out there was driving me nuts.


    “How do you handle living like this?”


    Lana raised a brow. “You mean staying behind while the guys try to save the world?”


    “Yeah. We’re capable. We should be helping them.”


    “And that’s exactly what we’re doing.”


    I frowned. “By waiting in a locked house?”


    “By keeping the defenseless Pack members safe.”


    Taryn glanced our way. “We’d never trust anyone else.” Her arm tightened around her son’s shoulders. “That’s a big part of why I haven’t let Jared convert me.”


    “You’re not a werewolf yet ?”


    “No. And I’m not ready to change that. I’m a strong psychic, so I can already handle a pregnancy with a shifter if we decided to make Charlie a big brother.” He rolled his eyes and kept playing his video game. “There’s no really strong argument for me to be converted.” She glanced at Lana. “Lana and Sasha are jaguars, so they shift during the new moon. But everyone else in the Pack has fur during the full moon. As the Pack grows, we have more little guys who aren’t shifting yet, and they need protection while the wolves are off running.”


    Lana settled a sleeping baby into the crib. “Since Jason and Kilani will both be wolves in a few hours, I’m honored to watch their little ones until they get back, and they do the same for me during the new moon, when I’m shifting.”


    I was beginning to understand. Staying with the family didn’t equal weakness. It was strength where it was needed.


    “But you both know the guys are in danger out there. Doesn’t it make you nuts waiting to hear news?”


    Lana and Taryn shared a look before the Alpha’s wife met my eyes. “You can drive yourself crazy with worry really quick. I have seen our Pack face Nero, beat mutated werewolves, and even protect each other during blizzards. I have faith in them. And I refuse to allow doubt to creep in.”


    She was a tiny thing, but Adam’s wife had a will of iron.


    I wished I shared her conviction.


    My phone buzzed. I snapped it up off the chair and stared at the text. It wasn’t from Logan.


    Live feed begins in two hours. Then you’ll see what kind of animal Logan Reynolds really is.


    The next text was an image of a very pissed off Luke. His hands and feet were bound to a metal chair. My pulse pounded in my ears.


    “Logan was right.” I turned my cell around. “Chandler has Luke.”


    Taryn and Lana studied the photo. Taryn enlarged it, a crease forming in her brow. “I know where he is.” Her gaze lifted to Lana’s face. “I’d recognize that stonework anywhere. Tell Adam he’s in the soundproof wine cellar at the cabin I sold to Damian last year.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Logan


    We all parked about a mile from Damian’s compound while Sasha reached out to Sebastian. I was sick of waiting, but Adam refused to make the call to go in until we were sure it wasn’t a trap.


    It seemed to me like we were giving Sebastian too much credit. A few days ago, he’d left Sasha unconscious on the floor. I wasn’t anxious to trust him—not with my brother’s life hanging in the balance.


    The shadows of the trees were starting to lengthen across the street. “How long are we going to wait? It’ll be dark soon.”


    Adam’s gaze cut over to me. “We all want to get Luke, but we’re not going in half-cocked.”


    “How can you be sure Sebastian will tell us the truth?”


    Sasha put her phone in her pocket, shaking her head. “Doesn’t matter. He’s not answering anyway.”


    “All right, it was worth a shot.” Adam ran his hand back through his hair. “Let’s get this done. Sasha, you’re our negotiator with Chandler. Get him to release Luke and come with us.” His gaze rested on me. “And Logan, you’re our point man with Luke. While Sasha keeps the news guy busy, you get your brother out.”


    I nodded.


    “Gareth will be Logan’s backup.” Adam turned to the others. “As far as we know, Damian is still with Sebastian, so Chandler should be on his own. But we still have one of Damian’s bodyguards unaccounted for, so everyone take a viewpoint and keep watch for any jaguars.” Adam checked his weapon and slid it into the holster. “Let’s do this. We’ve got less than two hours before we shift.”


    Before Luke shifted into a wolf on live webcam.


    My gut twisted. Anna had forwarded the text, and the image of my brother bound to a chair was permanently emblazoned in my mind. He was just over an hour away from being exposed to the world as a shifter. All of our lives were in danger.


    Gareth embraced his mate and then followed Sasha and me across the street. We slipped into the trees, away from the road. We’d enter the compound from the lake side so we wouldn’t draw any attention. If we were right, and Chandler was alone, we’d have my brother back well before the moon rose.


    I didn’t want to think about what would happen if we were wrong.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Vivianna


    Twilight settled in outside and still no word from Logan. I ached to call him, but the last thing he needed was an interruption. Maybe no news was good news.


    Lana had Malcolm and Madeleine in their PJs on the daybed, reading a story. Charlie was in Avengers sweats, munching a piece of pizza while he watched television. The normalcy made my head spin.


    I stretched my tense muscles and glanced at Lana. “Maybe they’ve already got Luke, and they’re getting ready to shift.”


    Lana closed the book. “Adam will let me know once there’s news.”


    I sighed. “Why is it taking so long?”


    She shook her head. “Could be all kinds of reasons.”


    “I need a drink.” I got up. “Be right back.”


    In the shadowed kitchen, I found a glass and filled it with ice before pouring in Dr. Pepper. I pulled out my cell phone and peered at the screen, hopeful I’d find a text.


    Nothing.


    Something flashed outside, catching my eye. I put my phone in my pocket and carried my glass to the window. With the lights off in the kitchen, I had no trouble seeing out. The barn light was on, a beacon in the inky twilight.


    The lights were probably on a timer.


    I glanced around, scanning the ranch as best I could. Having Logan’s werewolf vision right about then would’ve been a huge perk. I finished my drink and set the glass in the sink. As I turned to go back to the others, the porch light came to life.


    Holding my breath, I made my way to the sidelight window. Nothing. I squinted into the darkness, but nothing moved. This was quickly becoming the longest night of my life.


    I went back to the others, relieved to see everything just as I left it.


    “The porch light came on.”


    Lana looked up. “It does that sometimes when animals run by. It’s on a motion sensor.”


    I tried to accept her answer, begging my adrenaline to give me a break. “I peeked out, but I didn’t see anything.”


    Taryn got up. “As long as it doesn’t try to come inside, we’re good.” She glanced past me into the hallway. “I’m sure everything’s fine.”


    She didn’t look sure. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yeah. I’d hate to call the police out for a stray coyote.”


    Lana shook her head. “Police aren’t an option. Not during a full moon. It’s too risky that they might see more than they should.”


    My gaze locked on my messenger bag with the plastic case and the loaded Glock inside. Cold sweat made my palms slick. This wasn’t target practice. This was the very real danger Logan had warned me about. The danger I’d been so cavalier about facing.


    And now I realized I wasn’t as ready as I thought.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Logan


    We made it inside the cabin without any interference. Too easy. Sasha and I had our handguns out at the ready, and Gareth brought up the rear.


    But as far as I could tell, we were alone. Damian’s scent was days old—same could be said for the other jaguars.


    “According to Taryn, the door to the wine cellar is in the back of the garage,” Sasha whispered.


    “I’ll cover you.”


    She threw open the door from the kitchen and we sprinted for the garage. Around the back, we opened the door, and I had the barrel of my gun in the space. My brother’s scent hit me like a freight train even though we couldn’t see him. “He was here.”


    She nodded, and I took point. Sasha had a heightened sense of smell, too, but a jaguar’s strongest ability was definitely sight. She’d leave the tracking to me. I followed his trail to a door in the back corner. The knob wouldn’t turn. I forced it until the metal lock snapped inside.


    It still didn’t open. “Deadbolt.”


    Sasha frowned. “If we kick it in or shoot it, he’ll know we’re coming. It could put Luke’s life in jeopardy.”


    Time was ticking away in my head. If we didn’t get Luke soon, the whole world would be after us. “Taryn said this is the only way in or out, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Then we have to risk it.”


    Gareth’s voice was a low rumble. “I’ll wait here in case he gets past you.”


    Sasha glanced his way. “Save me a bullet?”


    He almost smiled and took a step back before launching himself at the door. The wood splintered around the deadbolt. One more kick and it swung open. I took the lead through the door and down the steps, with Sasha close behind.


    “He’s got a Taser and pepper spray!”


    Luke’s voice. Relief and urgency combined with the adrenaline already coursing through my veins. I forced in a deep breath through my nose. Some emotions were so strong, they carried a scent all their own. And right now the bitter sting of desperation overpowered my senses.


    Chandler.


    At the bottom of the stairs, I turned the corner and kept my gun level. Anna’s ex frowned, his gaze moving between his prisoner and me.


    “Let my brother go.”


    “Your brother?” Chandler pressed the Taser to Luke’s neck. “How many werewolves are there, exactly?”


    Sasha came around to stand beside me, lowering her weapon. “You must be Chandler, right? We need to talk.”


    “Talking isn’t going to change anything.”


    She holstered her gun, careful to stay out of the Taser’s range. “In an hour, give or take, Luke is going to shift right there, and his paws will slide free from those ropes. And I can guarantee that wolf is going to be pissed. You’ll be dead before you can get up those stairs.”


    “What do I care? My life is over anyway.” His eyes flicked to the webcam. “As long as the story gets out, Vivi, my sister, everyone else will be safer. Because of me.”


    My finger caressed the trigger. It would be so simple to end this. One bullet and I could free my brother then smash the webcam. Threat averted.


    But Anna would ask about Chandler. What would I say?


    Sasha crossed her arms. “Your life isn’t over. Take a breath. Can you tell I’m like you?”


    He sniffled and frowned. “Did Damian attack you, too?”


    “No.” She shook her head, hands dropping to her sides. “But I didn’t ask to be bitten.” She paused and finally added, “But I learned to live with this. I’m a police detective. We can show you how you can have your life back.”


    He jerked away from Luke. I had a clear shot.


    “So, what, you just kill people once a month and then pretend like it never happened?”


    Luke met my eyes. We’d been a team our entire lives. Reading each other was second nature, with or without words. My gaze snapped to Chandler and back. Luke’s almost imperceptible nod was all the answer I needed. Chandler didn’t have a gun.


    I sprinted forward, catching Chandler around the waist and knocking him to the ground. The Taser clattered on the cement floor while we grappled. I landed a solid punch to his gut, but when I lifted my head, he drenched my face in pepper spray.


    The burning was instantaneous. My vision blurred as tears poured down my face.


    “Freeze.” I couldn’t see Sasha, but the command in her voice was clear. “Drop the canister and back away.”


    I wiped at my eyes, scrambling toward my brother.


    Behind me, Chandler groaned. “If you really are a cop, how are you going to explain an unarmed victim?”


    “If I was going to kill you, you’d already be dead.”


    “Logan, three o’clock,” Luke whispered.


    I followed my brother’s direction, struggling to shut down the pain and panic from losing my eyesight. When I bumped the chair, I dug into my pocket. “I have a Buck knife, but I can’t see for shit.”


    “I just need one hand free and I’ll take it from there.”


    My eye stung, tears soaking into the neck of my T-shirt. I opened the pocket knife and fumbled for the back of the chair. The metal leg was cool, and I ran my fingers up until I found my brother’s hand. Blindly, I searched for the rope wrapped around his wrist.


    “Okay. Got it.” The heat from the pepper spray invaded my lungs when I spoke. Between coughs, I forced out a gruff whisper. “I don’t want to cut you.”


    “I trust you. Cut my hand loose.”


    I nodded and started sawing on the rope.


    Behind us, Sasha cuffed Chandler. “You’re going to come with me. There’s someone else who needs to talk to you.”


    Chandler growled. “I know my rights, and you’re going down for this.”


    “Oh please. I found you here with a hostage, and when we tried to negotiate for his release, you pepper-sprayed a concerned citizen.”


    “He’s going to turn into a wolf. A hungry animal. The public deserves to know about the threat to their safety.”


    The rope snapped. I held the knife out, waiting for Luke to take it from my grasp.


    “Fuck.” Luke gasped. “Your eyes are swollen shut. We need to rinse that crap out of them before you get some permanent damage.”


    I nodded, struggling to keep from rubbing. “They’re on fire.”


    Sasha touched my shoulder. “I’ll help you upstairs to the sink.”


    “Did you get the webcam?”


    She walked away. Plastic shattered across the room. She came back to my side. “Now, how about some water to flush your eyes?”


    I turned toward Luke. “Are you all right?”


    “Yeah, one more ankle and I’m out.”


    Sasha helped me to my feet, but before we reached the stairs, Luke was beside me. “I’ve got him.” She took Chandler ahead of us, while Luke supported me up the stairs. He gripped my waist tight. “Thanks for finding me.”


    “Sorry I didn’t see this coming.”


    “None of us did.” We made it to the top, and he turned us toward the kitchen. “I came out of my place, and he hit me over and over with the Taser until I couldn’t walk.”


    “Bastard. Any other wounds?”


    “Just my pride.”


    He guided me to the sink and turned on the water. I reached out and splashed it onto my face. The pain exploded all over again. “Damn it.”


    “Keep rinsing,” Sasha called from the other room.


    Gradually the fire in my eyes cooled, but my vision was still blurry, and the swelling was massive. My eyelids were like boulders.


    Luke led me to a stool. “Need a drink?”


    “Whiskey.”


    He chuckled. “Maybe something less flammable?”


    Sasha came in. “Gareth’s putting Chandler in my car. We need to get out of here. Now.”


    Luke stood up. “Yeah we’d better meet up with the Pack before we end up shifting right here.”


    Sasha lowered her voice. “I’m taking Chandler to the Full Moon Bar and Grill. Your folks are bringing the general back there after they shift tonight.”


    “All right.” Her face was distorted in my burned eyes, but even so, something was wrong. “There’s something else.”


    She nodded. “Sebastian just called me. Damian’s gone. He’s probably headed over here. It’s time to go.”


    A new wave of adrenaline had me on full alert. “I have to get to the ranch.”


    Sasha glanced at Luke and back to me. “You don’t have time. It’s at least a half hour drive from here. You’ll be a wolf by then.”


    I was on my feet. “So will Damian.”


    She crossed her arms. “You lost me.”


    “Damian wants an heir.” Saying the words out loud made my gut retch. “He missed biting Anna as a jaguar. Tonight he can do it as a wolf.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Vivianna


    My phone buzzed in my pocket. Logan’s name lit up the screen and relief swamped my senses.


    “Hey, Logan. Did you find Luke?”


    “Yeah. We got him. Thank god you’re okay.”


    I frowned. “We’re fine. What’s wrong?”


    “I’m on my way. Stay inside, and keep the gun handy.”


    “You’re on your way over here? I thought you had to shift.” Now Lana and Taryn were staring at me.


    “Sebastian contacted Sasha. Damian’s gone.”


    I swallowed the lump in my throat. “You think he’s coming for me.”


    “I don’t know what the hell he’s doing, but I’m going to keep you safe.”


    “How can you do that if you’re a wolf?” My tone rose, the panic beginning to show.


    “Just wait for me. Okay? Taryn is there, and you have my Glock, right? We’ll be there in a half hour.”


    His voice broke up, and the call dropped. I stuffed my cell in my pocket and reached for my messenger bag. I tugged the plastic case with the gun out, and a folder and an envelope fell on the floor. What the hell? As I reached for them, I remembered. I’d grabbed them off Damian’s desk before I jumped out the window.


    Until now, I’d forgotten they existed.


    I set the gun case beside me and opened the envelope. Inside were pictures. Lots of pictures.


    Of little Madeleine.


    My hands trembled. “When I met with Damian, he told me he needed an heir. I thought he was threatening to rape me, but…”


    My words faded as Lana took the photos from me. Her brow furrowed. “What the hell are these?”


    Malcolm pointed. “It’s my sister.”


    Lana’s gaze met mine. “He knows I’m his sister.”


    I swallowed hard. “Madeleine is the heir he needs for his father.”


    Lana dropped the photos, pulling her toddlers in close to her. “That’s why he bit the news guy. A distraction.”


    I opened the case and took out the Glock. “He’s probably on his way now, before he shifts.”


    Taryn was on her feet. “He wouldn’t dare. I almost killed him last time.”


    “You set him on fire?” The surreal conversation was beginning to sink in. This was real.


    “Yeah. The scars on his face are from me.”


    “How?”


    She met my gaze. “Once I see him, I can light him up again.”


    Before I could ask a follow-up question, Lana’s cell rang.


    “It’s Adam.”


    She answered, but her voice faded into the background. The Glock was heavy in my hand, the weight of it reassuring. Mentally, I ran through all of Logan’s instructions.


    Lana ended her call. “Adam has the Pack at the Lake, ready to shift. Sasha is on her way over here just in case Damian shows up.” She stroked Madeleine’s hair. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”


    I nodded, but I didn’t put the gun away.


    Suddenly glass shattered in the front living room, followed by the repetitive beeping of the burglar alarm. My heart stuttered as I faced the door.


    Taryn looked over at Lana. “Keep Charlie safe.”


    Charlie frowned. “Mom, I’m a werewolf, I can help you.”


    She glanced over her shoulder. “You need to stay here and help Lana with the little ones, okay?”


    Charlie sighed, but he nodded and stayed put.


    “I’ll cover you.” I bit back panicked laughter. I sounded like I was some seasoned cop on TV, not a journalist fresh out of college with one shooting lesson under my belt.


    As Taryn reached for the doorknob, it flew inward, and in one smooth movement a metal-tipped cane smacked her in the side of her head. She crumpled to the ground, leaving me pointing the gun at Damian’s chest.


    “Mom!” Charlie shrieked, but Lana caught him before he could race forward.


    Damian stared right past me at Lana. “Sister. Finally, we meet.”


    I kept my gun raised, my finger sliding onto the trigger. “Get out of here, or I’ll shoot.”


    He sighed and met my eyes. “This is a family matter.” His attention settled on Lana’s leg. “Is that my niece? Madeleine, right?”


    Lana shook her head. “They’re nothing to you. The Pack is on their way.”


    “I think they’re up at Lake Tahoe chasing a news man who is trying to expose them.” He chuckled and looked out the window, then back to Lana. “Unless they can drive as wolves, I don’t think we’ll be seeing them until much later.”


    “Leave her alone.” My voice was dry.


    His laughter surprised me, but I didn’t lower my weapon.


    He leaned on his cane, sweat beading on his forehead. I was tempted to peek outside to see if the moon was up, but I wasn’t about to take my eyes off my target.


    His mouth twisted into a sick smile. “I’m not leaving without Madeleine. She’s a natural-born female Jaguar shifter. Just like her mother. An anomaly for Nero to study and replicate. My father wants his granddaughter to come home.”


    He took a step forward and I squeezed the trigger. Hard. Nothing happened. Shit! I forgot to cock it. He laughed and grabbed me by both shoulders, yanking me in close. “No one is coming to your rescue, and if you continue to delay me, I’ll shift and I might hurt the child.”


    He shoved me aside, advancing on Lana. She landed a solid kick to his groin and followed it with an uppercut to his chin.


    But it barely slowed him down.


    I grabbed the metal slide on top of the Glock and yanked it back before raising my weapon again. My pulse pounded in my ears. He stood at the edge of the couch. If I missed, I could hit Madeleine or Malcolm. This wasn’t a game or a simulation.


    Sweat trickled down my back.


    Lana stomped on his wounded foot, stunning him for a moment before he roared and threw her across the room. When she got up, her arm was bleeding.


    The twins screamed, reaching for their mother.


    Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth as Lana yelled, “He’s shifting, Vivi! Don’t let him take her!”


    I tried to breathe and line up the sights. Just as I readied myself, he spun around. His burn-scarred face was further misshapen, his jaw lengthening into a snout. This was real. Werewolves were real. This horror show was turning from a man into a wolf in front of my eyes, and he would kill us all.


    He took one step toward me, and my hesitation vanished.


    The blast of the gun deafened me. He dropped to the ground, pressing his hands, or what was left of them, over the wound in his abdomen. Claws protruded from the ends of his fingers.


    The babies cried, the toddlers wailed, and Charlie scrambled to help his mom. At my feet, Damian wheezed as he panted. He coughed, and blood spurted from his lips. I lowered the gun, all the strength and adrenaline draining from my limbs.


    He was dying.


    Damian stared up at me, his mouth opening and closing like a fish hungry for oxygen. He whispered something, but I couldn’t make out the word. Again he tried to spit it out and coughed. I knelt down, and his bloody contorted hand wrapped around my wrist.


    He smiled with bloodstained teeth. “Sedona.”


    “Arizona?”


    He gasped for air. His grip tightened, and he grimaced. A thin, ragged breath hissed from his lips, and his gaze fixed on the ceiling.


    Damian Severino was dead.


    I’d killed him.


    …


    Time blurred. Things happened around me, but all I saw were his empty, dead eyes. Twice I reached out with a trembling hand to close his eyelids, but both times I retreated. His blood was still on my wrist, and it soaked through the knees of my jeans where I knelt beside him.


    In the distance, glass crunched, but I barely registered it. When a huge sable-colored wolf with bright blue eyes filled the doorway, something in my mind gave way. I started to scream, and I didn’t know if I would ever stop.


    Madeleine raced forward wrapping her arms around the wild animal’s thick neck. “Uncle Logan, you’re scaring her.”


    His name was familiar, but the panic was all-consuming. The wolf came closer and sniffed my hand. I squealed, scrambling backward. Someone put their arm around my shoulders.


    “Logan, she’s in shock.” The voice was slow and steady. “You should wait outside.”


    His piercing eyes met mine, and my pulse raced until I thought my heart might explode. The bands of panic clamped around my chest, constricting my breath. The wolf lowered his head and backed away.


    Tremors racked my entire body. Vaguely I noticed a blanket being wrapped around me, and another voice I recognized. “Can you stand? We need to get you out of here.”


    I nodded, even though I had no idea if I could move. She put her arm around me and blocked my view of the soulless eyes that stared into oblivion. In the living room, she settled me onto the sofa and brought a glass of water.


    “Vivi? Can you hear me?”


    I did, but my voice didn’t respond. I managed to nod.


    “Good. I’m going to go help them clean up in there. I’ll be right down the hall if you need me, okay?” She knelt in front of me. Sasha. Yes, that was her name. “You saved them all, Vivi. You did the right thing.”


    Outside of the house, a lone wolf howled, and a hot tear rolled down my cheek.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Logan


    I struggled to push my wolf back. Fighting the moon hurt like hell. I’d never forced a shift before. I knew it was possible. The night Malcolm died, I’d witnessed his sons Adam and Aren shift back into men, and Jason, our Pack doctor did as well. It worked for them.


    Our mate needed us. This single thought seemed to resonate with the wolf. He’d seen her pain. He didn’t understand it, but the instinct to protect her was hard-wired. We couldn’t help her as a wolf. Not right now.


    Finally, it started at the tip of my tail, the wet popping of the joints mutating. I almost welcomed the physical pain, anything to stop the replay of the fear in Anna’s eyes when she saw my wolf. Sweat rolled down my face as the thick fur vanished and my body contorted. I gnashed my teeth to keep from screaming.


    When the pain gradually subsided, I stood. My vision was still not at a hundred percent, but my sense of smell didn’t lie.


    Jaguar.


    Fuck. Really? I followed the scent closer to the house. My clothes and phone were in Sasha’s car. If I could get up there, I could send her a text. But as I rounded the corner of Adam’s house, the scent was even stronger, and now I recognized it.


    Sebastian.


    A cold barrel pressed into my bare back. “I’m not here to kill you, wolf.”


    “Funny way of showing it.”


    “I tracked my brother here.”


    I spun around and reached for the gun. Surprise was on my side, but my eyesight was for shit from the damned pepper spray. I missed the pistol, grabbing his arm instead. He wrenched free of my grasp, but I punched his jaw, knocking him back a couple of steps.


    “You let your psycho brother escape. I shot him in the foot. He was wounded and slow, and he still slipped through your fingers.”


    Sebastian spat blood onto the ground and narrowed his eyes. “Judging by your lack of attire, you’ve noticed the full moon is up tonight. My brother was stronger than I anticipated.”


    “Your mistake put all our lives in jeopardy. While we were chasing the reporter, Damian was here.”


    “I have no time for this, wolf. Do you have him or not?”


    “He’s dead.”


    Sebastian’s eyes widened, then his mask of indifference settled back into place. “You have signed your own death warrant.” He holstered his weapon and headed for the house.


    “Fuck.” I scrambled to Sasha’s car and found my jeans. Chandler grumbled from the backseat, but I didn’t have time to deal with his crap. Not now. Yanking on my pants, I chased after Sebastian.


    Inside Adam’s place, the stench of blood made the wolf alert and eager. The line between man and beast was tenuous during the full moon. The added allure of fresh meat was not helping me keep control.


    Then Anna’s scent broke through the death and fear. I turned, forgetting Sebastian for a moment. She was alone on the couch, wrapped in a blanket and staring into space. I stumbled forward and knelt at her feet.


    “Anna?”


    Nothing.


    I took her hand. Her gaze focused on me, and she frowned. “Your eyes.”


    “Pepper spray. I’ll be all right.” I laced my fingers with hers. “Are you okay?”


    She shivered, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “No.”


    I kissed her knuckles, the faint scent of Damian’s blood lingered on her skin. This was all my fault. “I’ll take you home. Just give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”


    She didn’t respond. Her stare was distant again. Damn it.


    I tucked her hands back inside the blanket and hustled down the hall. Sebastian covered his brother’s body and stood up.


    “Take him and get the hell out of my house!” Lana stormed toward Sebastian, hitting his chest with both hands. “He came for Madeleine. He knew everything. You said he didn’t know.”


    Sebastian grabbed her wrists, his expression emotionless. “Calm yourself. I need to understand. What do you mean he came for Madeleine?”


    “An heir.” She shoved him and stepped back. “He said his father, your father, wants her.”


    “Our father.”


    “No!” she shrieked. “No. He’s not my father. And he’s not taking my daughter!”


    “I have to discover how Damian found out.” Sebastian frowned and stared at the blanketed body at his feet. “You have all signed your death warrant tonight. There are factions inside of Nero who supported my brother’s bid for second-in-command, and my father will use his death to unite them against your Pack.”


    I came in and stood at Lana’s side, blocking Sebastian’s view of Madeleine and Malcolm. “If you had kept him away, this never would have happened.”


    His dark eyes locked on mine. “Do not try to lay blame at my feet, wolf. My hands are clean in this. You all knew what was at stake. Your Alpha gave the command that my brother was not to be killed. Perhaps if your mate had been more prepared for this world, we would not be having this conversation.”


    I tackled him, knocking us both to the ground. We rolled in the blood on the floor, struggling for dominance. I landed a fist in his abdomen before Sasha jerked me back.


    “Enough.” She glared at me and then Sebastian. “What’s done is done. We’ll deal with what comes next. Fighting is a waste of energy.”


    I sucked in a breath through my teeth, and she turned to Sebastian.


    “Get the body out so we can get this cleaned up. The kids have already seen more than they ever should have.” As Sebastian bent to scoop up his brother’s body, Sasha met my eyes. “Vivi is in shock. Get her in a warm shower and watch her. She’s still human, so if she gets worse call 911. I’ll send Jason by to check her when they get back from the Lake.”


    Sebastian had the blanketed body in his arms and headed for the door. He turned back, his gaze on Lana. “Convince your husband to leave Reno.”


    He didn’t wait for a response.


    I glanced around the room. Taryn was conscious, but her head was going to need a few stitches. The kids were shaken up. Lana was doing her best to keep them distracted.


    Sasha laid towels on the floor, covering the crime scene. I cleared my throat. “You got this?”


    “Yeah. Take care of Vivi.” Sasha looked my way. “I know she doesn’t believe it right now, but she did the right thing. According to Lana, she saved Madeleine.”


    She’d also killed a man.


    I left, anxious to get back to my mate. Anna was stiff, a shell of herself, but I carried her out to my truck. We’d parked it at the ranch when Sasha took us up to Damian’s place at the lake. Now I was glad I had left it behind.


    Her hand was too shaky to fasten the seat belt, so I got it for her. “All set?”


    She nodded.


    I didn’t know what to say, but the silence was making me nuts. “I think I’m almost done with my new song. Maybe I can play it for you later. The last verse isn’t quite right yet, but I’m close.”


    My rambling continued until her hand rested on my thigh. I glanced over at her. “Sorry. I couldn’t take the quiet.”


    She stared straight ahead, but just the sound of her voice filled me with relief. “Thank you for getting me out of there.”


    I lifted her hand to my lips. Her skin was cold. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there sooner.”


    Silence blanketed us again until I pulled up to my house. I went around and helped her out. Once we were safely inside, I embraced her, holding her tight while sobs racked her body. Every tear that fell on my chest ripped me open.


    I wanted to protect her from this life, this world.


    But selfishly I’d pulled her in deeper, even though I knew I’d be putting her in danger. I kissed her hair, closing my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Anna.”


    When her tears subsided, I picked her up and carried her back to my bathroom. Instead of the shower, I filled the giant sunken tub in the corner. I rarely used it, but this way I could hold her, and warm her, and pretend that washing the blood off our bodies could erase the night she’d had.


    I brought her into the water. She hummed and shivered against my chest. I frowned. “Is it too hot?”


    “No. Feels good.”


    I settled into the tub with Anna in front of me, sitting between my legs. She rested her head back against me, and I looped my arms around her waist.


    “I wish we could stay like this.”


    I kissed her temple. “Me, too.”


    But soon Nero would be at our door for retribution, and if I wanted Anna to be safe, I’d have to give her up.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Vivianna


    It’s dark. I don’t know where I am.


    I shouted for Logan, but I didn’t hear my own voice. Then he called my name and I raised my arms, a gun tight in my hands. I had no idea where the weapon came from, or when.


    Nothing made sense.


    Logan walked out of the shadows, but his face was…wrong. His mouth and nose were elongated. A snout.


    The gun went off.


    He looked down at the red stain growing in the center of his T-shirt. He lifted his head, and his face was Logan again. “You killed me.”


    He crumpled to the ground, and I screamed.


    “Anna. I’m right here. You’re all right.”


    I winced, pulse racing. “Logan?”


    His arms tightened around me. “It was just a dream.”


    My breath hitched as I glanced over my shoulder. We were still in the tub. Logan was fine. It was all a nightmare. “I thought I shot you.”


    He shook his head. “Nope. We left the Glock at Adam’s.” He smoothed my hair back from my forehead. “We should get out of here so you can rest.”


    The thought of trying to sleep again had my hands trembling. “I don’t think I can.”


    “Then we’ll stay up all night.” Logan got out of the tub and came back with an oversize towel. He took my hand and helped me to my feet. As I stepped out, he wrapped the towel around my shoulders.


    “Thank you.”


    He walked me into his bedroom. “You don’t need to thank me. I’m your mate. I’m supposed to be here for you.”


    I put on one of his T-shirts and sat on the edge of the bed. “I thought I was ready for all of this but…”


    My words died away. I wasn’t sure where I was going with the thought. Reality was still warped, and tough for me to wrap my head around.


    Logan’s fingers entwined with mine. “I wish I could turn back time and get there sooner tonight.”


    “I killed someone. I watched him die.” I swallowed the bitter emotion choking me. “He was unarmed, and I pulled the trigger.”


    Logan shook his head. “He was shifting. He cut Lana with his claws. He was definitely armed.”


    “I’ve never been afraid for my life before. Not like this. His face looked…and then the wolf. It was you.”


    He nodded slowly. “I’m sorry you didn’t get to ease into my world.” He pulled his hair back with his free hand. “If I could just be a human guy for you, I would.”


    “No.” Tears welled in my eyes as I slid my hand away from his. “This is who you are. You were honest with me like I always hoped you would be, but…” I stood up, my chest burning. “But this is too much. I thought I could handle it. That loving you would make me strong enough for men who turn into animals.” My voice wobbled. “Tonight I realized I had no concept of the fear or the anger or the pain. I…”


    I lifted my gaze to meet his eyes, hating myself for what I was about to do. “I think I need to step back, for my own sanity.”


    He got up, taking my hands in his. “We can get through this. Lean on me, Anna. I’m not going anywhere.”


    I struggled to blink back the tears. “You said I’m human. I still have a choice.”


    “Please don’t do this. You told me you chose to love me.” The pain in his eyes twisted me up inside.


    “I thought I knew what that meant. But tonight…it got real. I’m not cut out for this world, Logan.” I moved away from him. “Look at us. Your eyes are almost swollen shut, my hands are shaking, and I may never sleep again. I can’t live like this.”


    He stared up at the ceiling, crossing his arms over his broad chest. Why couldn’t love be enough? Every part of me hurt.


    Finally, he met my eyes. “Promise me you won’t make any decisions yet, okay? I’ll take you to Madison’s and leave you alone for a while. But I swear on my life, I don’t think I can give you up. Not again. Never again.”


    “You need a mate like Sasha or Lana, someone who can face battles and life or death choices, and be there for you.”


    “You saved them all, Anna. I know right now you think you’ll never get past seeing the life fade from his eyes, and hearing that final breath, but I swear, you will. You’re stronger than you know.”


    I rubbed my hands down my face. “If I stay, that probably won’t be the last man I see die. What if it’s you someday, or me? What if a monster like that comes for our kids?”


    “What if I never have children? What if I never live because I’m too afraid I might die?” He shook his head. “We can make ourselves crazy with these questions, and I don’t have answers. All I have is this…I love you, Anna. And that won’t change even if you decide to walk away. My heart is yours forever. All I want is to see you happy.”


    I rushed to his arms, clinging to him as I surrendered to another wave of tears. He held me tight, like he had for most of my life.


    And slowly, I was pulling away.


    …


    Silence was our third passenger on the drive up to Madison’s place. What could I say? I’d thought I could handle Logan’s secret. And maybe I could live with the lying, but the reality of his world was a whole different story. I stared at my hands. They were clean now, but a few hours ago, Damian’s blood was on my skin.


    I glanced at Logan’s strong profile, memorizing every angle. A few hours ago, he was a wolf with blue eyes.


    He pulled in to the driveway and turned off the engine. When he turned to face me, the hurt in his eyes burned in my chest. “I wish things could be different.”


    I nodded. “Me, too.”


    He took my hand. “You have my number. I guess I’ll wait for you to use it.”


    “I wish I could tell you everything will be fine.”


    A sad smile curved on his lips. “I wish for plenty of things.”


    I leaned in and kissed his cheek, breathing his scent into my lungs one last time. “I do love you, Logan.”


    “Then don’t do this. We can get through anything together.”


    I searched his eyes as tears welled in mine. “Being together means living in your world with the Pack and Nero.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I can’t face that right now.”


    He let go of my hand and gripped his steering wheel, staring straight ahead. “I’ll stay away.”


    I got out and watched him drive away, every part of me aching. When I came inside, Madison was sitting at the kitchen table with Levi. She frowned. “Vivi? What’s wrong?”


    “Sorry. I didn’t know you have company.” I turned for my room. “I’ll be fine.”


    A few minutes later there was a soft knock on my door. “Vivi? Can I come in?”


    I sighed, wiping my face. “Sure.”


    She came over and sat beside me on the bed. “Levi went home.” She tucked my hair behind my ear. “What happened?”


    I stared at my best friend and realized I couldn’t tell her. I’d have to lie. Again. “I don’t think I can be with Logan.”


    A crease formed on her brow. “Why? You were so happy at the concert yesterday.”


    Oh God, I’d never been so happy.


    “There’s more to Logan than his music.” I looked at my hands. “And I can’t love only parts of him. I have to be able to embrace all of him, the dark and the light, and…” I lifted my gaze to her face. “I thought I could.”


    She hugged me, and I clung to her. I hadn’t told her about Chandler abducting Luke. Would her brother ever tell her about his new secret life? Would she get sucked into this hidden world full of danger and life and death choices?


    “Did you break up with him?”


    Her simple question shook me. I pulled back, shaking my head. “Not yet.”


    “But you’re going to?”


    I shrugged, another tear spilling down my face. “I can’t imagine my life without him in it.”


    “But at the same time, you don’t want to be in his life. You just want him in yours.”


    Was that it? Was I that selfish? I sighed. “Honestly, I just need some time to think and figure things out.”


    She nodded. “Okay. I’m declaring this week to be man-free.”


    I sniffled, chuckling. “I saw how you were looking at Levi. You don’t need to do that.”


    She waved her hand. “He’ll live.” Her smile softened. “He’s actually a really great guy.”


    I smiled. “You deserve no less.”


    “Neither do you.” She patted my hand. “Tomorrow after work, we’re getting manicures and pedicures. I’ll make the appointment.”


    “Thanks.”


    “That’s what friends are for, right?”


    She left the room, and I stared at myself in the mirrored closet door. A manicure seemed almost as foreign as a man turning into a wolf.


    I was straddling two worlds, and I no longer fit in either one.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Logan


    I was sitting in my parents’ restaurant staring at Chandler. Rounding out the circle surrounding him were my brother, Sasha, our Alpha, and General Miller Sloan. My mind was miles away. The memory of my final words to Anna kept echoing in my head, tormenting me.


    It wasn’t “I love you,” or, “See you soon.” My last words were “I’ll stay away.”


    How could Fate be so goddamn cruel to bring her back to me, to allow me to trust her with who I really am, and then, instead of happily ever after, I lose her. Again.


    Fuck.


    I struggled to focus on the task at hand. If Chandler was going to live, he needed to accept his new nature and help us keep it quiet. In the center of us, he paced the floor while Sasha tried again to make him understand.


    “I spent the first year after I was bitten working for Nero because that bastard promised me a cure. I should’ve been figuring out how to live with my new reality. Instead I did things that still haunt me, all in the hope of regaining my old life.”


    Chandler froze and stared at her. “Is there a cure?”


    “No.” She shook her head slowly. “There’s acceptance.”


    “No way. I don’t want to kill innocent people in a coffee shop.” He sighed and sat in the chair again. “When I get angry, it’s there—the animal. It’s primal.” He lifted his gaze to meet my eyes. “Vivi was scared of me the other night, and part of me liked it. The power was a rush.”


    I sprang from my seat. “Don’t ever touch her.”


    He didn’t back off. “Is she afraid of you, too?”


    “Fuck you.” I rushed him, knocking him off the damn chair and to the ground.


    “Enough.” Adam was on his feet. “Back off, Logan.”


    Grudgingly, I returned to my spot in the circle.


    He turned to Chandler. “We all feel the pull of the animal inside sometimes. It’s normal. You need to learn to control it, to communicate with it. It doesn’t make you a killer, or even dangerous, it just means you have to work harder to keep your head than you used to.”


    Sasha nodded. “You can still have the life you wanted, but once a month during the new moon, you need a safe spot, away from humans, to shift.”


    “May I?” Everyone turned around at the sound of General Sloan’s voice.


    He was the oldest in the room, but in spite of his silver hair, his body still rippled with power. Werewolves weren’t immortal, but we didn’t age like humans, either. Our bodies didn’t get frail, and arthritis never came calling.


    There was a better than average chance that Miller Sloan could kick any of our asses if he had the opportunity. His uniform added to his presence. With his chin raised, he approached Chandler.


    “As a commanding officer in the U.S. military, I’m here to inform you that if I ever discover you’ve leaked information about shapeshifters to the media, we will bury any record you were ever born. In the interest of national security, of course.”


    Chandler raised a brow. “Are you serious? Since when have shapeshifting monsters been on the government’s radar? They know we exist?”


    Sloan nodded. “I’m a werewolf. Part of the original Operation Moonlight. Our existence is top secret. Only those with the highest security clearance know about us.” He paused, allowing his words to sink in. “The military guards this secret, and you will, too, if you want to continue living as a free man.”


    “So my choices are stick around, keep quiet, and learn how to accept this new reality, or be locked up and forgotten in some federal government facility?”


    Sloan crossed his arms. “Basically.”


    “What about my sister?”


    “If you can trust her to keep your secret, then you can tell her.”


    He pondered that for a moment. “And if I ever fall in love again…”


    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Adam interrupted. “First, we’ll help you get control over your new senses, and then we’ll work on the shifting schedule. Someday if you find someone, you’ll have to tell her the truth, and if you ever want a family, you’ll have to convert her.”


    “That’s a nice way of saying I’ll have to attack her like Damian attacked me. No thanks.”


    My mom came forward through the circle and offered her left hand. “This scar is a beautiful reminder to me. I wasn’t attacked. I chose to be a part of my husband’s life, and he gave me everything.”


    Chandler pressed his palms to his forehead. “Okay. Can I get some time to think about this?”


    “You’re past thinking about it, kid.” Sloan chuckled. “Either I take you now, or you give me your word you’ll work with this Wolf Pack and keep quiet about shifters. Decision time.”


    “I won’t hurt anyone like the psycho in the coffee shop?”


    Adam shook his head. “I’ll kick your ass personally before I let you anywhere near humans as a jaguar.”


    Chandler nodded and glanced my way. “Have you bitten Vivi?”


    “Not that it’s any of your business, but no.” I narrowed my eyes. “You have to want this life. I’d never force it on anyone.”


    “Well, I didn’t want it. I didn’t even know it existed.”


    “No one is arguing with you.” Adam rested a heavy hand on my shoulder, keeping me in my chair. “What happened wasn’t fair, and it wasn’t right, but there’s no way to change it without a time machine. Your only choice is how you move forward.”


    Chandler huffed out a humorless chuckle. “You’re seriously calling deciding between a comfy cell in a federal facility and keeping a huge, dangerous secret a choice?”


    Sloan widened his stance. “No one said it was a great choice. But no one is hauling you away, either.”


    Chandler lifted his head. “Fine. I won’t say anything about shapeshifters. Show me how to live like this.”


    The tension faded in the room as Adam stepped forward. “Sasha has volunteered to mentor you, and as long as you stay in Reno, you’ll be protected by the Pack.”


    I got up and walked out.


    Anna’s ex would never be a part of my Pack. Not to me.


    …


    My dad followed me out to my car. “Logan, wait. We need to talk.”


    I shook my head, opening the door. “Not a good time, Dad.”


    He caught my arm, demanding my attention. “Luke told me what happened with Vivi. Is she all right?”


    “No.” The pent up rage broke free. I slammed my door, growling. “She’s far from fucking all right. She killed a man, Dad. She’s scared, and she doesn’t want any part of this world. She asked me to stay away. And I’m honoring her wishes. Happy?”


    My anger didn’t seem to faze him. He frowned and crossed his arms. “She’s your mate.”


    Did he really think this was news to me? I wanted to scream, but the last thing I needed was for Adam and the Pack to come out and “help” me.


    I was beyond help.


    “Yes, she is. And if your next question is if this is tough on me, it’s the fucking toughest thing I’ve ever done. Can I go now?”


    He sighed, his gaze drifting to the ground. “You should go. To her.”


    “What?” It was like my father was suddenly speaking in a foreign language.


    He took a deep breath and lifted his eyes. “You’re not a seventeen-year-old kid anymore, Logan. You only get one mate in this life, and she’s too precious for you to walk away.”


    “I can’t force her to accept me.”


    He nodded. “But that’s the thing. You told her everything, and she accepted you. It’s the danger she isn’t ready for. So take her away from it. Keep her safe.”


    It took me a second to find my voice while my brain wrapped around his words. “Leave the Pack?”


    “If that’s what it takes. You and Vivi have always been good together. How are you going to fill the hole without her?”


    Then I noticed the fear deep in his eyes. He didn’t want to lose me to alcohol and a premature death like he lost his twin brother.


    I cleared my throat, trying to dislodge the emotion choking me. “Would you have left the Pack for Mom?”


    “Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. “I wouldn’t have liked it, but I would have done whatever I needed to so we could have a chance at the life we were destined to share. I’d sacrifice my security with the Pack to see her happy.”


    I was stunned. The anger faded, leaving me with a pit in my gut. “I have a lot to think about.”


    He clasped my forearms. I’d been raised with our traditional Pack greeting. I never considered I might miss it someday.


    My dad pulled me into his arms, and I returned the embrace. Tight. When I stepped back, there were tears in his eyes. My chest tightened up.


    “Talk to you soon.”


    He nodded. “I love you, Logan.”


    “Love you, too, Dad.”


    The drive home was a blur. When I first realized Anna was my mate, I’d been seventeen and saw no way that I could care for her.


    This time could be different.


    I loved her. She was the other half of my broken soul. And together we really could face anything. Leaving my Pack, though, especially now that there was a good chance Nero would be coming back for revenge, would gut me.


    But my mate needed me, too.


    And I loved her enough to put her needs first.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Vivianna


    Three days without any contact from Logan, and I was climbing the walls. Madison was trying to distract me with our girls-only week, but she still had to go to work. Taryn had a mild concussion, so Madison had to open and close Goldstone Properties. I spent the days staring at my cell phone and vacillating between relief and heartbreak that it didn’t ring.


    I had been the one to ask for space. Logan was respecting my wishes, but I missed him so much it hurt. It didn’t escape me that I could have called him, but between my boulder-sized pride, and the nightmares constantly reminding me that I’d killed a man, I didn’t punch his name on my cell phone.


    Instead, I busied myself with press releases for the band. Every radio station wanted to interview Logan about his heroic rescue in the coffee shop, but Logan had a reputation for being quiet when it came to the media so no one was surprised when I let them know he wasn’t available.


    I got up and started making a sandwich, but someone knocked on the kitchen door. My pulse raced as I peered through the side window.


    The man standing outside was the last person I expected to see.


    I opened the door. “Adam? What are you doing here?”


    He flashed a smile that had probably rendered plenty of women defenseless over the years. “Hi, Vivianna. May I come in?”


    “Sure.” I stepped back. “And you can call me Vivi.”


    He took a seat at the kitchen table. “I came by to thank you.”


    “Thank me?” I frowned. “For what?”


    He sobered. “You saved my daughter, and probably my wife, too.”


    Adam’s green eyes locked on mine, and although I wasn’t a werewolf, there was definitely a mantle of authority that he wore. He was the Alpha, and I was beginning to realize he commanded respect, even when I wasn’t a member of the Pack.


    I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t move. “I’d rather not talk about it.”


    He let out a slow breath and leaned a little closer in his chair. “I didn’t come here to dredge up demons. I’m not going to force you to tell me anything. But I have some crazy spidey-senses when it comes to my Pack, and you and Logan are hurting. I’m offering my help. If you need me, I’m more than willing to get involved.”


    “But I’m not part of your Pack.”


    He almost smiled. “You’re the mate to one of my most loyal Pack members, and you single-handedly saved my family. I’d be honored to call you one of ours.”


    I blinked back unwelcome tears. “I killed that man. He was the son of the head of the Nero organization, right? There could be a supernatural war, and it’s all my fault. I heard Sebastian tell Lana she needed to convince you to leave Reno.”


    “None of this is your fault.” He covered my trembling hands with one of his. “If you hadn’t been there, my mate could be dead and my daughter missing. We’ll deal with the aftermath together. That’s what makes us Pack.”


    “I don’t think I can. I’m not strong like all of you. Every night I have nightmares.” I shook my head. “Logan needs an equal, not a liability.”


    He squeezed my hand, and I lifted my gaze. “Can I tell you what I see?”


    I nodded slowly, unable to find my voice.


    “I see a human woman who put her life in jeopardy to save people she hardly knew. I see a woman who can stand toe-to-toe with a werewolf like Logan and hold her own. And I see a woman I would be honored to welcome into my Pack.” He paused. “But no one can make that decision for you. You’ve seen the danger, but if you look a little deeper, you’ll find we’ve got a lot of love to give, too.”


    I didn’t know what to say.


    Adam got to his feet. “Okay, I’ve said my peace.” He looked down at me with a crooked grin. “Whatever you decide, I owe you one. Anytime.”


    “Thank you.” An unexpected smile spread across my lips. “I’m glad Lana and the kids are okay. And Madison told me Taryn’s got a concussion.”


    “Yeah, but she’s feeling better.” He paused at the door. “Damian was unhinged, and he hurt more Pack members than you know. You stopped him.”


    “At what cost?”


    “I would’ve paid anything to protect my daughter.” He looked at his Jeep. “We’ll be ready for whatever comes.”


    He got into his 4 X 4 and waved. “Thanks again, Vivi.”


    As he drove away, I stayed at the door, my mind buzzing.


    I’d seen the danger of Logan’s world. In the haze of panic, I hadn’t considered there was more. There was friendship and family, support and security. Acceptance.


    Slowly, I closed the door and went back to my partially made sandwich, struggling to keep from staring at my cell phone.


    It would be so easy to hear his voice again. One click.


    But what would I say?

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Logan


    The phone rang twice before she answered. “Madison Williams.”


    “Hey, Madison, it’s Logan.”


    The only time I’d ever really been around Anna’s best friend she’d threatened to kick my ass if I ever hurt Anna. But I was willing to risk it.


    “Logan? Why are you calling me?”


    “Levi gave me your number. I have a favor to ask.” The silence on the line was palpable. I sighed. “I’m planning a surprise for Anna and I need your help to pull it off.”


    “I’m at work.” She lowered her voice. “And seriously, why would I help you? She’s been like a sad puppy all week, and she screams in her sleep from nightmares. Let her go, Logan.”


    Nightmares. Shit. I ached to hold Anna and protect her.


    “No way.” I shook my head, even though Madison couldn’t see me. “I love her. I’m not walking away again.”


    “Ever consider that your love might not be a good thing for Vivi?”


    Yes, I had. It was the only way I’d been able to keep my distance from her. But I couldn’t explain to her friend that I had a solution.


    “I don’t know what she’s told you, but we can make this work.”


    She groaned. “What do you want from me?”


    “I want you to take her shopping for a formal dress.”


    “A formal? For what?”


    “That part’s a surprise.”


    She went silent again.


    “Please. I swear this will make her smile. I owe her this.”


    “Fine. When does she need to have it?”


    “By Friday night. I’ll pick her up at seven.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    She hung up.


    I called Levi back. “Hey dude, it’s me.”


    “Well?”


    “It’s on for Friday. Tell Stryker and Zane to set up in the ballroom at Harrah’s at five and sound check without me. We’ll be there by seven-thirty.”


    “Will do.” He paused. “Can I bring Madison?”


    I chuckled. “You like that one.”


    “Sure do.”


    I smiled. “Yeah, but keep her in the dark about what’s going on until she gets there. I don’t want her to accidentally spill it to Anna.”


    “You got it.”


    He hung up, and I made more calls. I needed Friday to be perfect.


    …


    Adam called an emergency Pack meeting Friday morning. I decided it was for the best. It would help kill time until I could see Anna again. God, I missed her.


    When I parked at his place, I got an email notification on my phone. I clicked it, hoping for word from Anna. Instead, it was from someone named…Nicole? I skimmed it and rested against the seat of my car. It was the fan from the shooting range. Her brother had told her the reporter cancelled the interview.


    Apparently Sloan’s threat to Chandler must have worked. One less problem to worry about for now.


    By the time I went inside, the room was full. All the Pack members were there, little ones in tow. Even my parents and Jared and Jason’s folks were present. Whatever Adam wanted to discuss, it was big.


    I found a spot next to Luke. He leaned in close. “Ready for tonight?”


    I nodded. “Hell, yeah. More than ready.”


    He chuckled, and we both turned as Adam got everyone’s attention.


    “Thanks for coming by on such short notice.”


    The room quieted. He scanned the room as he spoke. “Lana and I have been talking about our next step ever since the night Damian died. Sebastian warned her that there are factions inside of Nero that supported Damian’s leadership, and his death could unite Nero’s forces to come to Reno for revenge.”


    Luke and I shared a glance then focused back on Adam.


    “Damian also had one jaguar bodyguard that we haven’t accounted for. Luke and Logan had heard the guy mention Sedona, and that was Damian’s last word as he died. They’re planning something, and as Alpha, the Pack is my top concern.


    “We all know that Nero has more money and more manpower than we do, but no one knows our territory better than us. If we stick together, I think we can stand against whatever they throw at us. But the last time they sent a massive force to face us, we lost my father and Gabe. I won’t make the decision for any of you to stay and face that again.”


    Adam’s twin frowned. “So what are you saying?”


    Adam glanced at his brother then back to the rest of us. “I’m saying that if you have any doubts about staying in Reno with the Pack, now is the time to let me know. I’d hate to lose anyone, but I’ll understand if the threat is too great. The safety of your families comes first. I have no idea what’s headed our way, or if we can win against it.”


    Chatter rose in the room as mates and families discussed the options. I kept my mouth shut, nausea burning the back of my throat. My Pack needed me. Luke and I were the deadliest pair with long distance rifles. Losing me would be a hit to their defenses if Nero came calling.


    My father’s gaze found mine. He didn’t say a word, but we didn’t need to speak. He didn’t want me to end up like Niko. He wanted me with my mate.


    And I wanted Anna.


    But turning away from the Pack was making me physically ill.


    One by one, Pack members and their mates told Adam they’d stand with the Pack. As it moved closer to us, my muscles tensed. Finally, my dad’s voice filled the room.


    “Laura and I are staying.”


    Luke nodded. “Me, too. I’m in.”


    All eyes fell on me. I cleared my throat searching for my voice. “I’m out.”


    All the air sucked from the room. Adam frowned. “Is this about Vivi?”


    I sighed. “She’s not ready for this. I can’t ask her to face more violence, and I can’t live without her.”


    Adam and Lana shared a look, and he met my eyes. “Do you want time to think about this?”


    I shook my head. “I’ve already thought about it. If everything goes well tonight, I’ll leave with her next week.”


    Luke walked out and slammed the door. Shit.


    Adam crossed his arms. “We really need you here.”


    My father rested a hand on my shoulder. “Vivi was in shock after firing on Damian. She’s not ready for the violence that’s probably headed our way. Logan needs to protect his mate.”


    Adam raked his fingers through his hair. “Okay.” He shook his head, meeting my eyes. “Fine. Where will you go?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t even know if she’ll take me back yet, but assuming she does, I’ll go wherever I can keep her safe.”


    Adam glanced at the door. “You’d better find Luke.”


    Without question, I went after my brother. My Alpha’s senses when it came to knowing when his Pack was in distress were fine-tuned, plus Luke’s exit hadn’t been subtle.


    Outside, I tracked Luke’s scent down to the barn. He stood alone at the far end, in the center of the the barn aisle, chucking rocks into the ravine. I walked down and stopped beside him.


    “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you first. I didn’t know this was what Adam was going to ask about today.”


    Luke glanced my way, his expression cold. “You’re a selfish asshole. No one else matters but you.”


    “I don’t want to go.”


    “Oh, please.” He was getting louder. “Then don’t go. Find another way.”


    “You didn’t see Anna after she shot Damian.” I shook my head, staring into the distance. “She was in shock. Madison says she screams in her sleep every night. She’s not ready for all this yet.”


    “Sounds like you’ve already thought this through. Were you going to tell me before you left, or just call me once you were out of state?”


    “That’s not fair.”


    He shoved me back a step. “You know what’s not fucking fair, Logan? When you’ve confided in your twin brother about everything for your entire life, and then you find out it was a one-way street. You find out he met his mate back in high school and he never told you, and now he’s abandoning the Pack without even flying the idea past you. That’s unfair.”


    He shook his head, breaking eye contact. “I guess I should be thankful you even searched for me when I was missing. Maybe Dad can cover me when Nero comes to town.”


    My gut twisted at the thought of my brother facing Nero mercenaries without me.


    “None of this is easy for me. You’ll understand when your mate comes into your life.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Has it occurred to you that I may never find her? Everyone else in the Pack has found the other half of their soul. Maybe mine is meant to be unfinished just like Uncle Niko.”


    “That’s not true.”


    “Can you see the future now?” He crossed his arms over his chest.


    “It’s not like I’m going into witness protection. I’ll talk to you on the phone, and once we get settled maybe you can visit.”


    He rolled his eyes. “We’re going to have our hands full here. I can’t look away and pretend it’s not happening.”


    “I’m protecting Anna.”


    He turned and started walking away. “Send me a postcard.”


    “Luke!” I shouted, but he didn’t stop.


    Damn it.


    I jogged after him. “I’ll be back. We won’t be gone forever.”


    He chuckled, but there was no humor in it. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m everyone’s third wheel now. Every member of the Pack has found their mate except me. You were my last connection here, and you’re leaving.” For a second his anger faded, and the same fear I’d witnessed in our father’s eyes flashed. “I don’t know how much longer I can do this.”


    “Come with us.”


    He shook his head. “I’m the last thing you need on your getaway with your mate.”


    “Anna will understand. She cares about you, too. Come with us.”


    “No.” He glanced at the house. “I’ll figure something out.”


    “I would’ve told you about this. I thought I’d have more time.”


    “And I thought we’d always be together in the Pack. Shit happens.” He walked away, calling over his shoulder, “Take good care of Vivi.”


    Luke didn’t look back, and I didn’t chase after him. What good would it do? I’d still be leaving him behind.


    How could I shelter my mate and protect my brother at the same time?


    I couldn’t.


    But, damn, did I ever wish I could.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Vivianna


    Madison had a work emergency and had to run back to the office. I double-checked my hair in the mirror. Tonight we were heading into downtown Reno for a concert at Harrah’s. We’d gone shopping for formals and shoes.


    And here I was, ready to go, and Madison wasn’t back yet. I’d bought a red cocktail length dress with a black collar and black buttons down the back. It had a retro feel to it, and for the first time since I’d sent Logan away, I felt attractive.


    Baby steps.


    There was a knock at the door, and I frowned. Did Madison forget her house key?


    When I peeked through the sidelight I almost choked on my tongue. Logan was on the porch in a tuxedo.


    And, holy crap, he looked amazing.


    My pulse raced while I weighed my options. I could pretend I wasn’t home, or I could tell him to go away because I had plans, or I could open the door and lock lips with the guy I’d loved for most of my life.


    I opted for opening the door. “Logan?”


    His gaze wandered up from my shoes to my face. “You look amazing.”


    “Same to you.” I stepped back so he could come in. He smelled like the forest after a snow. I bit my lower lip to keep from throwing myself at him. “Why are you here?”


    He turned around with a gift bag. I’d been so focused on how he looked, I hadn’t even noticed he was carrying anything.


    “Sorry I’m so late.” He held out a wrist corsage. “Anna Lopez, will you come to the prom with me?”


    I must’ve looked at him like he’d grown a second head, because he burst out laughing. My heart clenched. I could listen to him laugh forever.


    “I wanted to surprise you.”


    “Mission accomplished. You know you’re over five years late, right?”


    He smiled and opened the clear plastic box. “I know, but I was hoping you might give me another chance.”


    “I already have plans with Madison.”


    His eyes sparkled with mischief. “At Harrah’s? For a concert?”


    “How did you…”


    “My band is playing tonight. I asked Madison to take you shopping.”


    I wrapped my arms around my middle, struggling to keep my composure. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


    He sighed. “Just hear me out, okay?”


    My battered emotional barriers were crumbling. “Fine.”


    “I tried to honor your wishes and stay away, but I can’t. I want to be with you, and if that means we need to leave Reno or even Nevada, we can find a place in the suburbs someplace. I’m willing to do that.”


    My jaw dropped and tears welled in my eyes. “What are you saying?”


    “I’m saying I love you, Anna. And I’m ready to put your needs ahead of mine. If the danger is too much, we’ll move.”


    I rushed to his arms, and our lips fused together. He held me tight, humming into the kiss. Gradually, he pulled back, resting his forehead against mine. “I finished the song. We should get to the hotel. The band is waiting.”


    I smiled. “I can’t believe you did all this.”


    He slid the corsage onto my wrist. “I’m trying to sweep you off your feet.” He put his arm out for me. “How am I doing?”


    I hooked my arm through his and followed him to the door. “I’m lucky I can still stand.”


    …


    When we walked into the ballroom at Harrah’s, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Logan’s Pack were all there, and they’d decorated the room with centerpieces on the tables, streamers, gold and silver helium balloons that covered the ceiling, and a big sign hung behind Logan’s band that read: Arabian Nights.


    I laughed. “You even remembered the prom’s theme.”


    “I can’t take credit for that.” He pointed to his brother who was keeping busy inflating balloons. “Luke went to the prom that night, so he helped me with all the details.”


    “Surprise!” Madison ran over and took my hands. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


    I nodded and hugged her. “I’m so glad you’re here, too.”


    “I wouldn’t miss it.” She looked over at Levi on the stage. “They didn’t tell me what was going on, either, just that we needed to dress up for a concert.”


    Logan brushed a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be right back.”


    His parents and the rest of the Pack came over while Logan joined the Howlers on stage. I wanted to memorize every detail. They’d all worked together so Logan could pull off this second-chance prom for me. Adam hadn’t been exaggerating about the love in this room.


    Madeleine and Malcolm were on the dance floor wiggling like the band was already playing. Finally Logan took the mic.


    “Thanks for coming. Tonight, I’m going to debut a brand new song. This one is for Anna.”


    Everyone cheered around me while I clapped, my eyes locked on his. He put the microphone into the stand and strummed his guitar, stepping in close as he started to sing.


    If fairy tales came true,


    I’ll be right next to you.


    But this is only a song,


    It’s all I’ve got to move on…


    You are my love, my light, my song,


    One single lifetime will not be long


    Enough to show you how much I care,


    Or to prove to your heart, I will always be there.


    My soul is wide open, no more need for lies.


    I can see happily ever after in your eyes…


    A tear spilled down my cheek, but nothing in the world could’ve wiped the smile off my face as he sang the next verse. Madison came over and held my hand. On stage, Logan hit the key change for the final chorus.


    In your eyes,


    I can see Heaven’s light.


    In your eyes,


    There is no need to fight.


    In your eyes,


    I lose all my fear,


    And I’m so damned glad you’re here….


    You are my love, my light, my song,


    One single lifetime will not be long


    Enough to show you how much I care,


    Or to prove to your heart, I will always be there.


    My soul is wide open, no need for lies.


    I can see happily ever after in your eyes…


    I can see happily ever after in your eyes…


    Around me, the room erupted in cheers and applause as Logan stepped off the stage and took me in his arms. Resting his forehead against mine, he whispered, “I love you, Anna.”


    “I love you, too.” I rose up on my toes and kissed him.


    He returned my kiss, slow and tender. When he straightened, more clapping broke out, and we laughed.


    I reached up to caress his cheek. “Can we talk someplace?”


    He nodded and took my hand, giving the band a signal. They started a cover of Shout and the dance floor filled up. We headed to the far corner for a little privacy, although with so many werewolves in the room, I wasn’t sure just how private our conversation would be.


    “I loved your song.”


    “Thanks.” He grinned. “You inspire me.”


    I glanced at all the dancers. “Your Pack is pretty amazing, too. I can’t believe they went to all this trouble.”


    He chuckled and nodded. “They’re the best.”


    “Adam came to see me this week.”


    His smile faded. “Why?”


    “He wanted to thank me for saving Madeleine, but I think he had some kind of Alpha ESP that you were hurting.”


    “I have been.”


    “Me, too.” I searched his eyes. My Logan. Butterflies filled my stomach. “It means the world to me that you’re willing to leave with me and start a new life.”


    He caressed my cheek. “I’m empty inside without you. Home will be wherever you are. I’ll make it work.”


    I nuzzled into his touch. “I feel the same way. That’s why I think we should stay.”


    “Are you sure?” He frowned. “Nero is probably headed our way. What you saw last week is just the beginning.”


    “I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but this time my eyes are wide open. Until tonight, all I’ve seen around your Pack was the danger. But Adam is right—there’s a whole lot of love in this room, too. All of them are part of you. I don’t want you to lose that.”


    He kissed me and rested his forehead against mine. “And I don’t ever want to see you hurting and scared like you were the other night.”


    “When I asked you to teach me to use a gun, you told me about the first time you shot a person. I listened, but I didn’t understand. Not really. I do now. And it’s horrible, but I know I did the right thing.”


    He searched my eyes and finally whispered, “You’re amazing.”


    I started to smile. “And don’t you forget it.”


    “No chance.”


    The next thing I knew he was cradling me in his arms and walking back out to the center of the dance floor. He set my feet on the ground and his lips brushed my ear. “Don’t go anywhere.”


    Logan jumped up on the stage and grabbed the mic. The Howlers stopped playing and all eyes turned to Logan.


    “Sorry to interrupt, but I have a couple of announcements. First, Anna and I will be staying in Reno, and whatever comes our way, we’re standing with family.”


    His cryptic declaration made sense to every Pack member in the room, and cheers drowned him out. Logan winked at me and pulled the microphone close again. “And I’ve got one more thing to say to Anna.”


    Silence descended as I stared up at him.


    “Thanks for giving me a second chance at the prom.”


    I laughed and rolled my eyes.


    He grinned. “Now, this one’s for you.”


    Logan nodded to Zane and they kicked off an awesome cover of “Shut Up and Dance.” All the couples, the kids, everyone in the ballroom started dancing. Madison found me and we bumped hips, jumping in time with the driving beat. Every once in a while I’d glance up at Logan. His eyes were on me, and the desire was plain.


    So was the love. I couldn’t remember ever being this happy.


    Maybe it took almost losing something to realize how precious it really was. Whatever I’d missed at the prom in high school, there was no way it could’ve compared to this one.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Logan


    Anna rested peacefully beside me. I loved this time of the morning. She usually wrote until late at night and then slept in. Mornings weren’t her thing. It gave me the opportunity to watch over her and remind myself how damned lucky I was.


    We’d lived together for almost two weeks now. She already rearranged the kitchen and the closet, and I barely noticed. Being with her, breathing in her scent, hearing her laughter, it all fed the wolf inside of me. I’d never felt stronger or more complete.


    I stroked back her hair at her temple, and she gave me a drowsy smile, snuggling closer. She kissed my chest and peered up at me with sleepy eyes.


    “Everything okay?”


    “So much better than okay.” I smiled. “Sorry to wake you.”


    “No you’re not.”


    I chuckled and held her tighter. “Maybe not.”


    She rolled back onto her pillow and glanced out the window. “Tonight’s the full moon.”


    I nodded, propping my head up on my elbow, and did my best to ignore the nerves brewing in my gut. “Yep. Second one this month.”


    She turned her attention to me. “The blue moon, right?”


    “Yeah.”


    I waited, but she stared out the window again.


    My shoulders tightened. “Are you having second thoughts?”


    “No.” She rolled onto her side, facing me. “The blue moon is like a second chance, right? It’s perfect for us.”


    “You know I love you whether we do this tonight or not.”


    She nodded. “I want to.”


    “Last time you saw my wolf, it scared you.”


    Her hand wandered up my bare chest. “I know what to expect this time.” Meeting my eyes, she whispered, “I’m ready for this.”


    I kissed her lips and prayed she was right.


    …


    Anna came with me up to Lake Tahoe. I hiked with her to our rock at the edge of the water. Once she was settled up top with the sleeping bag, water and snacks, the sky was already darkening. The moon would be up in less than an hour.


    “After I shift, the wolf will be in charge. The others have told me the instinct to find his mate and change her is overpowering.”


    Her dark eyes met mine. “I haven’t changed my mind.”


    “I never want to hurt you or scare you, Anna.”


    She smiled and cupped my cheek. “I love you.”


    I pulled her into my arms, kissing her with all the emotion brewing inside of me. When I forced myself back, my pulse was racing. I wasn’t sure how much was the rising moon and how much was the desire she kindled in me with every touch. Either way, it was time to go.


    “I guess I’ll see you soon.” I stood up, a smile tugging at my lips. “I love you, too.”


    I landed the jump to the ground with no trouble and jogged into the darkness to find my Pack. Adam was the only one who knew I’d be taking a detour on our run. Tonight Anna would become one of us. It still seemed like a dream.


    When I found the clearing, my Pack brothers were in good spirits. All except one. I tracked my brother’s scent to the edge of the clearing. He sat alone, staring into the dark water of Lake Tahoe.


    “Hey, Luke.”


    He didn’t turn. “Thought maybe you skipped town already.”


    The barbs were getting old. “I told you, I’m not going anywhere.”


    “Yeah, I remember.” He glanced my way. “But secrets are big with you these days.”


    I sighed and sat beside him. “I’m converting Anna tonight.”


    His eyes widened. “Really? She’s ready for that?”


    “Hope so.” I shrugged. “She says she is.”


    The moody cloud lifted from over my brother, and he pulled me into a tight hug. “I’m happy for you.”


    I smiled, returning the embrace, then stepping back. “Thanks.”


    “Do Mom and Dad know?”


    I shook my head. “No, just you and Adam.”


    He nodded. “Thanks for telling me. I know I’ve been…dickish, lately.”


    I chuckled. “I deserve it.”


    He sobered. “I’m worried I won’t ever find her. My mate.”


    “I know.” The thought of Luke going down the same path as our uncle terrified me. “But she’s out there. We’re young. You’ve got plenty of time.”


    “Yeah.” He didn’t sound convinced. He got up and offered me his hand. “Guess we’d better get ready.”


    We found a couple private spots. Shifting from a man into a wolf was a painful process, and not something we liked to share with an audience. My skin prickled, heating from inside out—the first sign the change was coming.


    I yanked my T-shirt over my head and stripped off my pants. By the time the first wave of pain dropped me to my knees, I was completely naked and ready for the onslaught of transformation. I tried to focus on Anna, to distance myself from the popping of my mutating joints and the fire in my skin as fur pushed through to cover my body.


    When the pain finally started to fade, I panted and stood on unsure legs. The wolf was in charge now. I was a passenger deep within, our spirits joined. He shook off the last remnants of the change and sniffed the air.


    Luke ventured out, nudging me before he tipped his head back and howled. The sound called to the others, and soon we all sang together to the moon. I pulled in another breath and caught a familiar scent.


    Anna.


    I nipped my brother. He chuffed in reply, and I turned and ran into the darkness.

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Vivianna


    Wolves howled in the distance. Goose bumps crept up my arms. Too late to change my mind now. I stared up at the moon. Logan said I’d see the next full moon as a wolf, part of the Pack.


    Sitting alone in the dark, I replayed my call with my mom the night before. She was so happy to hear Logan and I were together again. He was always her second son, and after we lost my dad, Logan’s folks stepped in to help her like we were already one big family.


    Someday I’d have to tell her about tonight.


    Bushes rustled to my right. I gasped, leaning over to peek at the ground below. Logan looked up at me. He was massive, dark as the night, but his blue eyes were the same. My mate. I swallowed the fear.


    “Logan?”


    The wolf huffed, but he didn’t come any closer. He had warned me earlier that when he shifted, he was still inside, but the wolf was dominant. I had no idea if Logan could hear me or understand. The wolf just stared. Did he remember my reaction last time the moon was full?


    I blew out a slow breath. “I’m not afraid.”


    He whined and shook his head once.


    “Okay, I’m a little afraid, but I’m ready for this.” I paused and then added, “I want to touch you.”


    He tilted his head like he pondered my words. In two hops, the massive wolf stood on top of the boulder. I squeaked a little in surprise, and he lowered his head. With a shaky hand, I reached out to run my fingers through his thick fur.


    Touching him made everything real. I was seriously petting a wild wolf. A choked-up laugh escaped my lips, and he raised his head. “You’re amazing.”


    He licked my cheek, and I wrapped my arms around his neck. The fear drained from my body, and when I released him, he sat beside me on the sleeping bag, watching the moon. I leaned against him, elated and safe.


    I ran my fingers down his chest. He tilted his snout and suddenly nipped my hand, his teeth breaking the skin. The pain swelled, burning until tears stung my eyes, but before I could scramble away, he licked the wound, tender and gentle.


    It was done.


    He stared into my eyes for a long moment before he turned and jumped to the ground. My hand throbbed, but when I lifted it up in the moonlight, it wasn’t a gash or a gaping wound. He’d been careful.


    Even as a wild animal, that wolf loved me.


    Popping and whining and panting came from the darkness of the trees below. I leaned over the side, but I couldn’t see anything. Gradually the whines became very human groans. Logan was shifting back.


    I straightened on the rock, trying to give him some semblance of privacy. My mind whirled with questions. I held up my hand again and frowned. Turning it over and over, I couldn’t believe my eyes.


    It was healed.


    Each time I thought I was ready, and nothing in Logan’s world could surprise me, I was wrong.


    “Anna?”


    I almost fell off the rock; I was that surprised to find him up top with me. Logan caught my hand and pulled me into his arms. I clung to him, overwhelmed by the tempest of emotions brewing inside me. Finally, I stepped back and showed him my hand.


    “It’s already healed.”


    He inspected it and kissed over the new scar. “Good.” He met my eyes. “Notice anything else?”


    I glanced down and back up with a little smile. “You’re naked.”


    He laughed, rolling his eyes. “Thanks for noticing.” He sobered a little. “Everyone reacts differently to the bite, but your senses should start getting stronger as the wolf bonds with you.”


    I turned around, scanning the trees. “Someone’s there.”


    He ran his hand up my back. “You hear it, too.”


    I nodded.


    “Do you recognize the scent?”


    I took a breath and sighed. “No.”


    A wolf with clothes and shoes in his jaws dropped them next to the rock. He stared up at us, and his blue eyes were a dead giveaway. “Luke.”


    He started to go, but Logan called his name. The wolf turned back.


    “Thanks, Bro.”


    He chuffed in answer and darted back into the trees.


    Logan squeezed my hand. “I should probably get dressed in case a ranger comes by.”


    I leaned up on my toes and kissed him, dragging my teeth along his lower lip until he growled and held me tighter.


    “Maybe you should hold off on getting dressed.”


    He lowered me to the sleeping bag with a sexy smile. “You’re suddenly overdressed.”


    I smiled up at him. “Maybe you could help me with that.”


    We made love under the blue moon, with wolves howling in the distance. Every touch and taste was heightened, as my body changed right along with my heart. I surrendered every part of myself to him, and it no longer seemed like a risk. We were in this together, whatever the future held.


    Spent, we lay on our backs, staring up at the moon and stars, our fingers entwined while the breeze off the water cooled our bodies. He turned his head and smiled at me. “This is the best full moon I’ve ever had.”


    I grinned. “Me, too.”


    He chuckled and sat up. “I better get my clothes before any critters do.” He jumped to the ground like it was nothing. I leaned over the side. “So, can I make this jump now, too?”


    He looked up at me while he dressed. “Maybe? The physical strength is usually the last thing to change, but you could be the exception.”


    “Nah.” I pulled my jeans back on. “I’m good.”


    Logan hopped up beside me again, his arm around my waist. In the distance the wolves howled again, and Logan smiled.


    I nudged him. “Do you know what they’re saying?”


    He kissed me and whispered, “Welcome to the Pack.”


    I grinned, tasting his lips one more time. “Proud to be a part of it.”


    “I love you so much, Anna.”


    I ran my finger along his lower lip. “I love you, too.”


    He pulled me close, holding me tight, his lips brushing my ear. “Thank you for giving me another chance.”


    I met his eyes and smiled. “Best decision I’ve ever made.”


    [image: ]
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